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ABSTRACT 
 

 
This qualitative study explored motivational factors informing the choice to pursue 

graduate study among 14 first-generation Liberal Arts, college graduates from Striver, a 

large, urban, public university. As a graduate degree has increasingly become the common 

gateway for upward social mobility in U.S. society, identifying the source of this population’s 

post-baccalaureate motivations and value assessments of an advanced degree will 

contribute to a broader understanding of college student aspirations and potential barriers 

to academic and professional success for students from first-generation backgrounds. 

Analysis of student narratives through the respective lenses of Eccles’ et al., (1983) 

Expectancy-Value and Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy Theories yielded four major themes. 

The first identified the role of critical socializers in co-creating expectations for high 

achievement (even within lower attainment environments). The second demonstrated the 

prevalence of incongruous appraisals of ability (as defined by GPA and self-reported past 

performances) in assessments of efficacy for graduate study. The latter themes identified 

perceived values and costs associated with the choice process and raised further questions 

about access to timely and reliable information to inform these value assessments. These 

four emergent themes were relatively consistent with Battle and Wigfield’s (2003) finding 

on the role of intrinsic, attainment and utility value in graduate choice, but offered a slightly 

nuanced understanding of what is termed here as “social impact values” and subsequent 

costs to post-baccalaureate choice. With institutions of higher education serving key roles in 

student progression from the undergraduate to graduate level, this research sought to 

inform future institutional approaches toward engaging and supporting first-generation 

college students seeking advanced degrees. Research on the choice process of graduate 

degree-seekers has been primarily quantitative in nature, so the present study adds a 

missing qualitative voice to this growing body of work. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

This qualitative study explored motivational factors informing the choice to pursue 

graduate study among 14 first-generation Liberal Arts college graduates from Striver, a 

large, urban, public university. As a graduate degree has increasingly become the common 

gateway for upward social mobility in U.S. society, identifying the source of this population’s 

post-baccalaureate motivations and value assessments of an advanced degree will 

contribute to a broader understanding of college student aspirations and potential barriers 

to academic and professional success for students from first-generation backgrounds. 

Across the nation, college graduates, especially those within the Liberal Arts 

disciplines, are increasingly viewing graduate school as a necessity for future career 

advancement (Selingo, 2013; Carnevale, Strohl, & Melton, 2011; Julian & Kominski, 2011; 

Knapp, Kelly-Reid, & Ginder, 2011; Torche, 2011; Brand & Xie, 2010; Nevill, et al., 2007 and 

Goyette, & Mullen, 2006). Even with a small 1.1% decrease in overall graduate applications 

between fall 2009 and fall 2012, on the whole, enrollment in first time graduate certificate, 

education specialist, master’s, or doctoral programs for the 2011-2012 academic year 

reached close to 450,000 (according to Bell, 2011). This upward trajectory demonstrates 

that graduate education is no longer considered an option reserved for the privileged few, 

but a critical step on the ladder to social and financial advancement here in the U.S. (Brand 

& Xie, 2010; Bedard & Herman, 2008 and Battle & Wigfield, 2003; Mullen, et al., 2003).  

While graduate enrollment has been on the rise, understanding what motivational 

forces lay behind this increase has been slow to develop. Several studies have attempted to 

uncover possible reasons for gains in graduate participation, including interest in further 

advancement of knowledge, increased opportunities for higher earnings over time, and 

delay of participation in the world of work as possible motivating forces (Adams, 2011; 
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Nevill, et al., 2007; McCall, 2007 & Perna, 2004), but few have explored these factors and 

others at the qualitative level. Without additional research (specifically, qualitative 

research) into these and other motivational factors informing the choice of graduate 

degree-seekers, the rising enrollment figures will continue to tell only part of the story. 

 To address this gap in the literature, the following qualitative study explores 

motivational factors for choosing to pursue graduate study, specifically among a group of 

first-generation, Liberal Arts students at a large, urban, research institution. This study 

intends to add to the body of literature a perspective that is least heard, but one that may 

offer the most insight into academic choice for this population. With graduate degrees 

increasingly becoming the common gateway for upward social mobility in U.S. society, 

understanding the motivational factors, values/costs, and possible role of the higher 

educational institution involved in the choice process of this student population may help 

unravel the graduate persistence narrative and contribute to the broader literature on 

student motivation and persistence. This study may also inform future institutional 

approaches for this particular student population. The Lumina Foundation, Ronald E. 

McNair Post-baccalaureate Achievement Program, and the Mellon Mays Foundation’s, 

respective goals to increase undergraduate and postgraduate degree attainment among 

first-generation students may also be better informed by these narratives of the students 

they aim to support.  

Throughout this study, I contextualize the issue of graduate pursuit of first-

generation college students within the larger framework of postsecondary choice and 

economic opportunity in the U.S. I introduced my research questions and provide a 

rationale for my choice to employ qualitative research methodology as the best approach to 

answering them. A discussion of Eccles’ (1983) Expectancy-Value Theory and Bandura’s 

(1977) Self-Efficacy Theory supports a fuller conversation on key concerns in the literature 
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on first-generation college students, Liberal Arts education, and graduate school. Providing 

both a theoretical frame for asking my proposed research questions and offering a critical 

presentation of the literature to date, allowed me to demonstrate how my study may create 

much-needed space for the voices of first-generation college students. 

 
 

Statement of the Problem  
 
 

Presently, 45% of American students between the ages of 18-24 are enrolled in 

either a 4-year or 2-year undergraduate institution, with a sizable concentration at large, 4-

year, research institutions (Weber, 2012; DeAngelo, Franke, Hurtado, Pryor & Tran, 2011). 

Despite the projected decrease in the pool of traditional-aged college students entering the 

undergraduate pipeline, both undergraduate and post-baccalaureate enrollment in the 

United States has increased steadily over time (Aud, Hussar, Johnson, Kena, Roth, Manning, 

Wang & Zhang, 2012 and Bell, 2011). According to recent U.S. Department of Education 

NCES reports, growth has primarily been positive at both levels, yet some differences have 

been identified by these trends. The data shows that “undergraduate enrollment rose 37 

percent between 2000 and 2010  … [while] post-baccalaureate enrollment  … rose 78 

percent between 1985 and 2010” (NCES, 2012). According to Aud, et al. (2012), “693,000 

master’s degrees and 159,000 doctor’s degrees were awarded in 2009-10  … represent[ing] 

increases of 50 and 34 percent, respectively, over the numbers awarded in 1999-2000.  

While growing participation in higher education across the U.S. landscape is evident, 

a smaller percentage of undergraduate attendees hail from first-generation college 

backgrounds (DeAngelo, et al., 2011). Of this limited pool of first-generation college 

students, only 27.4% attain baccalaureate degrees in four years, relative to their second- or 

third-generation college peers who boast a rate of 42.1% (DeAngelo, et al., 2011; Nevill, et 

al., 2007 and Bedard & Herman, 2008). This gap narrows marginally for six-year completion 
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rates (approximately 7 percentage points), yet the disparity in attendance and completion 

of baccalaureate and post-baccalaureate degrees for these two college-going groups 

persists.  

One integral component in this ongoing discussion on differential student 

enrollment and completion rates that continues to receive criticism from all sides of the 

debate is the impact of ongoing economic strains on the post-undergraduate decisions of 

most college students in the U.S. (Julian, & Kominski, 2011; Malveaux, 2003; Thomas, 2000). 

The prospect of high loan indebtedness and possible employment instability is a concern for 

many, but looms all the more ominously for students from first-generation backgrounds 

who may already incur higher rates of debt to support their undergraduate participation 

(DeAngelo, et al., 2011; Hirudayaraj, 2011; Engle, & Tinto, 2008). Continuing to 

contextualize this key concern and the related debates on variable returns on investment in 

higher education (Carnevale, et al., 2011; Torche, 2011 and Benton, 2009), was key in 

addressing the dearth of research on how students themselves internalize these factors 

and/or are motivated by them in the pursuit of a graduate degree.  

 
 

Purpose of the Study  
 
 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to use the voices of first-generation Liberal 

Arts students to understand motivational factors informing their choice to pursue graduate 

study. Using student perceptions of this choice process offers broader and deeper insight 

into motivational factors influencing academic choice in this population. Dana Mitra (2006) 

and other critical scholars have examined student voice in the K-12 domain, providing a 

base for further examination of voice in the higher education arena. By providing a 

qualitative context to the overwhelmingly quantitative narrative on first-generation college 

students, my research questions will add to the discourse on academic motivation, and 
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provide key stakeholders a critical lens into shared approaches that may better impact the 

success of these and possibly other graduate degree-seekers. Exploring first-generation 

college student perceptions serves as potential sites for critical outreach and engagement 

by postsecondary policy makers, administrators, faculty, advisement staff and even the 

students themselves. As institutions are a network of individuals, who must work in 

loosely-defined yet critically interdependent ways toward shared goals, these varying 

groups would benefit from exploring suggested factors to inform future practice. 

 
 

Research Questions 

 

 
Navigating institutions of higher education and weighing post-baccalaureate options 

is daunting for most college students. This research aims to unpack the graduate choice 

process by exploring how first-generation Liberal Arts students identify and ascribe 

meaning to their motivation for pursuing graduate study. Values and costs associated with 

their future prospects and the perceived role of their undergraduate institutions in aiding 

their pursuit of a graduate degree were also examined. With broader implications for 

understanding potential factors that may encourage these students to pursue graduate 

degrees, this study asked the following questions: 

 
 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students describe motivational factors 

impacting their choice to pursue a graduate degree? 
 

 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students assign value and define costs 
associated with pursuit of a graduate degree? 
 

 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students perceive their institution's influence 
on their academic choices and access to a graduate degree? 
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My research questions were designed to examine the meaning-making process and 

individual values students attach to the choice to extend their college education beyond the 

undergraduate level. Through qualitative inquiry, this research aimed to paint a student-

centered portrait of how a group of first-generation Liberal Arts students at a large, urban 

research institution are motivated in their choice to pursue post-baccalaureate degrees.  

 
 

Definitions 
 
 

Several terms have already been introduced in earlier sections of the proposal, or 

will be introduced in subsequent sections, so included below are brief explanations of how 

these terms are used within the context of this qualitative study. 

 
First-Generation: The literature defines this term in multiple ways, but the present study 

uses this term to refer only to students whose parents (one or both) have “not completed”, 

at minimum, a baccalaureate degree. Benefits to education are accrued at a more significant 

rate for completers, so, for our purposes, only parents who have “not completed” a college 

degree are included in this category. 

 
Persistence: Defined here as the act of continuing to degree completion regardless of 

institution. An example of “persistence” may be one- to two-year attendance at a community 

college, transfer to a four-year university for a year or so and degree completion at a third 

and final institution. 

 
Retention: Refers specifically to the semester-to-semester and/or year-to-year persistence 

at a given institution (most notably first year to second year). 

 



| 7 

 

Second-Generation/Continuing-Generation: The literature offers multiple definitions, but in 

the present study, the term refers only to students whose parents (one or both) “have 

completed”, at minimum, a baccalaureate degree. 

 
 

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 
 
 
Delimitations 

 

I currently work at both the specific college of interest and the larger university 

where I intended to conduct the bulk of my research. As an academic advisor at the current 

institution, I have ready access to my key informants, but did anticipate a few minor 

logistical barriers including the possibility of a low response rate and potential conflict of 

interest with previous advisees. In anticipation of these barriers, I developed mitigating 

measures including the introduction of a small monetary incentive to compensate willing 

participants, and the use of an online advising database to filter out students with whom I 

have had previous advising encounters.  

 

Limitations  

 

Albeit a hallmark of qualitative research, and of this study in particular, one of the 

possible “limitations” or rather “considerations” of qualitative research is its emphasis on 

one university, one college, and one very specific group of students. Findings from this 

qualitative study were not intended to be generalizable to the broader population, but 

certainly offered a guiding framework for the contribution of this study to existing 

knowledge on first-generation college students’ perceptions of factors informing their 

choice to pursue graduate study. 
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Significance of the Study  

 
 

The overarching significance of the research is its potential to inform higher 

education policies and improve institutional practices. In a nation where social and financial 

mobility is based primarily on attainment of postsecondary degrees, this study’s 

examination of underlying themes in the post-baccalaureate choice process is consistent 

with patterns identified by the handful of qualitative researchers who have explored these 

themes in similar populations (Pittaoulis, 2012; Lunceford, 2011 and Ryan & Sackrey, 

1996). However, while the historical burden of meeting the challenges of postsecondary 

achievement has fallen on this student population, little has been done to ensure their 

voices are included in the ongoing analyses of these achievements and the motivational 

factors that have informed their ongoing academic choices. Internalization of social and 

institutional misperceptions gravely impacts how first-generation college students make 

meaning of their undergraduate experience and their potential for future academic and 

professional success (Stephens, Johnson & Covarrubias, 2012; Dumais & Ward, 2010; 

Prospero, & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Choy, 2001 

and London, 1996). The absence of first-generation college student voices in the literature 

further supports the need for a qualitative examination of the role of student perception in 

choosing graduate school.  

Like many of their second- and third-generation peers, first-generation college 

students are entrenched in a knowledge-based economy forcing them to compete on a 

global scale (Hirudayaraj, 2011). As such, greater measures must be taken to better define 

knowledge, skills, and abilities critical to the success. For first-generation college students 

especially, being equipped to compete at this level requires validation of their voices and 

the ability to access resources to inform their choice process. While this study does not 

purport to generalize its findings to the larger population, one of the reasons to pursue this 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Johnson%20CS%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=22390227
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Covarrubias%20R%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=22390227
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qualitatively is to reposition the issue of achievement and aspiration from a deficit to an 

asset approach. Limiting key informants to persistent first-generation Liberal Arts students 

is not meant to create a group of exemplars or to assert that this group’s ability to “defy the 

odds” is an inevitable outcome for all students. Conversely, it is intended to draw a clear 

boundary around a subgroup that may help us learn more about the motivational factors 

informing the graduate choice process of recently graduated Liberal Arts students.  

Moving beyond an individual resilience approach to a more contextual approach 

that includes students’ values, expectations and self-efficacy allowed the perceptions of the 

students to provide the most insight into the graduate enrollment trend. As universities 

tend to work in the extremes (where there is an overreliance on quantitative data or self-

report data to inform policy and practice), my goal was to centralize the discourse around 

this element of the college student experience. Attention to the needs and contributions of 

this population may potentially serve as an investment in resources and policies to ensure 

the success of all undergraduates, regardless of parental educational status.  

 

 

Theoretical Framework  

 

 
Introduction 
 
 

For many years, researchers have explored a range of developmental psychology 

theories to explain the difference in the ability of some children and young adults to 

overcome personal hardships or “adversity” while others falter. Many of these theories 

originate in the clinical domain, but as first-generation college students present with similar 

familial and socio-structural challenges to those highlighted in clinical studies, reviewing 

theories that couple those external factors with possible internal ones may help us 

understand what drives persistence in the face of ongoing challenges. In this section, I 
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present a theoretical framework to scaffold a growing understanding of the potential 

drivers for educational aspirations. Before settling on the two theories employed in the 

current study, I provide a review of two alternative theories that were considered for the 

study.  

 

Alternative Theories  

 
Human Capital Theory 
 
 

A potentially useful, yet slightly controversial theory that was considered in the 

early stages of this research process is one that supports an interpretation of “what” the 

students are investing in as an outcome of their choice to pursue graduate study. Human 

Capital Theory (HCT), which, in its simplest form, focuses on “human skills and knowledge”, 

is a framework that hails from the economic domain and is described by the father of 

Human Capital Theory, Theodore Schultz, in the following: 

 
Although it is obvious that people acquire useful skills and knowledge, it is not 
obvious that these skills and knowledge are a form of capital, that this capital is in 
substantial part a product of deliberate investment, that it has grown in Western 
societies at a much faster rate than conventional (nonhuman) capital, and that its 
growth may well be the most distinctive feature of the economic system (Schultz, 
1961, p. 1). 

 
 
This foundational explanation of human capital suggests that there is an intangible form of 

capital accrued to individuals by the increase in attainment of knowledge and skills over 

time. Decades after Schultz’s initial claim, the notion of human capital continues to come 

under scrutiny as it implies that the act of perceiving humans as possessing any form of 

intrinsic capital somehow reduces them to mere objects and could, therefore, be an 

impossible measure of national wealth.  
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 In his article, Blaug (1976) provides a historical account of the evolution of the 

Human Capital Theory and its viability as a theory for adequately explaining the link 

between education and earning potential. While he debates the merits of the theory in 

explaining all aspects of the human capital debate, he does support the idea that, “a wide 

range of apparently disconnected phenomena in the world are the outcome of a definite 

pattern of individual decisions, having in common the features of forgoing present gains for 

the prospect of future ones,” (Blaug, 1976, p. 850).  

 As one of the first to apply Human Capital Theory to education, Becker (1964) 

shows that traditional rates of return which measure cost at one investment time period, 

are not applicable when measuring the rate of return on educational investments. As these 

returns tend to accrue over longer time periods, it is harder to consider the exact cost of 

investment, or as Becker (1964) clearly describes, the foregone income. However, with the 

proliferation of degrees in certain sectors, the push for more selectivity warrants advanced 

schooling. The question is, are we really increasing human capital or simply providing 

signals to employers that some basic employability standard has been met through four to 

six years of formal higher education?   

 While I do believe that critics of Schultz (1961) and other Human Capital scholars 

(Sweetland, 1996 and Becker, 1964) are right to be concerned with any theory that reduces 

humans to commodities, I also agree that economists and, by extension, educators who 

continually discount the impact of HCT on changes in income and earnings over time, are 

missing a significant portion of the equation (Becker, 1964 and Schultz, 1961). According to 

Schultz, (1961), “[i]nvestment in education has risen at a rapid rate and by itself may well 

account for a substantial part of the otherwise unexplained rise in earnings” (p. 10). This 

and other linkages established between an increase in educational attainment and earning 
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potential, suggests the only way to equalize the economic playing field is to acquire more 

schooling (Weber, 2012; Torche, 2011; Malveaux, 2003 and Becker, 1964). 

 For many in the educational arena, HCT is an unpopular theoretical framework 

because the notion of increasing one’s value as a commodity through educational self-

investing is, as Schultz (1961) warned over half a century ago, anathema to the socially-

conscious and egalitarian spirit of higher education, where one typically invests in learning 

to become a more valuable part of the human community. While Gilead (2009) supports 

HCT’s notion that a correlation exists between increased education and higher lifetime 

earnings, he too argues that HCT should not be used as a foundation for educational policy 

without considering its potentially negative impact on the social cohesion mission of 

education. While I chose not to employ HCT in the present study, this contentious 

educational space serves as an informal backdrop for respondents’ understanding of the 

value of graduate education and the social cohesion mission of their own education. 

 
Resilience Theories 

 
Another body of work that was also considered was a range of theories categorized 

as “resilience” (Werner & Smith, 1982; Garmezy, 1991 and Rutter, 1993). Plagued by a crisis 

of definition, these theories have received mixed reviews in the educational achievement 

literature and served in the present study as an introduction to key concepts.  

Definitions of “resilience” are heavily contested, but some of the more common 

include Garmezy and Masten’s (1991) assertion that resilience is “a process of, or capacity 

for, or the outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging and threatening 

circumstances” (p. 459). Another popular definition for more specifically, “educational 

resilience”, is “the heightened likelihood of success in school and other life accomplishments 

despite environmental adversities brought about by early traits, conditions and 
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experiences” (Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994, p. 46). Finally, a more current definition 

considers “students who despite economic, cultural, and social barriers still succeed at high 

levels” (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004, p. 152). According to Gordon and Song (1994), “definition 

may be difficult because resilience may not be a single construct, but “a complex of related 

processes that deserve to be identified and studied as discrete constructs” (p. 30). 

 
Terms such as “at-risk”, “resilience”, and “protective factors” have all grown from 

this body of work (Werner & Smith 1982; Masten, Rutter, 1985; Morrison, Robertson, 

Laurie & Kelly, 2002 and Morrison, Brown, D'Incau, O'Farrell, & Furlong, 2006) and have 

been used in varying studies to challenge (and in some cases support), the assertion that 

there are measurable differences among students who are able to rise above personal 

barriers and those who succumb to them. While many of these resilience theories have been 

used to explore performance differences among K-12 learners, or among college students 

with psychological or alcohol-related problems (Rutter, 1985 and Gordon & Song, 1994), 

the treatment of “resilient” students as exemplars is an uneven story that is told of these 

young people, not necessarily by them.  

According to an empirical study of the impact of a college intervention to increase 

educational resilience among first- and second-generation college students, researchers 

found, “significant increases in resilience and social support” amongst the participants in an 

Educational Opportunity Fund (EOF) Program, but still suggested more research be 

conducted to carefully examine “specific processes that promote educational resilience” 

including “social modeling” from staff and peers and more active engagement with the 

“culture of college” (Clauss-Ehlers & Wibrowski, 2007, p. 574). Another study of first-

generation college students by Phinney and Haas (2003) demonstrated that students most 

capable of coping with stress were those exhibiting higher levels of self-efficacy and more 

social support than their peers. This finding suggests an emphasis on both intrinsic and 
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extrinsic factors impacting student coping abilities. Finally, findings from a 2010 study of 

Mexican American Community College attendees showed that, “participants' critical 

resilience is promoted by focusing on the cultivation of a larger purpose connected to the 

social uplift of their families and communities” (Campa, 2010, p. 429). Again, a suggestion 

that student motivation, specifically first-generation college students, can be influenced by 

multiple factors that are of value to the student. 

While the debate wages on about the validity of resilience theories and even the 

recent introduction of new “grit” theories (Mikolashek, 2004; Earvolino-Ramirez, 2007 and 

Perkins-Gough, & Duckworth, 2013), to explain differential achievements in students from 

lower socioeconomic environments, one of the glaring limitations in using “educational 

resilience” as a concept for explaining student motivation is that it does not lend itself well 

as a concept, process or outcome respectively. Resilience theories are also heavily informed 

by researcher inferences on quantitative self-report assessments and operational data such 

as SAT scores and grades. As Kumpfer (1999) suggests,  

 
 … defining a successful outcome that demonstrates resilience can be difficult 
because this judgment is so value-laden and culturally-relative. Resilience research 
generally begins with a search for resilient children who are successful despite the 
odds (Kumpfer, 1999, p. 212). 

 
 
With little emphasis on how the subjects themselves ascribe value to overcoming the 

challenges they have encountered or their expectations of themselves and the factors that 

inform those expectations.  

 

 

Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT)  

 
 

The Human Capital and Resiliency Theories presented earlier offered some 

potential for understanding motivations toward graduate study, but the two theories that 
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were found to hold the most explanatory power for our examination of motivation among 

first-generation college students were Eccles’ et al. (1983) Expectancy-Value Theory and 

Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy Theory.  

According to the motivational literature, there are several ways to explain emotions 

and meaning underlying human behavior (Atkinson, 1957; Bandura, 1977; Eccles, Adler, 

Futterman, Goff, Kaczala, Meece, & Midgley, 1983 and Vroom, 1964). One of several socio-

cognitive constructs that specifically takes values and expectations into account is the 

motivational theory popularized by Eccles et al. (1983), known as Expectancy-Value Theory 

(EVT). EVT, which was originally developed by Atkinson in 1957, has evolved from a strictly 

“motivational” approach into a more “cognitive” one that examines subjective explanations 

for academic success and the selective application of values to those successes (Eccles, 

2009; Drory, 1980; Eccles, et al., 1983). The theory has been used by psychologists and 

other educational researchers to better understand the “motivational/attitudinal 

determinants of achievement-related behaviors” (Eccles, et al., 1983, p. 79) and can provide 

more insight into underlying factors informing first-generation college students’ choice 

process. 

One of the most impactful insights from this evolving theory came as a result of 

research by Eccles, et al. (1983). The University of Michigan team developed a formal model 

asserting that the lived experiences and previous performances of individuals have less 

determining power on their future motivation than interpretations individuals have of 

those experiences and the concomitant values they associate with them. For example, 

students who have consistently demonstrated high performance, and tend to attribute their 

success to “stable factors” such as perceived ability, will have future expectancies that will 

remain constant regardless of the lived experience of performing well. Inversely, if students 

attribute success or failure to “unstable factors” such as teacher type or difficulty of an 
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exam, their future expectancies may differ in kind. As subjective interpretation of future 

tasks (in this case the choice to pursue graduate study) sits at the core of this theory, EVT 

has great applicability to the present study and informed interpretations of motivation in 

academic choice. 

In 1983, Eccles and her colleagues developed, and later modified, a model to help 

explain internal and external expectations of successes or failures on student achievement-

related performance or choice. Their model lends explanatory support not only for task 

expectations but for the assessment of subjective internal and external values associated 

with those tasks. The ensuing model depicted in Figure 1 offers a visual representation of 

EVT and the components used to analyze the data in the present study. While EVT focuses 

primarily on the impact of expectancies and values on children’s experiences in formative 

schooling environments, as most learned achievement behavior and motivations originate 

in early childhood, it can assist in explaining later achievement-related tasks.  

 
Figure 1: Eccles, Wigfield, and colleagues’ Expectancy-Value model of Achievement 

Performance and Choice 
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Expectancies 
 
 
Cultural Milieu 
 
 

The primary emphasis of most Expectancy-Value studies, including Eccles’ et al. 

(1983) are the environments in which achievement-related expectancy beliefs are both 

established and communicated to children. Most of these studies specifically examined 

possible sex differences between how female children are stereotyped in math-related 

disciplines relative to their male peers. These achievement environments, described in the 

EVT literature as the cultural milieu, includes the child’s home and school (Eccles et al., 

1983; Wigfield, & Eccles, 2000 and Wigfield, Tonks & Klauda, 2009). In these cultural 

environments, the primary facilitators of expectation beliefs are socializers – parents, 

teachers, peers and other sources of influence.  

 
Socializers 
 
 
 As social beings, eager to please those in authority, young people exhibit behaviors 

in achievement-related tasks (or other tasks deemed important) that are often linked to a 

natural desire to please. According to Wigfield et al. (2009): 

 
[f]oremost of these is the need or desire to please important adults; most children 
do appear to want to do this. Because school is very important to most parents and 
certainly to teachers, a way to satisfy this need for approval from adults is to work 
hard in school and attempt to do well (Wigfield et al., 2009, p. 64). 
 

 
This “desire to please,” is a driving force that propels young people to persevere toward 

task achievement. The researchers continue on to provide evidence that this need to please 

adults wanes over the course of the child’s development, but still plays a significant role in 

their engagement with tasks deemed important by adults, most notably their parents and 

formal educators.  
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 Given the influence of socializers’ roles in shaping expectations of success of failure 

among young people, these critical factors must be cognizant of the differential messages 

they may send (Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000 and Wigfield et al., 2009). For 

example, some students who demonstrate early achievements may be labeled by socializers 

as “smart” or “hard working,” while others may receive subtle messaging about academic or 

professional aspirations that are heavily gendered in nature. While some of the behaviors of 

socializers that transmit these biased messages may be informed by subconscious 

stereotyping, things like sharing information on female-dominated academic or 

professional career opportunities with female children and not with males, can lead to an 

expectation in the young person that they are incapable of succeeding outside of these 

prescribed domains (Battle & Wigfield, 2003; Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000 

and Wigfield et al., 2009). Over time, these socializer expectations may be challenged by 

expectations these young people develop for themselves. 

 
Subjective Task Values 
 
 

Designed as an evaluative judgment about soon-to-be engaged events, Expectancy-

Value Theory lends further applicability as an underlying theoretical framework for the 

present study through its four judgments of task or choice value (Eccles et al, 1989 and 

Eccles, 2009). These subjective values include 1) intrinsic or an autonomy-supporting 

interest judgment such as, “I enjoy learning about human behavior”, 2) attainment value or 

an identity value that actualizes an individual’s identity such as, “I see myself as a 

psychologist”, 3) utility or functionality such as, “A graduate degree in psychology can lead 

to upward social mobility” and finally an assessment of, 4) costs or foregone expenses 

associated with achieving a stated objective (Eccles et al, 1989; Eccles, 2009 and Wigfield et 

al., 2009). The final cost component could potentially lead to questions like, “What would I 
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need to give up to become a psychologist?” Taken in turn, I will elaborate on the subjective 

task values and highlight applications to the present study. 

 
 

Intrinsic 
 
 
 The first subjective task value is the one most closely linked to an internal 

assessment of the importance of a given achievement-related choice or task. It is described 

by Eccles et al. (1983) as, “the inherent, immediate enjoyment one gets from engaging in an 

activity” (p. 89). As such, it is the one most influenced by a young person’s personal 

interests and desire to persist out of self-defined fulfillment. Wigfield et al. (2009) note that 

“when children intrinsically value an activity, they often become deeply engaged in it and 

can persist at it for a long time (p. 58).” This explanation would suggest that if a person 

were, for example, to identify a clear passion for language acquisition or working with a 

specific population, this young person may persist in that direction, regardless of other cues 

in his or her environment that may attempt to discourage them from that directional 

pursuit. 

 
Attainment 
 
 

A second value judgment identified in the EVT literature, is attainment value. This 

value relies on an individual’s assessment of the importance of success or failure at a 

desired task (Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield, & Eccles, 2000 and Wigfield et al., 2009). As with 

other values identified in Self-Efficacy Theory, attainment value is entirely subjective. What 

may seem an important achievement to one may be viewed by another as merely a foregone 

expectation. An example of this value may be a student who has struggled with her writing, 

may value a “B” more highly than someone who writes with ease and receives the same or 

higher grade. As Eccles et al. (1986) further explains, the level of importance of task 



| 20 

 

achievement can be based on how challenging the task may be relative to the value of being 

challenged and succeeding in meeting a challenge (p. 89). The researchers also highlight 

that the achievement is often linked to a need to match attainment with pre-existing self-

perceptions. Whether consciously or subconsciously, many high and low achievers begin to 

adopt an identity relationship with achievement that can be reinforced or disrupted based 

on achievement experiences (Eccles et al., 1983; Wigfield, & Eccles, 2000 and Wigfield et al., 

2009). The more closely connected one’s identity attachment to achievement success or 

failure, the more likely they are to highly value attainment, so this internal assessment can 

play a very critical role in understanding motivational behavior. 

 
 
Utility 
 
 

Eccles et al. (1983), define utility values as, “the importance of [a given] task for 

some future goal that might itself be somewhat unrelated to the process nature of the task 

at hand (p. 89).” As such, utility value focuses primarily on the usefulness of desired task 

achievement on either short- or long-term goals. These assessments often include both 

subjective internal and external values on the utility and can vary by the domain in which 

the assessments of value are made. In the higher education domain, for example, students 

engaged in major selection often include assessments of the utility of their desired majors 

on future career opportunities (Carnevale et al., 2011; Benton, 2009; Goyette, & Mullen, 

2006 and Battle, & Wigfield, 2003). While one student may find high utility value in a 

Philosophy major because he intends to pursue a professorship in a reputable department 

of Philosophy, another student may consider Philosophy to hold little to no utility value as 

the degree (and many others within the Liberal Arts) have been largely undervalued by the 

mainstream (Carnevale et al., 2011; Benton, 2009).  
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Cost 
 
 

The, “cost of success or failure,” is the final component in Eccles’ et al. (1983) 

Expectancy-Value model (p. 93). Comprehensive value assessments are based on a 

calculation of benefits relative to the following three cost types originally identified by 

Kukla (1972): 1) effort, 2) loss of valued alternatives and 3) psychological cost of failure 

(Eccles et al., 1983, p. 94). According to Kukla (1972), effort judgments are reliant upon the 

amount of effort needed to be successful in a given task. He asserts that the more effort 

required, the more costly the task and therefore the less desirable the task may become. 

While this may be true for some tasks, I disagree that such an equation would be applicable 

to all situations as increased effort may signal an investment and therefore a willingness to 

sacrifice for the sake of achievement. We will revisit this concept in Chapter Four.  

The second cost type refers to foregone opportunities. As time is limited for us all, 

commitment of time, financial resources and energy to one task or choice may come at a 

high cost to another valued task. This siphoning of resources could again raise the cost of 

the primary achievement-related task and thereby decrease its value when compared 

against other tasks (Eccles et al., 1983). 

Finally, psychological cost of failure refers to the uncertain assessment of failure or 

success on an upcoming task. Assessing the likelihood of success can be challenging so if a 

student makes an inaccurate assessment, especially if that assessment was overinflated and 

the student “fails,” the impact of that failure may be quite costly, relative to the value of 

achievement. Eccles et al. (1983) explained the undergraduate application of this cost type 

by stating: 

 
[b]ecause students planning to attend college or graduate school know that they 
need high GPAs in order to compete, they often avoid courses that will add even a B 
to their academic records (Eccles et al., 2009, p. 95). 
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As cost has not been explored empirically by many EVT studies, there is little research 

supporting the best approach to assessing costs in graduate pursuit. One study that has 

examined cost/benefit considerations in graduate choice is Battle and Wigfield’s (2003) 

analysis of college women’s value orientations toward family and graduate school. In the 

study, researchers found some psychological cost considerations by respondents but they 

also asserted that, “women in this study appear to see few costs associated with the pursuit 

of graduate education (p. 70).”  

With so few studies employing Expectancy-Value Theory as an analytic tool for 

explaining college student performance, this study will hopefully provide a unique lens into 

the explanatory force of Eccles' et al (1983) Expectancy-Value Theory in values attached to 

first-generation Liberal Arts students’ choice to enroll in graduate study. EVT offers the 

overarching framework for exploring the present phenomenon, but would be incomplete 

without examination of a companion theory that is embedded within the evaluative 

judgment theory. This companion is Bandura’s (1986), Self-Efficacy Theory.  

 
 
Self-Efficacy Theory (SET) 

 
 

Given the complexity of human behavior and social cognitive processes examined in 

EVT, it is easy to consider the possibility that a task such as graduate persistence in first-

generation college students could be linked to other motivational sources beyond their own 

intrinsic or extrinsic values for achievement. One complementary source of motivation 

could be encouragement received throughout the students’ undergraduate experiences 

from parents, teachers, mentors and peers (Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003). As the first in 

their families to complete a bachelor’s degree, many first-generation college students may 

have demonstrated less traditional academic competencies at the undergraduate level, but 

relied over time on external encouragement in the form of verbal affirmation by these 
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external supports, as a way to mitigate those performances and gain the positive self-

efficacy needed to gauge their graduate potential.  

This reliance on an assessment of ability is addressed in a theory developed by 

Bandura (1986) known as Self-Efficacy Theory (SET). While Eccles' et al (1983) Expectancy-

Value Theory places less emphasis on performance itself as a source of future task 

expectancy, Bandura (1977 & 1986) asserts that past performances weigh most heavily in 

this assessment of one’s own self-efficacy. It is a future-oriented process informed by 

previous or present experiences. 

According to Bandura (1986), “[p]erceived self-efficacy is defined as people’s 

judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain 

designated types of performances. It is concerned not with the skills one has but with 

judgments of what one can do with whatever skills one possesses (p. 391).” As an 

embedded feature in Eccles’ (1983) Expectancy-Value Theory, Bandura’s (1986) theory of 

self-efficacy also focuses on future tasks and identifies a future-oriented belief in one’s 

ability, (not necessarily skills) to achieve said task (Schunk, 1995; Bandura, 1997 and 

Schunk, & Pajares, 2009). These self-efficacy beliefs are informed by four sources, 1) 

enactive attainment, 2) vicarious experience, 3) verbal persuasion and 4) physical and 

emotional states. Each source will be taken in turn to be examined in more detail. 

 
Enactive Attainment  
 
 

One of the most powerful of the four sources of efficacy information identified by 

Bandura’s (1986) SET is, “enactive attainment,” or mastery experience. This refers to an 

assessment of actual previous performance in a given task to inform judgment of future 

ability in a similar task. According to Bandura (1986), “successes raise efficacy appraisals; 

repeated failures lower them, especially if the failures occur early in the course of events 
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and do not reflect lack of effort or adverse external circumstances (p. 399).” Here, Bandura 

(1986) alerts us to the dual power of efficacy assessments. When efficacy is based on 

repeated successes, positive self-efficacy results, when based on failures, negative self-

efficacy is the clear result. For college students who have had longstanding successes in a 

given domain, there is a higher chance that they will assess higher efficacy in future tasks 

within a similar domain. However, another key feature of this efficacy assessment is the 

attribution of success or failure to internal or external sources. As Bandura states, below, 

this efficacy assessment depends on an individual perception of the source of those 

successes or failure: 

 

People who are assured of their capabilities are more likely to look to situational 
factors, insufficient effort, or poor strategies as the causes [of failure]. When they 
ascribe poor performance to faulty strategies, rather than to inability, failure can 
raise confidence that better strategies will bring future success (Bandura, 1986, p. 
399). 

 

 
The perception of one’s ability, as SET contends, is not based in facts alone. It is a perception 

of one’s ability that can be informed by facts or informed by the person’s attribution of 

factual experiences. 

 
Vicarious Experience 

 
Bandura (1986) identifies another source of efficacy information used to determine 

ability in succeeding or failing at a future task. He terms this, “vicarious experience” (p. 399) 

or a judgment based on observation of similar others’ ability to achieve at the same task. 

This efficacy assessment relies primarily on an interpretation of modeled behavior, so if a 

first-generation student, for example, observes post-baccalaureate achievement by others 

who look like them or those who hail from similar socioeconomic or cultural backgrounds, 

they may be more likely to model their own efficacy assessments on that person’s success. 



| 25 

 

Conversely, if the same student perceives this like other as failing in a high achievement 

environment such as graduate school, s/he may lower their own judgment of efficacy in 

pursuing graduate study themselves.  

As Bandura (1986) asserts, “[p]erceived self-efficacy can be readily changed by 

relevant modeling influences when people have had little prior experience on which to base 

evaluations of their personal competence. Lacking direct knowledge of their own 

capabilities, they rely more heavily on modeled indicators (p. 400).” This assertion further 

suggests that the more equipped people are with the necessary information to fully gauge 

their “personal competence,” the less likely they are to rely on “modeled indicators,” for 

self-efficacy assessments. While modeled behaviors and role-modeling as a concept have no 

inherent valence (positive or negative), the overreliance on modeled behavior in 

environments where there are few models available, could lead students who rely heavily 

on vicarious experiences, to inaccurately assess their efficacy based simply on the absence 

of examples of academic achievement at the graduate level. 

 
 

Verbal Persuasions 
 
 

A third source of efficacy information is “verbal persuasion,” or the reliance upon 

encouragement of others or external statements of ability to assess self-efficacy. This 

information source is defined by external attempts to convince people of their ability to 

achieve success or failure in a given task. According to Bandura (1986), acceptance of verbal 

persuasion as a reasonable source of efficacy information relies heavily upon the validity of 

the person attempting the persuasion. As humans are prone to polite praise, even in the face 

of clear inability or lowered achievement, this source is met with the most skepticism and 

requires further validation. Interestingly, Bandura (1986) contends that while verbal 
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persuasion may not readily lend itself to raised self-efficacy, it can have a significant impact 

in lowering efficacy.  

As one of the few qualitative studies to utilize Self-Efficacy Theory, Zeldin and 

Pajares’ (2000) study of self-efficacy in women pursuing STEM-related careers is a clear 

example of the valence of the current and previous forms of ability appraisals. In their 

study, vicarious experiences and verbal persuasions were integral motivational forces in 

subjects’ perceptions of self-efficacy for pursuing male-dominated careers. Gender has been 

a common variable explored in extant studies of efficacy in career-related domains (Eccles, 

1994) and was shown in Zeldin and Pajares’ (2000) research to be most heavily influenced 

by the respondents’ ability to see other examples of success of women in STEM careers and 

ongoing external validation, support and encouragement from family, friends, peers and 

experts in the STEM field.  

 
 

Physiological State 
 
 
 The final source of efficacy information identified by Bandura (1986) is 

“physiological state” or physical and/or emotional cues that precede an upcoming task. For 

some, these visceral indicators may include sweaty palms, rapid heart rate or other 

physiological antecedents that under normal circumstances may be linked to natural fear or 

frustration. As these indicators may also be linked to a broader range of emotions or signal 

actual health concerns, they are less likely to be associated with assessments of efficacy. 

However, for people who do rely on the feelings they have when they are about to engage in 

a difficult task or are tested on their perceived ability, these indicators can impact self-

efficacy assessments. 
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Summary 

 
Expectancy-Value and Self-Efficacy Theory are linked conceptually in the theoretical 

literature. My choice to apply them in the present study rests on their ability to explain how 

first-generation college students used expectations of future value along with appraisals of 

ability to inform their choice to advance beyond their bachelor’s degree. I have specifically 

chosen to highlight Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory here as it adds a mechanism through 

which expectancies are played out. Both theories emphasize perception, attribution of 

causal forces and assignment of value to expectations of future performance, so employing 

these theories in tandem builds on the notion that students’ values, outcome expectations, 

and self-efficacy beliefs are critical in determining individual motivation (Schunk, 2009).  

According to a recent article by Plante, O’Keefe, and Théorêt (2013), a motivational 

theory holds greater explanatory power when strategically combined with other robust 

theories. Several researchers have attempted the suggested combined motivational theory 

approach including Bong (2001). In her study, the author attempted exploratory factor 

analyses to determine the predictive utility of each Expectancy-Value and Self-Efficacy 

Theory on a group of Korean female undergraduates. Bong’s (2001) goal in the dual 

application of these motivational theories was to predict college students’ performance and 

intentions for future course enrollments. Her empirical work showed clear differences in 

self-efficacy beliefs of her subjects based on the specificity of the tasks to be undertaken. 

Unlike the expansive approach taken in the resilience literature, Bong’s (2001) results 

suggest that self-efficacy or value expectations can yield more realistic appraisals when 

focused on a specific task. Graduate degree-seeking processes, for example, would therefore 

be better examined by using EVT and SET than by using Human Capital or Resilience 

Theories.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
Introduction 
 
 

With a theoretical framework firmly in place, I now intend to use this review to 

develop a richer empirical base for understanding key concerns in the literature on first-

generation college students, Liberal Arts education and graduate school. Offering a critical 

presentation of the literature to date, as well as several empirical studies that have 

addressed some of the issues under review in the present study, allowed me to demonstrate 

how my study may create much-needed space for the voices of first-generation college 

students in the graduate choice literature.  

 

First-Generation College Students  
 
 
Background 

 
First-generation college students are typically described in the literature as those 

hailing from “families where neither parent had more than a high school education,” 

(Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004, p. 249). Many first-generation college 

students work more hours as undergraduates, are more likely to attend part-time relative 

to their second and their generation peers, may come from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds, may be a member of a racial or ethnic minority background and may be twice 

as likely to drop out of college than their peers (Lowery-Hart, & Pacheco, 2011; Engle, & 

Tinto, 2008; Prospero, & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Pike, & Kuh, 2005; Pascarella, et al., 2004 and 

Choy, 2001). These students often have less access to social information and informal 

resources afforded to students for whom college-going behavior is the norm (Lowery-Hart, 

& Pacheco, 2011; Choy, 2001 and London, 1992). Entering a relatively foreign environment 
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without a network of people to decode the rules governing these spaces, many first-

generation college students often feel disconnected and become discouraged by the 

prospect of being academically unsuccessful long-term (Stephens, et al., 2012; Collier, & 

Morgan, 2007; Chen, 2005 and Choy, 2001).  

The literature on factors that may impede success for first-generation college 

students is fairly equivocal. Most cite poor academic preparation, limited access to relevant 

information, lack of engagement with the campus (academically and/or socially) and 

financial burdens as primary reasons for student underperformance and in some cases 

attrition (London, 1992; McDonough, 1997; Somers, Woodhouse, & Cofer, 2004; Tinto, 

2004; Pike, & Kuh, 2005; Lohfink, & Paulsen, 2005; Engle, & O’Brien, 2007 and Cardona, 

2009). Taken in turn, each factor can shed light on the obstacles successful first-generation 

college students must overcome.  

 
 
Academic Preparedness 

 
Poor academic preparation as a result of poor pre-college schooling is one of the 

factors cited in the literature as a key contributor to high attrition and low completion rates 

by first-generation college students (Torche, 2011; Somers et al., 2004 and Choy, 2001). 

Students who come to college and university without some of the traditional tools for 

successful navigation of these foreign spaces, are often relegated to developmental courses 

and struggle over time to achieve both the ability and confidence in their ability to succeed. 

Along with academic preparation, access to relevant information before, during and after 

college can significantly improve student retention and success (London, 1992; Terenzini, 

1996; Choy, 2001; Deil-Amen, & Rosenbaum, 2003 and Tinto, 2004). Several 

recommendations included providing college admission information to potential students 

and parents as early as possible, encouraging first-generation college students to participate 
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in college prep programs to improve academic preparation, providing more Pell and 

institutional aid, encouraging engagement with academic and social networks on campus, 

and providing clear faculty partnerships. 

Given the unfavorable description of first-generation college student prospects 

noted in the literature, one may question why I would undertake research that focuses on 

motivational factors for graduate pursuit in this population. Pervasive messages 

highlighting the “lack,” that first-generation college students bring to their higher 

educational experience, requires pushback in the form of students’ own counter-narrative. 

What is misleading about the one-sided story of first-generation college students is its 

inability to fully capture the lived experiences of those students. While the current study 

does not ignore real challenges experienced by first-generation college students, it uses 

student voices to re-frame the discourse and inform potential modifications within 

institutions (Tuck, 2009). Most of our understanding of choice behavior in undergraduates 

has been shaped by countless quantitative studies, so shifting the focus from cold data 

toward a more nuanced qualitative approach is a necessary redirection. 

 
 
Parental Education 

  
The parental education for first-generation college students has already been 

defined as either one or both parents possessing less than a 4-year postsecondary degree. 

As baccalaureate and graduate degree attainment has been shown to impact access to 

desirable career prospects and upward social mobility, understanding the relationship 

between parental educational backgrounds and first-generation students' graduate choices 

is critical (Hirudayaraj, 2011). Several studies have examined these educational linkages at 

the undergraduate level and have shown that the educational level of parents can have 

dampening effects on undergraduate aspirations, enrollment and degree attainment (Choy, 
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2001; DeAngelo, et al., 2011 and Prospero, & Vohra-Gupta, 2007). While the primarily 

quantitative body of literature has established some relationship between degree 

attainment and parental education at the undergraduate level, research remains divided on 

the overall impact of parental education on graduate choices of first-generation college 

students (Hurley, 2002; Mullen et al., 2003; Nevill et al., 2007). Earlier findings suggested 

little to no effect of parental education on graduate enrollment behavior (Mare, 1980), while 

later studies have demonstrated not only that there are links between graduate choice and 

parental education level but that those connections have a more significant impact on the 

types of graduate degrees sought (Mullen et al., 2003 and Darby, 2013). 

  

Social Capital Acquisition 

 
Researchers have shown that the acquisition of social capital in college students can 

have significant impact on academic choice behaviors and may be traced to access to 

strategic relationships that high-ability, high-income students bring with them relative to 

the low-income, first-generation students (Coleman, 1988; Duggan, 2002; Villar, & Albertin, 

2010 and Ovink, & Veazey, 2010). With greater social capital, middle or upper income 

students are often able to access resources more readily and acquire informal skills and 

behavioral cues needed to be academically successful as undergraduates and establish the 

necessary connections to pursue graduate study and/or secure gainful employment 

(Coleman, 1988; Duggan, 2002; Villar, & Albertin, 2010). Lower-income, first-generation 

college students are less likely to have these networks in place, so how they accrue these 

skills over time is an area of considerable interest.  

One study that has proven to be a helpful model for understanding how social 

capital may be acquired, investigates student perceptions of this acquisition process. 

Researchers, Villar and Albertin, (2010) explored the perceptions of university students 
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who were asked to describe their “individual attitudes, values and norms regarding 

intentional investment in social capital” (p. 139). The researchers found three emerging 

themes in their data. The sample students identified active pursuit of social capital as 

“socio-affective”, “pragmatic” or “context-contingent” (p. 150). A socio-affective position 

was described as networking skills based on a natural inclination to seek out friendships 

and connections; the pragmatic, was a more “strategic” and task-oriented approach where 

the ends of securing the link far outweighed possible inauthentic or unethical means; and 

finally, the context-contingent position, or the ability to adapt, was the final networking 

approach that emphasized using situational cues to adjust behaviors within various social 

environments (Villar & Albertin, 2010). 

Each of the three social capital positions cited above are interesting and worthy of 

further exploration in their own right, but it is the third or “context-contingent” position 

that intrigues me most in its similarity to the concept of “code-switching”. How do first-

generation students manage to straddle supports between their home environments and 

their academic ones? For the purposes of this study, we will try to understand how first-

generation students make meaning of these spaces and their perception of the roles of 

family members, college administrators, faculty members, college peers and mentors in 

their graduate choice process. 

 

Loan Aversion/Indebtedness  

 
As noted previously, first-generation college students often need to work more than 

their counterparts to maintain financial stability, which has significant impacts on students’ 

ability to integrate into the academic and social culture of the institution. As Tinto’s (2004) 

and Somers' et al (2004) research alludes to above, the inability to engage with the 

institution can have detrimental effects on student success. As first-generation “persisters”, 
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or students who stay on to complete their undergraduate degrees, are more likely than 

similar “leavers” – those who have decided to leave the institution for various reasons – to 

report their best friends are currently attending college, there is a need here to consider the 

weight of peer influences on success factors. First-generation students, cited in the research 

as more likely to develop close friendships off-campus, must find ways to connect to the 

campus environment to foster integration. 

Financial aid has a significant impact on persistence for first-generation college 

students relative to their continuing generation peers (Gladieux, & Swail, 1998; Kuh, 2002; 

Somers et al., 2004; Cardona, 2009). These studies cite a lack of understanding of student 

loan options and loan aversion as primary reasons for the disparity between groups. As 

institutions are responsible for raising awareness of financial options and the relative 

benefits of accruing academic versus personal debt, we must consider what other 

institutional factors could potentially impact the success of first-generation college 

students. 

 The Wall Street Journal recently engaged a group of experts to weigh in on the 

debate about the merits of higher education. The con members of the panel emphasized the 

impact of debt vs. earnings for all higher education participants and suggested that the 

exorbitant cost may actually stifle innovation and create less earning potential for some and 

therefore differential access is necessary (Weber, 2012). Pro members agreed that rising 

costs of higher education are having negative effects on student affordability, but who can 

and should access a college education and, by extension, opportunities to expand their 

human capital, should not fall along racial and socioeconomic lines (Weber, 2012).  
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Institutional Engagement 

 
Engagement with campus is a major struggle for some first-generation college 

students (London, 1992; Tinto, 2004 and Somers et al, 2004). Somers et al. (2004) 

identified the ease in transitioning between values of the home and school environment, or 

“code-switching”, as another indicator of success in first-generation and continuing 

generation students. According to the researchers, “the lower the parental education, the 

higher the incongruity between the student’s values and perception of parental values” 

(p.11). These disconnects are often associated with differences in the cultural milieu 

between home and school as well as financial strains on student’s time on campus.  

The university culture and structure has been shown above to significantly impact 

student success (Kuh, 2002; Deil-Amen, & Rosenbaum, 2003; Tinto, 2004; Lohfink, & 

Paulsen, 2005 and Engle, & O’Brien, 2007; Pascarella et al.,1991). Researchers, Lohfink and 

Paulsen (2005), conducted a study comparing first-generation and continuing generation 

students to uncover institutional factors that have the most impact. One of their findings 

identified faculty validation as a key measure that could improve retention and persistence 

for the first-generation population. According to Lohfink et al. (2005), “validation is most 

effective early in the college experience and it occurs when faculty actively seek to reaffirm 

first-generation students that they can do college-level work, that their ideas and opinions 

have value, that they are worthy of the attention and respect of faculty, staff and peers alike” 

(Terenzini et al., 1994, p. 70 in Lohfink et al., 2005). As academic integration has been 

identified in the literature as a key persistence factor (Tinto, 2004), having the faculty 

actively engage in this validation process is one way that colleges and universities can 

actively minimize this academic barrier. Several other approaches have been considered 

including a need to reassess institutional culture to meet the needs of first-generation 

college student (Stephens, et al., 2012). 



| 35 

 

To address this assessment concern, Lumina Foundation researchers designed a 

pilot to measure the cost-effectiveness of student success programs as a way to help 

institutions understand the impact of their work on persistence of first-generation college 

students (Lumina Foundation, 2009). From that pilot they were able to create a template 

that allowed institutions to “develop, test and standardize tools that document the 

relationship between program costs and student results” (Lumina Foundation, 2009 p. 1). 

The ultimate goal of the project is raise the level of accountability at colleges and 

universities and to ensure assessment is an ongoing process. 

 

 
Liberal Arts Education  

 
 

Brief History of Liberal Arts vs. Vocational Debate 

 

 
 The Liberal Arts education as we know it today, evolved over time from what was a 

very distinct class-based system, accessible only to the privileged and wealthy, to a division 

of disciplines designed to broaden all students' appreciation for the arts, humanities and 

sciences. In a retrospective, Carr, along with other scholars who have written on the topic, 

paint a portrait of Liberal Arts as the utopian approach to higher education (Carr, 2009; 

Goyette, & Mullen, 2006 and Brint, Riddle, Turk-Bicakci, and Levy, 2005), Goyette and 

Mullen (2006) explicitly describe liberal learning as one that “values breadth of knowledge 

over narrow specialization and holds an appreciation of learning for its own sake rather 

than for utilitarian ends,” (p. 498). There is ongoing debate around the utility of a Liberal 

Arts education, especially as growing demands of current and future labor markets indicate 

employer interest in more critical thinkers, innovators and employees with clear 

transferable skills (Selingo, 2013 and DiConti, 2004). Understanding the context of the 
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debate can lead to a better understanding of research that specifically explores academic 

choice within the Liberal Arts domain.  

 Carnevale et al., (2011) examined differential median earnings for graduates by 

undergraduate major. According to the authors, “ … 25 percent of Liberal Arts majors obtain 

graduate degrees, compared with 47 percent of Mathematics majors. However, 

Mathematics majors reap a 33 percent earnings boost from a graduate degree, while Liberal 

Arts majors gain 42 percent” (p. 3). So, although Liberal Arts majors are reported here as 

less likely than some of their natural science counterparts to pursue graduate study, they do 

stand to gain more with the degree than without. One of the challenges of the data 

presented here is the categorization of “Humanities and Liberal Arts”. The authors do not 

include in this category; Criminal Justice, Economics, Environmental Studies, Geography & 

Urban Studies, Neuroscience, Political Science, Psychology, Sociology or Women’s Studies. 

These disciplines are included in the Liberal Arts College at the University where the 

present study was conducted, so that has been taken into consideration when reviewing 

data regarding earning differentials by major. 

  With an eye toward understanding the impact of higher education on earning 

potential, researchers, Julian and Kominski (2011) used the Multiyear American Community 

Survey (ACS) to explore “synthetic” estimates of earnings over time. According to their 

report, “occupation is often the mechanism by which education is related to earnings,” 

(Julian, & Kominski, 2011, p. 2), a thought echoed in previous discussions on human capital 

and returns on educational investment (Schultz, 1961 and Becker, 1964).  

DiConti (2004) explores alternative approaches for traditional Liberal Arts as a 

response to growing demands from undergraduates and those funding their educations, to 

have more direct linkages between what is taught in the college classroom and what is 

expected of students upon entry into the workforce, while Thomas (2000), explored the 
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impact of college major, academic performance and college quality on earnings and debt 

ratios. Interested specifically in understanding the relationship between initial earnings and 

college indebtedness, he found an effect of major on earnings and indebtedness, with 

Liberal Arts majors commanding the “lowest relative earnings” when compared to “health-

related and engineering majors” (p. 304). 

 
 

Major Choice 

 
 In their study, Goyette and Mullen (2006) investigate the direct correlation between 

sociocultural factors such as gender, race and socioeconomic status (SES) and college major 

selection. According to the authors, [l]ow SES students are more likely to choose more 

vocational majors, even after other factors like tested proficiency, college characteristics, 

expectations, and work values have been considered,” (Goyette & Mullen, 2006). 

This quantitative study explored predictors for college major choice as a function of 

the Holland personality scale. They considered in their analysis of college choice, Bandura’s 

Self-Efficacy and Eccles’ Expectancy-Value, and found that “academic preparation, family 

influence and academic self-efficacy do not seem to matter after taking into account 

personality” (Porter & Umbach, 2006, p. 444). Their quantitative approach may partially 

account for their findings as it would be difficult to gauge true motivation without some 

qualitative analysis of participant perceptions. 

Another study by Pittaoulis (2012) employed a mixed methods approach to uncover 

undergraduate planning strategies for selecting college majors, their reasons for attending 

college and their aspirations beyond the baccalaureate. As one of the few researchers in the 

field to attempt inclusion of student voices in an analysis of academic choices, the 

methodology used in this study comes closest to the one proposed in my own. While both 

the quantitative and qualitative data yielded interesting results, the author explicitly cited 
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that “only the in-depth interview data shed light on which types of reasons [for attending 

college] might be most influential,” (Pittaoulis, 2012, p. 237).  

 
 

Graduate Education 

 
In light of ongoing changes in the financial climate and the growing pressure to 

compete on a global scale, many baccalaureate degree holders are no longer viewing their 

undergraduate degrees as terminal. College graduates, especially students from first-

generation college backgrounds, are now looking to graduate school as a means of achieving 

higher career and social mobility. Research that has focused on changes across the graduate 

landscape identify potential concerns in these students’ graduate aspirations including 

those related to previous undergraduate performance, access to quality graduate 

information and overall returns on this educational investment. Below we will explore some 

of the literature in this area. 

 
 
Factors Impacting Graduate Enrollment 

 
 Research on graduate aspirations and subsequent choice behaviors examine 

multiple factors impacting graduate enrollment decisions. These factors include: sex and 

race differences (Perna, 2004); social and academic correlates (Mullen et al., 2003 and 

Bedard, & Herman, 2008); undergraduate teaching practices (Hanson, 2013); differential 

career aspirations (Battle, & Wigfield, 2003) and parental involvement (McCarron, & 

Inkelas, 2006). McCall’s (2007) study offers a quantitative assessment of a combination of 

those factors to determine the “barriers that influence first-generation student enrollment 

in and completion of graduate education,” (p. iii). By identifying subgroups of first-

generation students, McCall (2007) was able to explore the impact of such variables as 
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parents’ educational background, socioeconomic status, and students’ undergraduate 

performance on first-generation students’ graduate matriculation decisions. Two of the 

study’s findings that are relevant for the current research are: 1) there was some 

correlation between variables and first-generation students’ decision to attend graduate 

school and 2) majors selected by first-generation students influenced enrollment in 

graduate education (McCall, 2007). These findings support suggestions made earlier that 

first-generation college students bring behaviors and habits of mind from their 

undergraduate choice context into other education-related choice processes such as the 

pursuit of graduate education. McCall’s (2007) study lends support to the need for further 

examination of graduate choice behaviors in first-generation college students, but also 

suggested there are other unmeasured intrinsic and extrinsic factors that may be at play. 

The researcher encouraged future research to employ qualitative methodologies to further 

understand these potential factors impacting graduate enrollment and completion. 

An unexpected finding in the literature on graduate enrollment highlighted the 

negative impact of raised educational aspirations on first-generation college students’ 

enrollment behaviors. Somers et al. (2004), found that first-generation students who set 

their sights on baccalaureate degree attainment were more likely to achieve them than 

those that aimed for more advanced degrees. The researchers asserted that 9.64% of first-

generation college students aspiring to higher degrees were likely to persist while 17.11% 

persisted when baccalaureates were the ultimate degrees sought. While further 

investigation is required to see if this is a prevalent concern in the graduate aspirations 

literature, the current study created space for qualitative examination of multiple factors 

positively or negatively impacting graduate choice. 
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Access to Graduate Information 
 
 

One of the concerns raised in the literature on graduate education is access to and 

utilization of reliable information for making graduate choices (Varhegyi, & Jepsen, 2009). 

One of the few qualitative studies to explore this issue closely found, “a number of 

misconceptions, suggesting universities are not effective in communicating postgraduate 

information to students” (Varhegyi, & Jepsen, 2009, p. 267). Using focus groups, the 

Australian researchers attempted to uncover what, when and how messages related to 

graduate degree attainment were being shared with university business students. Key areas 

of confusion for these prospective graduate students included: the length of various 

graduate degree programs, the cost of graduate attendance, and the short- and long-term 

benefits of graduate degree attainment (Varhegyi, & Jepsen, 2007). 

Other concerns raised in the access to graduate school literature cite a few similar 

concerns to their undergraduate counterparts such as the importance of mentorship in both 

raising graduate aspiration and relaying the practical steps for pursuing a graduate degree 

(Quarterman, 2008 and Davis, 2009). While assessment of the cost of graduate education 

has been shown to vary in the graduate choice process, high price tags and the possibility of 

incurring additional debt have also been cited as sources of concern for prospective 

graduate degree-seekers (Eyerman, 2000; Quarterman, 2008). 

 
 

Returns on Investment 

 

 
Higher education as a vehicle for improving upward social mobility has become a 

widely-accepted concept in most Western societies. The more credentials you accrue, the 

more opportunities you are afforded (Becker, 1964 and Schultz, 1961). For students from 

first-generation college backgrounds, the implications of higher education on employment 
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opportunities are more significant because of their baseline income. First-generation 

students often cite career opportunities as a major consideration for college persistence. 

Therefore, Choy (2001) asserts, “enrolling [in college] and leaving without a degree has 

negative monetary, occupational, and other consequences for first-generation students” (p. 

23), so the value of understanding that a college education can lead to career opportunities 

and increased returns over time, must be coupled with an emphasis on the need to 

complete the degree to capitalize on those returns.  

In 1976 economist, Richard Freeman, hypothesized that the supersaturation of 

baby-boomers graduating from college into the job market during the 60s and 70s led to the 

devaluation of college degrees. With so many educated applicants and few jobs to go 

around, Freeman asserted that many of the graduates were unable to accrue the returns 

expected from attending college. While that hypothesis has not been wholly supported by 

the literature, competition for limited employment opportunities has returned with the 

recent economic crisis. Through further qualitative research, we can determine how 

students, specifically those from the target population, internalize this knowledge and use it 

to influence graduate choice.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODOLOGY  
 
 

Research on first-generation college students and their academic choices is 

overwhelmingly quantitative in nature (Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003; Hirudayaraj, 2011; 

Portnoi, & Kwong, 2011; Wei et al., 2009 and Choy, 2001). Academic choice within this 

population is represented more dominantly in the quantitative literature, so the dearth of 

first-person narratives in this domain inherently renders the conversation incomplete. With 

its reliance on controlled experimental designs and preservation of researcher objectivity, 

quantitative research cannot fully depict the myriad of experiences and motivational factors 

particular to this targeted population. A qualitative approach that employs a narrative 

design and embraces researcher-subject engagement is therefore the most appropriate 

method for this type of research as it allows for more in-depth exploration and analysis of a 

phenomenon within a select group. Nuances previously identified in the Expectancy-Value 

Theory (EVT) and Self-Efficacy Theory (SET) that undergird the present study also require a 

methodological approach that can capture the internal meaning-making process 

undertaken by participants and the values they ascribe to their choice to pursue graduate 

study.  

As a graduate degree is increasingly becoming the common gateway for upward 

social mobility in U.S. society, understanding the decision to pursue a graduate degree in a 

population of students deemed least likely to attain even an undergraduate degree, may 

contribute to the literature on student motivation and persistence and may also inform 

future institutional approaches. While the Liberal Arts is not necessarily the direct 

precursor of graduate degrees, many professions arising from Liberal Arts require this 

degree as compared to someone pursuing, for example, social work or health professions 

which have a much more linear progression. 
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The selected research questions below were designed to draw out students’ 

individual values and meaning-making processes in choosing to extend their education 

beyond the baccalaureate to the graduate level. A post-hoc exploration of the values 

associated with student choice required subjects to reflect upon and ascribe meaning to a 

foregone decision. For this population, the committed choice to “pursue” graduate study 

demonstrates that some cognitive dissonance reduction had already taken place and that 

they were already identifying an investment in the process. Asking these questions in 

particular supported students in their analysis of the meaning behind their choice. 

 
 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students describe motivational factors 

impacting their choice to pursue a graduate degree? 
 

 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students assign value and define costs 
associated with pursuit of a graduate degree? 
 

 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students perceive their institutions influence 
on their academic choices and access to a graduate degree? 

 
 
 

Assumptions & Rationale  
 
 

Qualitative research relies principally on first-person narratives and observational 

data to tell a more comprehensive story of a phenomenon in question. The ability to elicit 

rich data on unquantifiable characteristics and personal experiences of a population whose 

motivational factors, and aspirational histories have thus far been overrepresented by 

quantitative inquiry, is a key value of having applied qualitative research methodology to 

my current research questions. These inclusive attributes of qualitative research allow for 

in-depth participant reflection and nuanced examination of internal perceptions of first-

generation college students necessary for a robust understanding of the underlying 

motivational, sociocultural and institutional factors under review. While quantitative 

research has its merits, a topic, whose historical context includes multiple student and 
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institutional dimensions, requires a qualitative approach that highlights the value of data 

collected through interviews. By allowing direct first-generation narratives to inform 

present understanding of the choice to pursue graduate, this qualitative study allowed the 

meaning-making of the participants to drive an analysis of this phenomenon. 

Considering these layered dimensions of the current study and Guba and Lincoln’s 

(1994) analysis of four research paradigms, the present qualitative research employed a 

constructivist, rather than a positivist one. Characterized by a desire to build an 

understanding of a phenomenon that does not necessitate - in fact actively removes - 

barriers between research and researcher, this paradigm informed my decision to pursue 

my research questions from a qualitative perspective. Relying heavily on the co-creation of 

meaning by both the participants under direct investigation and the investigator, this study 

embraced, rather than controlled for participant-researcher subjectivity. According to Guba 

and Lincoln (1994), “[t]he investigator and the object of investigation are assumed to be 

interactively linked so that the “findings” are literally created as the investigation proceeds” 

(p. 111). To that end, I continually positioned myself to assure the reader of some control 

over researcher bias, but I did not extricate myself from the meaning-making process. All of 

the data collected was continuously compared against previous interviews to allow for 

ongoing revelation of themes and trends as well as the symbiotic reconstruction of meaning 

and interpretation of meaning.  

 
 

Role of the Researcher  

 
A first-generation college graduate myself, I bring to this qualitative study both a 

personal passion for and an understanding of graduate aspirations and motivations for 

students with similar undergraduate profiles. While Toma (2006) suggests that some 

subjectivity is inherent in qualitative research, as I shaped the research, my own biases as a 
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member of the population under review, and other personal life experiences that I brought 

to bear, had several unintended consequences on the validity of my data analyses. The most 

important was my inability to maintain reasonable objectivity throughout the research 

process. Maxwell (2005) and Glesne (1992) describe quite well in their respective texts that 

qualitative researchers cannot fully detach themselves from the meaning-making process, 

but that they must make conscious attempts to minimize their influence on the research, 

and/or whenever possible be very explicit about the personal biases brought to their 

analyses. I fulfilled this brief by remaining conscious of my biases, articulating them 

throughout the data collection process and highlighting methods used to minimize their 

influence on the meaning-making process during the data analysis stage. 

I acknowledged throughout the research process that my academic choices and 

successes have not been coincidental. This personal revelation has had an impact on my 

analysis of the data presented and forced me to question where the respondents were 

positioned in their process of self-discovery. Also, as an academic advisor, it is my job to 

engage students in problem-solving conversations and resent opportunities for self-

discovery on a regular basis. While difficult, as a qualitative researcher, I needed to resist 

the temptation to help respondents “solve” problems or make unfounded assumptions 

about what they chose to reveal and what they did not. Instead, I remained an active 

listener, allowing their voices to be heard. As a lifelong academic, I have always challenged 

myself to master the art of juggling multiple objectives and initiating order and structure in 

everything I do, so the tendency to organize and allocate time in my day to support timely 

completion was an added valued to this project. I anticipated challenges in addressing the 

possibility of ambiguity during the data analysis process, but that too I embraced as an 

inevitable by-product of qualitative research.  
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Population & Sample  
 
 

Stratified random sampling was employed by the present study to identify a 

diversified group from the larger first-generation Liberal Arts student population. Applying 

the stratified random sampling method ensured such characteristics as gender, race, and 

academic discipline were reasonably distributed within my sample (see Table 1). The table 

below includes; respondent pseudonyms, race, gender, age, undergraduate major, the 

highest education attainment level of the mother and father respectively (Mhigh & Fhigh) - 

high school or less (HS or <) and some college (SC or <), cumulative GPA at the time of 

graduation, graduate application status at the time of the interview and the name of their 

top choice institution and the type of graduate program of interest.  

 

Table 1: Demographics of Respondents 
 

 

Names 

 

Race 
 

M/F 
 

Age 
 

Undergrad Major 
 

Mhigh 
 

Fhigh 
 

GPA 
 

Applied 
 

Grad Program 
 

Sheila 
 

Black 

 

F 

 

24 

 

Psychology 

 

HS or < 

 

HS or < 

 

2.99 

 

Yes/ 

UPenn 

 

Social Work 
 

Carl 
 

Black 

 

M 

 

23 

 

African-American 

Studies 

SC 

 

SC 

 

2.43 

 

No/ 

Unsure 

 

Mass Comm. 
 

Pamela 
 

Black 

 

F 

 

23 

 

Psychology 

 

HS or < 

 

HS or < 

 

2.56 

 

No/ 

Widener 

 

Human Dev. 
 

Heather 
 

Black 

 

F 

 

42 

 

American Studies 

 

HS or < 

 

HS or < 

 

3.47 

 

No/ 

Temple 

 

Unsure 
 

Jana 
 

Bi-

racial 

F 

 

29 

 

Criminal Justice 

 

SC 

 

HS or < 

 

3.91 

 

No/ 

Temple 

 

Criminology 
 

Allison 
 

White 

 

F 

 

26 

 

History 

 

HS or < 

 

HS or < 

 

2.9 

 

No  

History 
 

 
 

Ruby White 

 

F 

 

44 

 

Environmental 

Studies 

 

SC 

 

HS or < 

 

3.46 

 

No  

Unsure 

 

Ella 
 

White 

 

F 

 

22 

 

Psychology 

 

SC 

 

HS or < 

 

3.82 

 

Yes/ 

Phila. U. 

 

Psychology 
 

Jeff 
 

Black 

 

M 

 

27 

 

Philosophy 

 

HS or < 

 

DK/NA 

 

2.99 

 

Yes/ 

UPenn 

 

Philosophy 
 

Lizzy 
 

White 

 F 

22 

 

Sociology 

 

HS or < 

 

HS or < 

 

3.62 

 

No  

Social Work 
 

Adriane 
 

Black 

 

F 

 

25 

 

Sociology 

 

HS or < 

 

HS or < 

 

2.4 

 

No  

Unsure 
 

Brenda 
 

Black 

 

F 

 

27 

 

Psychology 

 

HS or < 

 

HS or < 

 

3.41 

 

Yes/Saint 

Joseph’s 

 

Criminal Justice 
 

Harold Black 

 

M 

 

22 

 

Spanish 

 

SC 

 

HS or < 

 

3.7 

 

Yes/ 

UMDC 

Spanish 

Linguistics/PhD. 

 

Daria 
 

White 

 

F 

 

23 

 

Political Science 

 

SC 

 

HS or < 

 

3.38 

 

No International 

Relations 
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Recruitment for the study began with an email outreach to all CLA seniors who had 

submitted an official application to participate in the upcoming commencement ceremonies 

(over 900 students for May and August 2013 graduation). Qualification surveys were used 

to determine subject eligibility for participation in the study. These surveys allowed 

prospective participants to identify their current CLA major, the highest degree attained by 

their mother (Mhigh) and father (Fhigh), current submission of one or more applications to 

graduate school, and their interest in participating in the study (see Appendix A). Subjects 

were randomly selected from those who qualified (as identified by the survey) and invited 

to participate. Of the 900+ emails sent, approximately 50 students responded. Many were 

ineligible according to their survey responses and those qualified respondents were 

randomly sampled and then stratified by gender and race. As the larger pool of survey 

respondents were overwhelmingly female, the gender stratification was not as observable. 

I secured all subjects within two weeks of submitting the qualification survey and 

students selected were given a written general consent form that detailed the project to be 

undertaken and their rights to withdraw at any time (see Appendix C). The form included 

my agreement to maintain confidentiality throughout the research process and further 

information should the student wish to contact me upon completion of the study. If any of 

the subjects decided to opt out of the study (at any point in the process), I explained that I 

would thank them for their initial interest and remove any data collected from the pool of 

participants. The three pilot students were combined with the twelve to yield a total of 15 

respondents. Respondent 6 was removed from the data set due to her failure to self-report 

as a non-graduate degree seeker during the qualifying stage. She misreported her intent to 

apply to graduate school and was in fact applying (and had already been accepted) to a 

veterinary tech program, leaving 14 participants in the final study. 
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While arguments can be made for the need to include in the present study first-

generation Liberal Arts students who have opted not to pursue graduate study, I decided to 

exclude this second group from the current project to ensure my use of the best sample to 

address my selected research questions. Engaging this second population could be just as 

informative as interviewing my chosen sample, if the primary goal of this research had been 

to find out what institutions can do to increase the participation of all first-generation 

college students in graduate education. That is definitely a broader goal of this and ongoing 

research in this area, but my immediate focus remains understanding motivational factors 

behind the choice of those opting into graduate school. To fully explore the dynamism of 

this phenomenon, I would consider in the future, expanding upon the current sample to 

include the voices of similar students who have the option to attend graduate school, but 

who have chosen alternative post-baccalaureate paths.  

 

 
Data Collection  
 
 

Primary data for the present study was collected through audio-recorded, semi-

structured interviews of 14 qualified participants as dictated by the qualifying survey 

described earlier. While the interview took on a more organic approach in real-time, 

questions included in the interview protocol (see Appendix B) where designed in the 

proposed order to tease out student perceptions about the important factors contributing to 

their choice to pursue a graduate degree. The questions were also crafted to ensure several 

opportunities for participants to reflect both upon their choice and the meanings, 

interpretations and values they attached to that choice.  

All participants were contacted immediately upon successful completion of the IRB 

process (see IRB approval letter in Appendix E). As we were nearing the end of the 

academic year, the timing was not as optimal to yield the target number of students needed 
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for the study. Given the high volume of students in the College of Liberal Arts that submitted 

graduation applications for either May or August 2013 (over 900), I felt confident that I 

would have a reasonable number of interviewees to select from and would likely be able to 

schedule their interviews in early summer.  

While access to students over the summer months was quite challenging, 

attempting to reach recent graduates (some of whom may have opted to leave the local area 

immediately upon completion) was a more daunting task than previously anticipated. Given 

my limited scheduling options as a full-time employee and minimal access to 

transportation, most participants were interviewed in my office on main campus. While 

there were some limitation in selecting only local respondents, narrowing my group to 

students who have opted to remain in the area allowed more assurance of their ability to 

show up for the interviews. In future, I would have considered alternative approaches 

(including Skype, Oovoo or other interactive technology) to record the interviews of 

students who were interested in participating, but had recently relocated.  

 
 

Data Analysis  
 
 

There were several analytic strategies that could have been employed in the present 

study. The most commonly used in qualitative research and the one that was applied to the 

present study was the constant comparative method. This data analysis technique 

developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) involves continuous comparisons of new data 

against previously collected data with the aim of fine-tuning categories and themes to 

inform a possible theory or theoretical framework. I used this constant comparative method 

to unpack some of my current hunches including student expectancies, self-efficacy, and 

intrinsic versus extrinsic motivators as possible factors contributing to their post-

baccalaureate choice.  
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After each interview, I submitted my audio files to a professional transcription 

service for creation of electronic transcripts of the interviews. These transcribed interviews 

were the primary data source for the present study. As most qualitative research scholars 

emphasize the importance of careful coding and selection of relevant themes and quoted 

narratives to ensure robustness in both the analysis and discussion of qualitative results, 

(Creswell, 2009; Toma, 2006; Denzin, & Lincoln, 1994; Yin, 1994; Glesne, 1992 and Maxwell, 

1941) considerable attention was paid to this critical step in the research process.  

I began the coding process by manually cataloguing, into an Excel spreadsheet, all of 

the demographic information I thought relevant to the population. The column headers for 

this table included: subject identifier, full name, university identification number, race, 

gender, age, undergraduate major, mother’s highest level of educational attainment 

(Mhigh), father’s highest level of educational attainment (Fhigh), grade point average upon 

graduation (GPA), transfer status/type of institution, graduate program of interest and 

transfer credit hours.  

With all of my demographic data collected, I reviewed each respondent narrative 

multiple times and extracted quotes that addressed the specific sub-questions in the 

interview protocol. Organizing these extracted data points by types of topics addressed by 

the respondents, e.g. parental involvement, internal motivation, self-efficacy, etc., helped set 

the stage for a more robust coding process. In the second phase of my data analysis process, 

I produced 2-3 page case summaries for each respondent using Eccles' et al Expectancy-

Value model (see Figure 1 on p. 16) as a base for examination and the terms from that 

model to help extract further meaning from the data. Each case summary was compared to 

earlier respondent cases to examine possible themes and subthemes. Using this constant 

comparative method allowed me to look for emerging patterns and amend my codes as 

necessary. In one example, I started with Eccles’ “cultural milieu” as a possible code but 
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slowly realized that based on subsequent analysis of the data, milieu was important, but 

understanding respondent perceptions of key “socializers” that fostered the cultural milieu 

was a more salient code. As qualitative data analysis is inherently subjective, this coding 

process continued to evolve over the course of my analysis. Each of the overarching themes 

that eventually emerged from the data analysis were then broken down into subthemes 

using related quotes to support. Unifying threads as well as points of departure among the 

respondent group members are included in a full review of results in Chapter Four. 

 

 
Methods of Validation/Credibility  
 
 

In the current study, I collected the bulk of my data from one-to-one interviews with 

a target group of first-generation Liberal Arts students intending to pursue graduate study. 

While I relied primarily on the interviews to help me answer my research questions, I also 

considered Yin’s (1994) and Toma’s (2006) assertion that most instruments of qualitative 

inquiry are fairly unreliable in their own right, so alternative sources of data collection may 

be necessary to round out the narrative. Along with cross-application of research tools or 

“triangulation”, I increased the “credibility” of the qualitative data collected through 

respondent verification, and an ongoing search for discrepant evidence and negative cases 

(Yin, 1994; Maxwell). 

Assuring credibility in this qualitative study is critical to its success as applicable 

research, so an element of this credibility was the quality of the research questions created 

and modified throughout the process. The notion of “getting it right” became a driving force 

in this modification, and member checking, both during the interview process and 

immediately following it, helped to minimize misinterpretations, miscommunications and 

general incomprehension. We can find similar practices with lawyers, who in an effort to 

bear out the most consistent response from a client or witness may rephrase a question or 
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repeat a series of questions verbatim. I employed similar methods by questioning and re-

questioning my informants to ensure their own biases were not lending to my own 

unsubstantiated interpretations of the interview data. The possibility that every hunch a 

researcher carries into their research process will bear out neatly and nicely in the end or 

that the researcher’s task is simply to retell a story as they see it unfolding, can be quite a 

seductive one. Instead, the ability to create a cohesive, descriptive narrative whilst 

maintaining the integrity and transparency of the data collected is a hallmark of strong 

qualitative research. For the present study, I employed various questioning techniques, 

mental transitions from conversant to researcher and conscious acknowledgement of 

personal biases to minimize the influence of my preconceived notions on the data collected. 

It is only natural to highlight data that supports assumptions, and conversely ignore 

or explain away data that runs contrary to such assumptions, but the ability to modify one’s 

lens to view discrepant data as equally or at least measurably valuable in elucidating an 

issue must be conscious and deliberate. Like any good lawyer, the stronger my ability to 

acknowledge and explain the alternate possibility, the more informed and credible my 

positions become. In the present study, finding negative cases or evidence to the contrary, 

required poring through countless interview transcripts and listening carefully for areas 

that do not support my hunches and/or emerging themes. Exploring why these data points 

stand outside of the EVT model and understanding how these outliers reaffirm or force me 

to amend my initial conclusions, were critical throughout the constant comparisons I made 

between existing and new data collected. 
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Ethical Issues 
 
 

All researchers should embody “impeccable ethics” standards and practices, but if 

left unexamined, what is deemed “ethical” or “unethical” behavior in data collection and 

analysis, especially in qualitative research, can be quite subjective. To avoid this potential 

threat, I applied the principals stated in the Institutional Review Board (IRB) code of 

behavior when conducting research with human subjects (Cho, M. & Rose, S.L. CITI 

Program). One of the primary measures that was used to demonstrate compliance with IRB 

regulations was my use of a detailed informed consent form (see Appendix C & D) that 

highlighted for each potential informant the purpose of the research undertaken, the 

procedures involved, risks, benefits, confidentiality and most importantly the voluntary 

nature of the study. To ensure ongoing ethical practice, I reminded respondents prior to, 

during and following their interviews that they were under no legal or informal obligation 

to participate in the present study. 

Although I placed several safeguards to maintain the confidentiality of subjects’ 

personal information, there was always a potential risk of an unpermitted disclosure. 

Bearing those constraints in mind, all documents and information pertaining to this study 

were kept confidential, unless required by applicable federal, state, and local laws and 

regulations to be disclosed. The records and data generated by the study were made 

available for review by the university and its agents, the study sponsor, and/or 

governmental agencies to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with 

regulations. The results of this study may be published and I explained to all participants 

that any data published would not identify them by name. 

Verbal and written consent was obtained from all subjects and signed consent forms 

kept in a secure file cabinet with no identifying information included in the interview 

recordings or researcher notes. Pseudonyms were used for the names of both the 
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institution and the subjects and will be included in any future publication that results from 

this research. I was responsible for receipt and transmission of the data locally and there 

were no foreseen risks or direct benefits to the subjects. In an effort to minimize the 

possibility of coercion or undue influence, participants were reminded verbally and in 

writing that they were under no obligation to participate and were welcome to withdraw 

themselves and/or their recorded interview at any time. 

Respondents were encouraged to ask questions at any point before, during, or after 

the study. If they had additional questions about their rights as a research subject, I 

encouraged them to contact the Institutional Review Board Coordinator at (215) 707-3390. 

Subjects were made aware of the purpose of the study and were offered an opportunity to 

discuss general findings at the close of the analysis process. No identifiable information was 

shared about other study participants.  

 

 
Pilot Study  
 
 

In summer 2012, I conducted a pilot study to assess the strength of my research 

questions and to gain preliminary insight on my sample of interest. Extrapolating findings 

from a sample of three, with near identical demographic information, posed considerable 

difficulty, but did offer some opportunity to explore emerging patterns in the data. My three 

respondents, all transfer students from other institutions, were very conscious of the 

factors they believed contributed to their success and challenges as undergraduates. One 

interviewee framed her ambitions in relation to her need to save her brother and by 

extension her family from their current life circumstances. The need to help herself by 

pursuing an advanced degree created some conflict because the subject realized leaving 

would create a void in her family’s life, but could potentially fill one in her own. She stated:   
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I guess starting with, I help my mom, you know, I help my stepmom, I help 
everybody, but I never help myself  … Yeah, it’s just hard to sit back and watch 
things and know you could do something about it. If you keep doin’ it, they’re never 
gonna step in and do it so I have to step back. Just let it  … I just hope it doesn’t 
dissolve in the wrong way and I feel like I coulda helped it  … so, I dunno, just wait 
and see  … (Pamela) 
 

A second participant reflected on his relationship not only to his immediate family 

but to his community and felt an obligation to achieve more as a way of giving back. This 

social impact theme emerged throughout many of the narratives and it was interesting to 

investigate its consistency across other demographics within the larger sample. One of the 

respondents reinforced throughout her interview that success was directly linked to the 

idea of “knowing what you want to do” (Sheila) at a very early age and maintaining 

consistency in this decision throughout. She made several comments about peers and 

siblings from similar socioeconomic backgrounds that were less successful, not explicitly 

because they were less aspirational but, as they saw it, this aspiration was time-sensitive 

and had they considered these possibilities earlier in life, they may have achieved more 

success. This was actually an unanticipated outcome of the interview. I had not expected 

that the timing of aspirational planning to be so critical to her and I wondered if self-

motivation combined with time-sensitivity would become a recurring theme in the rest of 

my interviews.  

This pilot study reinforced my decision to use interviews as a primary data 

collection method in this qualitative study. While my first three respondents were very 

engaging and offered considerable data, a more in-depth analysis was necessary to yield 

more discrepant quotes that contradict or at least offered an alternative perspective on 

some of my initial categories and potential themes. With fuller transcriptions and tighter 

categories/codes, I was able to offer a more nuanced understanding of the choice to pursue 

graduate school for this select group. Generating questions that allowed my respondents to 
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compare and contrast other important choice processes in their lives also yielded more 

fruitful information on the value they attribute to pursuit of a post-baccalaureate degree. I 

noticed that my pilot students' responses did not address as many of the graduate points 

addressed in later interviews because of my previous emphasis on the undergraduate 

experience and how undergraduate success informs graduate choice, so those areas were 

further explored in the larger group. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

Introduction 

 
This chapter addresses findings gathered from semi-structured interviews of 14 

first-generation Liberal Arts graduates expressing an interest in pursuing a post-

baccalaureate degree. The chapter begins with an overview of the findings and further 

elaborates on four key themes emerging from the data. In the present analysis, I have used 

the conceptual framework provided by Eccles’ et al (1983) Expectancy-Value Theory and 

Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy Theory to examine respondent perceptions of factors that 

fostered their initial expectations for graduate success, informed their perceptions of 

subjective task values, and costs associated with this achievement-related choice as well as 

their appraisal of ability to pursue graduate study. The data emerging from the interviews 

were analyzed for personal and educational experiences focusing on commonalities and 

points of divergence.  

 

 

Overview 

 
The present study aimed to uncover the meaning-making process of respondents 

expressing a desire to pursue graduate study. In particular, I investigated respondents’ 

expectations and values for the specific achievement-related choice of graduate degree-

seeking. Two of the four themes that emerged from this analysis can be understood using 

the Expectancy component of the Expectancy-Value Theory which emphasizes the 

perceived role of internal and external expectancies in shaping respondents’ achievement-

related choices. The first two themes include respondents’ reporting of perceptions of the 

role of socializers in creating expectations for high achievement (even within lower 
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attainment environments) and their incongruent appraisals of ability (as defined by GPA 

and self-reported past performances) in assessments of efficacy for graduate study. The 

latter set of themes reflected the perceived values and costs associated with the choice 

process. These themes were relatively consistent with Battle & Wigfield’s (2003) finding on 

the role of intrinsic, attainment and utility value in graduate choice, but the current analysis 

found additional data that offer a slightly nuanced understanding of those values and 

subsequent costs. According to Wigfield et al. (2009), “Battle and Wigfield (2003), in one of 

the few studies to include the cost component of achievement values, found that attainment 

and utility value were positive predictors of college students’ intentions to enter graduate 

school, but the perceived psychological cost of graduate school attendance was a negative 

predictor. Thus, when students value something they also report they are more likely to 

engage in the activity. When the activity is seen as having too great a cost, they will be less 

likely to engage in it (p. 59).”  

Given the applicability of their research findings, Battle and Wigfield (2003), and 

Higgins (2007), who provides additional support for key components of the EVT model will 

be utilized throughout this analysis to lend further credibility to the use of EVT as an 

explanatory model in exploring motivational factors impacting graduate choice.  

These themes emerged from seeking answers to the following questions: 

 
 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students describe motivational factors 

impacting their choice to pursue a graduate degree? 
 

 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students assign value and define costs 
associated with pursuit of a graduate degree? 
 

 How do first-generation Liberal Arts students perceive their institutions influence 
on their academic choices and access to a graduate degree? 

 
 
Utilizing Eccles’ et al (1983) Expectancy-Value model and Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy 

Theory for achievement–related choices and assessment of ability to analyze the data 
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allowed me to systematically investigate contextual elements in respondents’ educational 

narratives that have shaped their understanding of their graduate choice process (see 

Figure 1 on p. 16 for EVT model). With limited research examining this phenomenon from a 

qualitative perspective, the use of respondent perceptions through qualitative analysis 

could add a new voice to the current understanding of motivational factors for this 

population. 

 

 
Emergent Themes 

 

 
 While all fourteen informants’ perceptions of motivational factors impacting their 

graduate choice were different, common threads surfaced in the present analysis that linked 

their narratives in meaningful ways. Below, I unpack the most salient of these themes to 

provide further insight into the meaning-making process of this selection of first-generation 

college students. I begin with describing respondents’ understanding of critical socializers 

in imparting high expectations and realistic appraisals of their own ability to pursue 

graduate study. The second two themes describe respondent perceptions of subjective task 

values and costs attached to graduate choice. Throughout the analysis, I trace the 

development of each theme and their prevalence among respondents. 

 

Theme I: Critical Socializers 

 
 

One of the most prominent themes emerging from the current data set was the 

prevalence of respondents’ perception of the role of “socializers” in creating expectations of 

high achievement throughout their educational journey. Supported by the achievement 

literature on the importance of external expectations on student expectations of 

themselves, the present analysis not only shows the importance of these socializers in 
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encouraging their persistence toward a graduate degree but their ability to do so without 

necessarily having achieved similar educational milestones themselves. Many of the 

socializers identified by respondents were family members, mothers, mentors, educators 

and peers. While each of their levels of engagement differed, most of the socializers were 

perceived as serving a critical role in creating positive cultural milieus or environments 

where cultural expectations were represented and perceived (Eccles et al., 1983). 

 
Family 
 
 

The first respondent to share perceptions of socializers’ high expectations was a 24-

year-old African-American woman named Sheila. Sheila grew up with two siblings in a 

home in North Philadelphia and explained in her interview that she attended high school at 

Parkway Gamma, where: “[she] literally did not have an 11th grade teacher at all  … [the 

students] sat in the classroom by ourselves for about six months.” While her formal 

educational environment may not have provided a cultural milieu that fostered high 

expectations, pursuing college and later an advanced degree seemed a logical next step for 

Sheila given her descriptions of a childhood home environment that valued education. She 

stated: 

 
 … education was a big thing in my household, um, out of my family there are  … my 
mom had three kids, and my youngest sister is seventeen now, but my older sister 
didn’t go to college, she had a  … she went to trade school, but I’ve always known  … I 
think since about nine  … I’ve known, I wanted to be a doctor of some sort (Sheila).  

 
 
Although her older sibling had not attained a college degree and many of her immediate and 

extended family members were not bachelor degree-holders themselves, Sheila commented 

that the high expectations created by her family’s achievements in the field of social work 

lay some of the foundation for her choice to continue in her desired trajectory: 
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 … it kinda runs in my family, most of my family has worked in social work  … uh,  … 
my grandmother well ran Ridge Avenue Men’s Shelter  … which is not too far from 
here  … my aunt runs the CityScape for the Philadelphia shelters, and my mom is the 
Coordinator of a shelter. So, mental health and stability and things like that have run 
in my family for a very long time, so that’s something that we’ve  … I’ve always 
wanted to do, something I grew up around (Sheila). 
 

 

While the expectations described above were not explicitly academic, Sheila also 

mentioned that her mother also gave each of her children pet names like, “the responsible 

one”, or (what she had been called all of her life), “the smart one.” Sheila reasoned that these 

names were not intended as foregone conclusions for each child in her family, but that they 

were natural outgrowths of her own and her siblings’ emerging personality types. Her 

perception of this labeling cannot be denied, but it is still interesting to note that while 

education played an important role in Sheila’s home, she was still the first in her immediate 

family to attain a college degree. While Sheila did not attribute life outcomes and the choices 

she and her siblings made in life to her mother’s “naming,” Higgins (2007) in Wigfield et al 

(2009) suggests that, “socializers’ views on what kind of person their child should turn out 

to be are a strong influence on the development of values, and influence the person’s ideas 

about what appropriate end states are and how to reach them through the regulation of 

their behavior” (p. 63). Although unintentional, Sheila’s mother may have communicated 

her “socializer view” on each child thereby differentiating socialization and influencing 

divergent identity development and sources of value toward postsecondary education.  

 
Allison, a 26-year-old Caucasian woman who received her B.A. in History draws a 

clear line under her parents’ “value for learning” and how that manifested over time within 

her home and amongst her siblings. She stated: 

 
I was always raised with a strong value for education  … my mom loved reading to 
us and my dad liked to explore with us, more-so of value for learning ... I guess they 
always just wanted us to have a desire to learn. It's been different for each of us how 
that has come about but for me I always loved school. I loved learning and I felt like 
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it was a good environment for me. All but one of my siblings have gone on to higher 
education as well so it seems like there's an academic niche that they somehow 
created (Allison). 

 

According to Eccles’ et al (1983) EVT model, Allison’s parents, or the primary socializers in 

her home, had imparted their belief in the value of education thereby creating an 

environment where learning was not only encouraged, it was expected. Allison alluded to 

differences in the educational self-perceptions of her siblings, but did not suggest a source 

(such as aptitude or effort) for this differentiation. She did however offer a source for her 

own when she said, “but for me, I always loved school.” Also, while the term “first-

generation,” as it is used in the current study, refers specifically to the generation of college-

going offspring of non-degree attaining parents, not necessarily the order of college 

attendance amongst siblings, it interesting to note that Allison was one of the few 

respondents in this study with siblings that had gone on to college before her. She offered 

some interesting commentary on this below, 

 
I'm the youngest of five. My oldest brother, he did not go to college, he's always liked 
reading and that kind of thing but I think he's just a bit too energetic to sit through 
that. My sister went to the University of Pittsburgh, then to community college, she 
was a nurse. My next brother went to Striver; got a degree in journalism and now 
he's an editor at Comcast so it seems to have gone well for him. And then my brother 
just above me is now doing a PhD program at Purdue in environmental rhetoric and 
composition. Of all of my siblings, I'm probably the only one who has since I was a 
youth has wanted to go to college. It's just something I thought about. I wanted to 
study. So it's kind of funny for me that the brother just above me was terrible in 
school and the fact that he's going to get his PhD now ... Come on! That was my 
dream. No, I don't feel that way at all. I love it (Allison). 

 
 
Mothers 
 
 

While the expectant culture of the home was key, the primary socializer in many of 

the homes identified by respondents were led by single, persistent mothers. Ella’s mother is 

a clear example of a socializer whose belief in her child’s ability to excel pushed her 
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daughter to graduate within four years with a 3.82 cumulative GPA. Ella was a 22-year-old 

Caucasian woman and an only child who grew up primarily in the Southwest area of 

Philadelphia. Her mom worked for Striver for a while and her parents took Ella to a Catholic 

school in the suburbs when she was 11 because as she stated, “[the area] was starting to get 

crime-ridden.” Ella’s mom played an integral role in her academic life as she explained 

below: 

 
Um, basically my mom grew up in a household where she was one of six kids. They 
didn’t even have like enough food to eat for all of them. She didn’t even have like, 
she never brushed her teeth until she was like in middle school, like high school. So 
she grew up with the motivation, "I’m going to have a kid. And I’m going to give this 
kid everything that I can and they’re going to have everything that, like, I didn’t" 
(Ella). 
  
Like, [my mom’s] not trying to piss me off. I know that. She's trying to motivate me 
and that's exactly what she's done my entire life and without that, I would’ve fallen 
flat on my face  … like growing up she would make me do my homework. She would 
sit there and she was like, “You’re going to do this. You’re going to go to high school 
and you’re going to go to college and you’re going to graduate because I mean, I 
want you to have everything that I didn’t have” (Ella).  

 
 

Ella perceived her mother’s determination to reinforce the importance of education as a 

means to ensure her daughter’s long-term success. From time to time Ella did express some 

resistance and frustration with her mother’s pressure, but as noted above, she realized that 

her mother was, “trying to motivate,” her and she eventually thanks her profusely for all 

that she had done. 

Another informant that shared a similar gratitude for her mother’s drive and support 

is Brenda, a 22-year-old African-American woman and recent Psychology major. In her 

narrative she discussed her mother’s humble beginnings and her perceived willingness to 

provide the push she needed to persevere. She remarked: 

My mom, well, she, um, she finished high school twelfth grade. And so, when she came 
out of school, she came up here from the South, and so she got her job as soon as she 
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came. She worked at  … for Social Service, the County Social Service. So, back then 
you really don’t need a degree. But she was really supportive. She was always there, 
pushing me, like, “Brenda, I know you got to finish this out.” My dad, he went into the 
Marine  … he was in the Marines, the service. So, he wasn’t really here to see me 
actually go through my college journey, because he had already passed away. But my 
mom was my really biggest supporter (Brenda). 

 
Heather, a 42-year-old African-American woman and current employee of the university, 

shared her perceptions of her mother’s support as passive, yet clearly expectant of high 

achievement. She stated: 

 
Because my mom she didn’t finish high school  … she did go back and get her GED, 
but she never had the opportunity to go to college, so, or I won’t say she didn’t have 
the opportunity, she didn’t, I guess she had no desire to go to college. So, to be able to 
talk to her, and for her to be willing to listen to me about me ranting and raving about 
different things, it was, um, it was, it’s an honor. It’s also nice to know that I think 
deep down inside she kind of respects that I’m going to school and that I’m going to 
finish, um … and I think her listening to me, keeps me going too in a sense that, I’m 
doing the right, like you’re doing the right thing, even if I’m not telling you directly 
you’re doing the right thing, you’re doing the right thing because I’m listening to you. 
And, just keep bouncing your ideas off, and you know, and, you’ll finish (Heather). 

 

Mothers played a clear role in providing educational motivation for many of the 

respondents from an early age on through their undergraduate and current graduate 

journeys.  

 
 
Mentors 
 
 

Mentors as key socializers also featured quite prominently among respondents. While 

Heather’s perception of her mother’s provision of passive support was made evident in her 

earlier passage, her perceived primary site for the articulation of high expectations for 

academic achievement was her work environment. This work environment became the 

focal point of many of Heather’s responses to sources of academic motivation. In her 
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statement below, we can see the perceived impact of expectations held by one of Heather’s 

colleagues. She explained: 

 

I would classify him as my mentor. While he was working here, he always checked 
on me … and he made sure that my studies were ongoing. In fact, um … when he 
finally left and went to another place to work, he would e-mail me periodically prior 
to the semester beginning and say OK so what are you taking? I think the best thing 
he could have possibly done for me was, uh, at the same time I was attending class, 
he was attending class and he would share his experience about the classroom with 
me so it wasn’t that I was just going to class and I had nobody to share my 
experience with. I think him, really just being interested in what I was doing in 
terms of school just gave me the drive to kind of say that I really want to finish this, I 
really want to keep going and doing it. And, I did. I didn’t take off any semesters. I 
felt like if I stopped then I wouldn’t finish, um, completing school I think, his 
interaction with me and constantly being there and, and pushing me is what gave 
me the drive to finish (Heather). 

 

Adriane, a 25-year-old African-American woman who had attended Martin Luther King 

High School prior to enrolling at CCP and then to Striver, showed that had it not been for her 

mentor, she would not have made it this far in her personal and academic career. Adriane 

remarked: 

 
 My main decision to attend college came from, um, my mentor from tenth grade. I 

was definitely not on a path to seek higher education before her. Her name is Malika 
Thomas and, um, just meeting her - she had so much faith in me. I don’t know why, 
really. But she had so much faith in me and she seen something in me that I didn’t 
see or no one else saw. Because like, uh, neither of my parents, you know, finished 
high school or, you know, even thought about going to college. And she pushed me 
and she motivated me, and I  … and I was so rebellious against her (Adriane).  

 
 So that’s when I kind of was like maybe, maybe I can do this. So I did a complete 360. 

I went from getting all Fs to honor roll. Um, and just, you know, staying out of 
trouble, because before her I had gotten kicked out of two high schools. I went to 
Bok Trade School and Gratz and then I went to King, and that’s where I ended up 
graduating from, thanks to her. Um, and she helped me tremendously … she stuck in 
there and she was just like, “Okay, whatever you’ve got to give, I’m going to take it 
and I’m going to turn it around and make it something positive.” And she did 
(Adriane) 

 
 

In Adriane’s case, not only did she perceive her mentor as someone who conveyed clear 

expectations of success, she identified her as someone who helped her develop those same 
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expectations for herself. Adriane shared the transformative nature of her mentor and the 

value of that relationship throughout her life. 

 
 

Educators 
 
 
 When asked about other sources of support in their lives, a few respondents cited 

professors, former teachers and other educational professionals as serving key roles in 

establishing or supporting their expectation for success in pursuing a graduate degree. 

Daria explicitly referenced the credibility of her professors and supervisors as key in 

forming her own choice about next steps. Below is an excerpt of our interaction around the 

question of additional support:  

 
Daria:  Um, definitely John King  … a Penn State professor. 
 
Interviewer: How do you know him? 
 
Daria:  He was teaching our  … one of the courses while we were in Harrisburg. 
 
Interviewer: Um, because he has, you know, a tremendous reputation. Um, I think he like 

built the like International Relations Program at University of Pittsburgh 
with like his own hands. 

   [laughter] 
 
Daria:  Like  … you know, I trust his opinion. 
 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm 
 
Daria: Um, and then, ah, my  … I took a [professor]. He’s, I think he’s the head, 

department head of the undergraduate for Poli-Sci. 
 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm 
 
Daria: And I’ve had him, had him once and then I had him for the capstone, so I 

know him and he knows me and, um, you know, reassured me. He said that, 
you know, it would take some work experience for what type of school I 
wanted. Um, I saw him this past winter and discussed it with him. Mm, 
reassured me he’d write me a letter of recommendation provided I didn’t fail 
his capstone class, which I didn’t. 
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 Um, so that was a big determining factor ‘cause I had a lot of respect for him 
and I’ve learned a lot from him. And then, um, my two bosses at Fox, ah, the 
Director and the, ah, Associate Director for International Programs, Becca 
and Nicole. Um, Nicole was at admin-admissions council at Penn. 

 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm 
 
Daria: And Rebecca got her IR degree at Columbia. So both, once again, familiar 

with things like that, ah, a lot of experience and, you know, a very close 
relationship with them. So these are the kind of the people that I can say 
definitely shaped my opinion and what I was gonna do with this decision. 

 
 
As Daria’s perceptions of her professors and supervisors suggested, not only was it 

important to have people in her life that were able to create an environment of high 

expectations, it was also important to her that they be credible socializers. Eccles’ et al. 

(1983) assertion that environmental expectations shared by role models and other 

socializers can provide a meaningful foundation for the development of personal 

achievement beliefs. 

  
 
Summary 
 
 

Socializers matter in the motivational narrative of this group of first-generation, 

Liberal Arts students’ and their pursuit of a graduate degree. These socializers came in 

various forms but the most impactful in this group appeared to be mothers. Consistent with 

the current literature, the majority of respondents perceived their mother’s role as the 

driving force for previous academic achievements and as integral to their post-

baccalaureate choice. While many of the parents of respondents had not achieved their own 

educational and some had little understanding of the higher education process, these 

critical socializers helped create an environment where education was a clearly articulated 

expectation.  
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Theme II: Incongruous Appraisals of Ability  

 

 
Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy Theory offers a helpful lens for unpacking the second 

theme that emerged from the data in this study. According to Bandura: 

 
Judgments of personal efficacy are distinguished from response-outcome 

expectations. Perceived self-efficacy is a judgment of one’s capability to accomplish 

a certain level of performance, whereas an outcome expectation is a judgment of the 

likely consequence such behavior will produce … [t]hus, expectations that high 

grades gain students entry to medical school and that medical practice yields high 

incomes will not steer undergraduates into premedical programs who have serious 

self-doubts that they can master the science requirements (Bandura, 1986, p. 391-

392). 

 

 
So, while socializers and respondents imparted similar outcome expectations, the sources of 

efficacy that informed those outcomes differed among respondents. In this case, the data 

analysis yielded mixed appraisals of ability relative to demonstrated success. According to 

Bandura (1986), incongruities or miscalibrations of self-efficacy with actual performance 

can be psychologically detrimental in an educational context.  

As we have uncovered in the previous theme, high parental and/or other socializer 

expectations were found among the respondent group. However, these expectations were 

not always congruent with respondents’ appraisals of their future ability relative to past 

academic performance. According to Bandura (1986), “[i]ncongruities between self-efficacy 

and action may stem from misperceptions of task demands, as well as from faulty self-

knowledge (p. 420).” For respondents in this study, the “incongruities” that they presented 

had multiple sources and were expressed in patterned groups of High Self-Efficacy/Low 

GPA, Low Self-Efficacy/High GPA and one student who presented congruity with High Self-

Efficacy/High GPA. 
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High Self-Efficacy/Low GPA  
 
 

Cumulative GPAs are one of many indicators (along with standardized test scores, 

personal statements and letters of recommendation) used by graduate admissions offices to 

determine program admissibility. Most informants in the present study, (especially those 

falling below the traditional 3.0 threshold) did not attach their perceived self-efficacy for 

graduate studies to these ability indicators. Instead, a few attributed their poor 

undergraduate performance to a lack of effort or other controllable measure. Two of the 

men in the study (Carl and Jeff), expressly perceived their abilities to be a matter of 

determination to succeed and the utilization of supports they have accrued over time to get 

them through their next academic challenge. Carl noted the following: 

 
I started getting’ really serious about school  … um I had a teacher and one of my 
advisors like just let me know like what’s goin’ on that like I’m slackin’ and like I 
need to step my game up  … my one teacher of a class I wasn’t puttin’ as much effort 
as I could, but I was doin’ more than I would do in another class, I knew it wasn’t a 
full effort but she showed me that that work was quality work  … even though it 
wasn’t like the best work that I could put up  … and then actually she, she entered it 
into the department and it got chosen for a conference that I had to present at (Carl). 

 
 
In this quote, Carl perceived many of his past achievement to be linked to his lack of effort 

and not necessarily to a perceived inability to do the required work. He further identifies, as 

Bandura (1986) suggested, an alternative strategy that garnered meaningful results. Carl 

transformed from a student who was “slackin’” to one whose research was selected for a 

departmental conference.  

With the average GPA for the group being a 3.22, only a handful of informants 

questioned their academic ability to be successful at the graduate level. Similar to Carl, 

many perceived their past achievements and challenges to be directly linked to effort and 

not to innate ability. Many therefore presumed that this academic orientation would carry 

them in graduate school. Jeff was another clear example of a student who did not attribute 
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his past academic performance to an inherent inability to achieve. Not only did he not 

perceive his abilities to be inferior, he perceived them to be far superior than some of his 

peers. Earlier in Jeff’s narrative about his high school performance, there was little mention 

of perceptions of his own academic abilities and how those perceptions informed his 

engagement or disengagement with formal education. However, in the passage below, 

which was an excerpt provided later in his narrative, Jeff stated: 

 
I don’t want to sound arrogant, but I always knew that I was smarter than everyone 
around me, as far as my peers. Um, I was the weirdo that would, uh, read the inside 
of the entire encyclopedia but I did that, right, but I did that like, secretly, right? 
Because in Germantown or when I used to live in West Philly, you couldn’t openly be 
an intellectual. So, uh, that wasn’t something that other people knew. Um, I taught 
myself how to program at like 12 or something like that and, um, you know stuff like 
that so, I always had a, uh, intellectual side, it was just that I did not like the school 
structure. But, um, so then once I was out into the real world and I had to be 
subordinate to people that held those positions with no uh, basis  … it was really just 
how you were treated as if you were trash if you didn’t have an education. And I 
knew I wasn’t trash. And so, that was really the, the motivation (Jeff).  

 

While Jeff showed extensive resistance in his former schooling environments, he expressed 

this as resistance to his feelings of being oppressed and not a resistance to education writ 

larger or a question of his academic ability or personal interest in ongoing intellectual 

inquiry. Achievement is a foregone conclusion by Jeff’s personal assessment, and as he 

stated above, “it was just that I did not like the school structure.”  

In Carl and Jeff’s case, they had not attained considerable academic success in the 

past, yet attributing those previous academic failures to lack of effort rather innate inability 

supported their favorable judgment on future self-efficacy in pursuing graduate study. Both 

highlighted a need to merely apply themselves where they had not done so in the past. 

Their perceptions of this need to simply alter their achievement strategies would, as 

Bandura (1986) suggests, support their perception that similar strategies would lead to 

success at the graduate level. These assessments of self-efficacy were made about task 
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ability in reasonably similar domains (i.e., college and graduate school), so the likelihood of 

consistent appraisals of ability was high for these two respondents.  

 
 
Low Self-Efficacy/High GPA 

 

Unlike Jeff, Heather mentioned enjoying school when she was younger, but when 

asked about her experience as an adult student, she expressed lower self-efficacy related to 

previous difficulties with academic writing. In further contrast, Heather boasted one of the 

highest GPAs of the group (3.47), yet she demonstrated the least confidence in her 

perceived ability to do graduate level work. She noted the following: 

 
 … I like school, I always liked school and I, and I think I excelled well, I just  … I don’t 
know if I’m ready. I felt like … even though I liked to write when I was younger, I 
didn’t know how to write well as a college student, so what I wanted to get most out 
of [college] was better writing skills. I think, I’m more afraid, to [pursue graduate 
school], I think I feel the same way I felt prior to me taking an undergraduate course 
like, I don’t know what to expect, I’m afraid, and I really don’t have that, that 
reinforcement that that colleague gave me like you can, you know, you can do it, I 
don’t, I don’t have that right now, so I’m, you know, I’m kind of like, ok well, I’ll have 
to see. But, um, I think that that would be one of, I think that’s the greatest challenge 
right now for me is the fact that I don’t have that person saying you can, you know, 
you’ve gone this far, you can go farther and you can do it (Heather).  
 

 
In this excerpt, Heather was very forthcoming with her fears about what lies ahead and her 

ability to negotiate a graduate degree. Again, as one of the very few who perceived her 

academic ability to be much lower than her GPA indicated, it would appear that Heather’s 

causal attributions for achievements lie less in her belief in previous performance but more 

in the verbal persuasions of others. 

Ruby’s efficacy in achievement-related tasks seemed to center on her age and the 

number of years she had spent outside of the classroom. She expressed this as a deficit or a 

point of frustration with instructors and the institution. She remarked: 
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“Oh, this is a simple calculus equation.” I never had calculus. So I mean, the last math 
class I had was geometry, and that was like 30 years ago, you know. So when I 
explained he was like  … “Oh,” so it  … you know, things like that where there's the  
… ah, that’s when my, ah, my age difference comes up, because I think more and 
more now, the students that are coming out of school now have a little bit more 
education in environmental things and, and different types of things (Ruby). 
 
The [Sustainable Environments] teacher was saying, “Oh, when you had this class in 
high school, or had it in grade school,” and I was like, “I never had those classes.” 
And even a teacher in one of my last classes, he had made a comment about, “Oh, 
this class you had,” and I said  … professor, um, Roberts is his name. I said, “I never 
had those classes.” I said I'm an older student. I mean he knew I was older, but he 
didn’t know  … a lot of people don’t realize, how long I've been out of school, and 
he's like, “Oh!” (Ruby). 

 
Yeah, I mean and, and since I graduated with honors, I mean  … I had help. I mean 
my friend helped me through a lot of things and you know, I had to write papers and 
stuff. So you know, I didn’t do it on my own, but it’s like school now is different. It’s 
like almost a collaborative effort, where back when I went to school before, it was 
more you have to do everything on your own. If you don’t do it on your own you're 
cheating (Ruby). 

 
 
Ruby’s perceptions of her achievement included a comparison between what she recalled as 

a more individualistic approach to college and the collaborative approach that she had 

encountered in many of her classes here at Striver University.  

While Heather and Ruby exhibited the highest level of anxiety and doubt about their 

efficacy to achieve as undergraduates (which later translated to doubts about graduate 

achievement), again, they held two of the highest GPAs among the respondents in this study. 

One of the possible reasons for their doubts is mentioned throughout both of their 

narratives and that is the age differential. Heather and Ruby were both adult returners and 

at 42 and 44 respectively, they were concerned that they did not have adequate skills to 

compete with their younger classmates. They also attributed some of those perceived 

inadequacies to the institution. Ruby suggested the pace of the courses did not address 

diverse student needs and Heather shared her perception that, “the institution may be a 

little silent” where adult learners are concerned:  
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Everything else is mostly … majority are As, A minuses or Bs, B pluses. So, it's like I 
knew if I would have had a little bit of help and things weren't so thrown at you and 
rushed, I would have done much, much better. And I think a lot of other students 
would have done much better too, not only myself being an older student. I'm not 
saying – hey, I'm not saying I'm … one’s smarter than the other, but I mean I know 
how to, I know how to do school. You know, I mean it's, it’s like riding a bike. It 
comes back to you (Ruby). 

 
I feel like the institution may be a little silent … a lot of times I feel like they don’t 
even know that I’m going to school or that I, I have the desire to go. I’m not saying 
that they’re not giving me the opportunity, or the chance to, I just, I don’t know how 
to explain that silence but … maybe, eh, it’s the fact that I don’t have all the, like the 
colleagues and the professors and, um, you know, that interaction now, where 
they’re saying, you can do it, it’s one more course, you know, hang in there, maybe 
that’s that silence that I’m talking about, but I, I just feel like, they don-, like I’m non-
existent sometimes, um … when it comes to … going to school like, you don’t hear 
much about adult learners. You just, we always hear about, um, undergrad or you 
know, freshman students and while I, I, I understand that, I, I think that we, there’s 
this, there’s a need and a desire for the institution to kind of like, look at its adult 
population, and make some headway with them in terms of coming back to school 
(Heather).  

 
 
If educational environments are meant to create cultural milieus that impart messages 

about efficacy in achievement, taking heed to Heather and Ruby’s concerns as adult learners 

would be a critical step in ensuring all students are receiving such messages. As Bandura 

(1986) states, “ … comparative self-efficacy appraisals through faulty preconceptions often 

lead those who are uncertain about their abilities to judge valuable pursuits to be beyond 

their reach (p. 404).” These self-doubts, when further enforced by a feeling of alienation or 

lack of institutional support may lead to the lowered judgments of efficacy and other 

negative feelings and perceptions expressed by Heather and Ruby. 

 
 
High Self-Efficacy/High GPA 
 

Jana was one of the few respondents who demonstrated congruity between her 

perceptions of self-efficacy in succeeding at the graduate level and traditional measures of 

academic ability. What emerged from Jana’s narrative and is highlighted in the quotes below 
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were her consistent perceptions of herself as a high achiever. Holding the highest GPA 

within the respondent group (a 3.91), these high self-efficacy statements are supported by a 

strong academic record: 

 
Personally, I’m an over-achiever. I want to be the best at anything that I attempt so 
to me in pursuing my undergrad, I didn’t want to just get my undergrad degree, I 
wanted to graduate with honors and I don’t do Bs, I only do As. So looking into grad 
school I’m looking at it the same way. I want a graduate degree for myself because 
I’m not doing it to please anyone else or to be able to say I have a degree in this or 
that. I want to do it for myself because it’s something that I’ll have to be proud of 
(Jana). 

 
When we moved back to Germany, I did really well in school there. I didn’t know if I 
wanted to go to med school or law school after I finished there. What’s interesting is 
that in Germany you don’t have to do your undergrad before you can go to med or 
law school you can go straight on after high school. Sometimes, I’m a little upset, 
because had I stayed there I would’ve been in practice already. But at that point I 
didn’t know which one I wanted to do (Jana).  

 

 

Drawing on her previous academic performance in Germany, we see that Jana underscores 

the idea that she, “did really well in school there,” and that there would have been greater 

options available to her had she continued her studies there. Her perception of 

opportunities based on previous academic performance would suggest that she may have 

high attributed tendencies toward previous achievement-related experiences. Her self-

efficacy for future achievement-related tasks may therefore be more likely impacted by this 

assessment of past performance. Also, she exhibited above some indecision when 

attempting to choose between one discipline or another, and we will see later that this 

indecisive behavior was also evident in her grad school choice process. 
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Summary 
 
 

According to Bandura, “possessing reasonably accurate appraisal of one’s own 

capabilities is … of considerable value in successful functioning (Bandura, 1986, p. 393).” 

Some appraisals are internally driven, while others are supported by external messages. In 

the case of the respondents in this study, many seemed to demonstrate a mismatch between 

their perceived academic ability and explicit markers of past academic achievement (GPAs). 

Incongruous appraisals of their abilities as undergraduates led some to inaccurately 

appraise their future ability as graduate students. Carrying these “faulty” perceptions of 

their ability and gaining little information to counter these perceptions may have attributed 

to some respondents overinflating their abilities while others woefully underestimating 

them. Those who showed up in the latter group were more likely to discount the value of 

pursuing graduate study in the immediate future and, with less information, these 

inaccurate judgments of ability could continue to have undesirable effects on their self-

efficacy beliefs. While selected quotes of the few male participants demonstrated the Low 

GPA/High Self-Efficacy theme and High GPA/Low Self-Efficacy in the selected older females, 

further examination would have been required to draw broader gender- and age-based 

conclusions.  

 

Theme III: Intrinsic & Attainment-Utility Value 

 
 
Non-Specific Intrinsic 
 
 

Intrinsic motivation is defined in EVT as an interest-based motivation. The majority 

of respondents expressed their choice to pursue graduate study as an interest in “learning 

more” or directly linked to what they perceived as a lifelong “love of learning.” These 
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desires to “learn” showed up as a major driving force in the educational lives of the majority 

of respondents in this study. Jana, a 29-year-old woman of German and Barbadian descent 

who graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Criminal Justice commented: 

 
I love to learn and I’ve always loved going to school. [Whispers: I’m a little nerdy.] So 
to me it wasn’t like ‘Oh my God I can’t wait till I graduate’, I’ve been sad since the 
day I did because it is just missing. I like to learn, so that’s probably why I want to go 
to graduate school (Jana). 
 
I like going to school. I always feel like, right now it might sound ridiculous but, if I’m 
not going to school I’m not learning anything. So I feel like I’m at a standstill. I like to 
keep my mind moving. So I like being in school. So I feel like even if I wasn’t in a 
program like now I’d still want to take a class just so I feel like I’m educating myself. 
So that’s why after the Master’s that’s not really a stop for me, unless something 
crazy comes around, but I’ll probably still want to continue after that (Jana).  

 

 
Carl mentioned: 
 
 

I just like learning about things … I wanna be in a learning environment … you know 
what I mean, so that’s one of the things … I wanna be in a learning environment and 
I wanna meet people. Like, grad school’s a good place to … meet people and also put 
you in, propel you into a career field where you can meet even more people (Carl). 
 

Pamela, a 23-year-old African-American woman stated: 
 
 

And I love to learn … new things … I just love to learn … I love learning new things … 
I just feel like it’s so beneficial when trying to gain experience … firstly, I just felt like 
you just go work and gain it … and figure it out as you’re doing it, but it’s so much 
better when you actually know what you’re doin’ … and I know it’s so much more 
that I need to learn … I don’t really like to read, but I like to learn (Pamela). 

 
Allison commented: 
 

 

 … because I knew that my agenda in college was to learn and not entirely career-
focused which doesn't exactly have much of a place now, people are always all about 
the career ... which is fine, but I think it was just that I don't really work that way. So 
feeling as though I've now realized that I love to learn and I also like to be 
expressive about that (Allison). 
 
 

 

Ruby expressed the following: 
 



| 77 

 

 
I like learning things. I, I want to learn new, new things, and of course yeah, graduate 
school would, would go in line with that (Ruby).  

 

 
Lizzy remarked: 
 

 
I went to school not necessarily to, uh, work in a certain career field. I went to school 
because I enjoy learning and I enjoy literature and social sciences, and I knew that I 
should get a college degree and that it would make me more marketable in the job 
field. Um, so, I value it in that sense. However, I never went to school because I 
wanted to make tons of money. I'm pretty sure that I could have skipped college and 
uh, gotten a job in retail or in the service industry making some more money to the 
job I'm, I’m making in social work right now (Lizzy).  
 

 
For all of these respondents, their interest in learning is defined as a key motivational force 

in their lives prior to undergraduate study and persist as primary drivers in their 

aspirations toward a post-baccalaureate degree. As “learning for the sake of learning” is a 

hallmark of a Liberal Arts education, it is not surprising that so many of the informants 

would express intrinsic value for the possibility of continuing their education. That these 

initial learning interests are not specific to a particular discipline or career aspiration will 

be explored further. I would first like to demonstrate contrasting examples of respondents 

who exhibited what I describe as discipline-specific intrinsic motivations toward graduate 

study. 

 
 
Discipline-Specific Intrinsic 
 
 

Sheila, who was introduced earlier as a young woman demonstrating strong 

aspirations toward a career in social work and Harold, a 22-year-old African American 

young man, who graduated with a B.A. in Spanish and a cumulative GPA of 3.7, were two of 

the few that did not simply express an interest in “learning” as a nonspecific concept. 
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Instead, the two informants expressed love for a specific discipline and/or career 

aspiration. Sheila and Harold offered the following, respectively: 

 
 … but I’ve always known … I think since about nine … I’ve known, I wanted to be a 
doctor of some sort. Before, I wanted to be an OB/GYN, then I realized I wanted to 
be a psychologist so from that point on (Sheila) 
 
 I love Spanish, I love languages. I knew that I wanted to translate but this class 
made it like yes, “this is what you want to do.” (Harold) 

 
 

 
Although he was the first in his family to complete his undergraduate degree, during our 

interview Harold expressed a clear desire to complete a Ph.D. in Spanish in the near future, 

to pursue an intermediate career as a simultaneous translator, and to “open up a bilingual 

school, strictly bilingual, of all languages” long-term. Harold’s interests in foreign language 

and the value he later attached to this personal aptitude were very deliberate. At several 

points throughout his narrative, Harold drew on early examples of success with foreign 

languages as a key catalyst for development of an academic trajectory toward language 

acquisition and eventually language mastery. He mentioned opportunities to learn Swahili 

in kindergarten, at a public school in West Philadelphia, subconsciously serving as the 

“spark” for his ongoing passion for language. So vivid was his recollection of the language-

learning experience that he proceeded to sing a primary school song in Swahili during our 

interview. The joy he exuded in sharing the song, and the way that he described those early 

years, led me to consider the role of affective memories and task competency in his 

assessment of the value of continued language learning.  

Harold perceived this aptitude for language acquisition as something that “came 

naturally” given the supportive environment (all of his siblings attended this school) and 

the age at which he was exposed (kindergarten). As Eccles, Wigfield and colleagues assert in 

their EVT model, previous achievement-related experiences can inform children’s 



| 79 

 

expectations for continued success or failure in a given task. Wigfield, et al (2009) state, 

“when children learn to master different tasks and activities on their own, (i.e., become a 

successful causal agent in their interactions with the world), their sense of competence can 

grow” (p. 61). Harold perceived that the early affirmation of his aptitude for language 

acquisition led to internalized positive expectations for success in future linguistic tasks. 

This is highlighted throughout Harold’s interview, including the following remarks: “I was 

very into Spanish” … “it’s mainly because I have a zeal for languages, learning, I really do” … 

“I really do love languages!” 

 
Degree Commitment Behavior 

One of the most interesting findings to emerge from this group was a difference in 

degree commitment behavior between the Non-Specific Intrinsic and Discipline-Specific 

Intrinsic students. At the time of my interviews, only five respondents had actively applied 

to and been accepted into graduate programs for the upcoming academic year. Those five 

also happened to be students who had articulated clear disciplines of interest, rather than 

the non-specific “desire to learn,” expressed by the majority. While graduate study does 

afford the opportunity to broaden one’s understanding of a range of concepts and ideas, it 

does so primarily within a reasonably specific discipline. Based on the differences between 

the two groups in this study, having a clear vision of goal for the area of graduate research 

the respondents would like to focus may serve as an advantage prior to application or 

matriculation into a post-baccalaureate program. Research on goal-directed behavior 

elaborates on this by showing that the more personally meaningful and specific a goal is, the 

more likely students are to achieve them (Boekaerts, 2009; Carver, & Scheier, 2000).  

One could argue that the Discipline-Specific Intrinsic students are a self-selecting 

group as they may be more likely (in the interview) to support their recent choice with a 
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rationale that may include clearly-defined goals and aspirations within their committed 

discipline. Another consideration is that pursuing a graduate degree immediately after 

completing 4-6 years of an undergraduate degree is less advantageous for Non-Specific 

Intrinsic students, as they may still be in the exploratory phase of their educational and 

professional process and would benefit less from a foreclosed choice. As one Non-Specific 

Intrinsic informant suggested: 

 

You know, that is, that’s scary ‘cause, you know, at least when you go to grad school 
right away you’re reassured you’re doing something for two years. Your loans are, you 
know, put off more and, you know, you can continue doing what you’re doing. So I, I 
was just scared and I was upset that I wouldn’t be in school anymore and it made me 
question things, what I was doing (Daria). 
 
Um, but I feel like … now that I have been hearing from people I have been applying to, 
I feel a lot more hopeful than, say, a month ago where I wasn’t sure. You know, 
working two part-time jobs is not … nothing that you've studied is really not ideal 
(Daria). 
 
And you hear horror stories all the time from like my friends who, you know, they had 
good majors and they had great GPAs and then it took them nine months to find a job. 
And I just don’t wanna be that person. I told myself if I don’t find a job by the end of 
like October, I’m gonna go and live in Japan for a year and teach English, just to start 
the work experience, you know, so I don’t have to delay grad school too much (Daria). 

 
 
Daria shows here that while the unknown has been scary for here, it has been reassuring to 

hear from other people that she does not have to have a very clear sense of where her 

graduate interests lie or where she will be taking her career immediately after completing 

her undergraduate degree. She later returns to a final statement that she does not want to 

“delay grad school too much,” suggesting she holds some value to the timeliness of her own 

graduate degree attainment. 
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Attainment-Utility & Social Impact Values 

 

 
The attainment value of a graduate degree is supported in the limited literature as a 

common motivation for graduate choice (Battle & Wigfield, 2003), yet for this group there 

was an additional social impact component that demonstrated a slightly different 

understanding of attainment and utility value. While some informants did identify personal 

values associated with graduate pursuit, most expressed a desire to pursue their degree to 

make a difference in the lives of others. 

These social impact values were addressed by several respondents and many 

perceived their graduate decisions emerging from these social concerns and desires to 

serve as an alternative example within their communities. For some, these social concerns 

were politicized by what the respondents perceived as injustices that can be remedied by a 

willingness to “sacrifice” for the sake of others. Having a socio-political agenda that 

extended beyond their immediate issues meant some were not content to simply do well for 

their own sake, but to strive to use their choice to attain a graduate degree as an amplifier 

for others. Jeff stated: 

 
People … like reading the autobiography of Malcolm X, and uh, lots of 
revolutionaries and the Civil Rights Movement, and, and realizing that the ultimate 
goal isn’t necessarily, in my mind to be … comfortable in the middle class, but to be 
uh, in positions of power and once you get to that position you don’t just become 
comfortable with the system, but you try to change the system from within. So that, 
has been my overriding goal … I think that you just need to be willing to sacrifice 
yourself in order to, and your, your material comforts in order to change that and I 
don’t think that people want to uh, do that because it would make them 
uncomfortable and they won’t have those things that they care so much about (Jeff).  
 

 
After completing high school, Jeff’s mother insisted he travel down south to attend a 

local community college with the hopes of transferring to North Carolina A&T (where his 

cousin was in attendance). Jeff did not apply himself while there and failed out of the 

community college, moved back to Philadelphia to attend CCP and failed there as well. He 
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had become increasingly disinterested in school and later decided to work for about 2-3 

years. It was during his stints working odd jobs that the drive to complete his 

undergraduate degree began to take hold. Understanding the social dynamic and the 

relationship he saw between advanced degrees and increasing social mobility, Jeff began 

taking school more seriously. He explained: 

 
I didn’t expect to be able to, uh, well number one, grad school … my whole mission 
was to just get a Bachelor’s degree so that I wouldn’t be the guy, uh, packing boxes, 
because my job used to be like the stock room guy. I didn’t want to be that guy, I 
knew that I was better than that, and I knew that the way that people treated me, uh, 
as just the lowly facilities person, was not who I wanted to be, how I wanted to be 
treated so, um, that was my initial goal but then once I got into my studies I actually 
enjoyed it. And so, at the beginning it was just a mission to overcome low-class, and 
then it transformed into uh, actually learning for learning’s sake. Uh, so that’s where 
I’m at now. So, yeah, it was, it was not something that I planned, I didn’t have some 
grand vision. Uh, it’s, uh, everything just fell into place, really (Jeff). 

 

 
Here, Jeff demonstrated his transformed perception of formal education, not 

necessarily from an “oppressive” milieu to a liberating one, but a move toward a more 

utilitarian perception that could provide him access to upward social mobility. He also 

described this transformative process as reasonably serendipitous. Unlike several of his co-

informants, Jeff did not carry out a rigid or methodical approach to his choice to pursue 

graduate study. Instead, he perceived his journey toward an advanced degree to be 

politicized by awareness of structural inequalities and the “game” of advanced degree 

attainment. Jeff’s observation of racial and social disparities that he perceived as directly 

linked to level of educational attainment. As stated above, Jeff’s ability to identify this 

perceived connection and later take action toward breaking the cycle in his own life started 

for him as a way to merely “overcome low-class.”  
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Allison, who had described her home environment as one that valued learning, was 

also a student who insisted on pushing the envelope and forcing the difficult questions 

around established systems. She mentioned the following: 

 
I just wish people more often would realize that we can challenge it as well … that it 
doesn't have to stay stationary. Learning isn't an acquisition maybe we can look at 
how we got here and ... so much of it is about school but it's not just what I'm 
learning but why and how. Why am I learning it this way, why am I being taught this 
way? Who are they telling me to read? Who are they ostracizing? Who is in the 
system? Who is outside the system … ? (Allison). 

 

Lizzy, who had admitted to growing up in a very sheltered environment shared an 

experience that made her question her place at Striver and later informed her perception of 

the social impact value of her possible career trajectory: 

 
 It was really, mind-opening for me. And it also made me stop “othering” the low-

income population. Um, I think, when I first came to Striver, I always thought it was a 
very us-and-them thing with local community members and Striver students. And I  
… don't want to say I looked down on them, but I was kind of not as open to the fact 
that they have the same, like desires and what-not. And working with low-income 
community members definitely made me … it like solidified the fact that I wanted to 
do social work, which was always in the back of my head (Lizzy). 

 

Other respondents linked their social impact to their roles as parents and the messages 

their pursuit of higher education imparted to their children. Three of the respondents in 

their study were parents and each shared their educational process with their young 

families and discussed their willingness to impart those educational values as a way to 

improve opportunities beyond themselves. Heather commented: 

 
… my children are a key into my existence, and I feel like, if I go to school and I finish 
then I’m giving my children an opportunity to see that, um, education doesn’t, 
doesn’t just stop once you’ve completed twelfth grade. You’re always learning, we’re 
always trying to better ourselves. And, eh, most importantly I want to give my kids 
better than what we have, um, you always strive to do better by your children and 
yourself and I feel like getting an education will help me do that. I feel like if my 
children see me going to school and pressing forth it will make it a little easier for 
them to be more engaged in school and, um, more, um, have a stronger desire to 
complete school because, where I live our children aren’t, they’re barely graduating 
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middle school, and I don’t know if they have someone home that they can see that’s 
going to school, but, I hear my kids a lot of times talk about their friends not doing 
well in school and I always want my children to do well in school because I feel like 
education is everything and so I have a strong desire and commitment to finish my 
program because I need my kids to see that education is the best solution for them 
(Heather). 

 

Heather was determined to offer her children a different narrative on educational outcomes 

from their socioeconomic background by being the example. She made some comparisons 

above between aspirations of other children from the schools in her area and how 

important it was for her to ensure her own children did not suffer a similar fate.  

Another parent in the respondent group explained that primarily out of necessity, 

she not only shared the experience of doing homework with her child, she was also granted 

permission to bring her child with her into her undergraduate classrooms. Brenda 

explained: 

Oh, well, with education, she actually … we do … when I do my homework, when I 
actually do homework, we do homework together, or she’ll … or if she’s not doing 
anything, she’ll read my books and we’ll talk about what’s in the book, discuss … like 
for instance, she asked me something … oh, [laughs] it’s funny, because I was doing 
this yoga class. [laughs] So she was like, “Mom, you got a yoga class?” I said, “Yes, 
you could take yoga as an elective.” And so, now she uses my yoga book and does all 
the poses and stuff. I was like, “I can take volleyball.” She was like, “Mom, you can 
take volleyball for real?” (Brenda). 

I brought [my daughter] to the majority of my classes. So, she was with me and then, 
like, on days she had off she had to come to school because there was nobody at 
home to watch her. So … yeah, so the majority of my classes (Brenda). 

My daughter, she just wants to go with the flow. So, she knows I’m in school. She 
knows everything. So, she just … she knows I’m doing this for her and my mom. So, 
she’s just going with the flow (Brenda). 

 

Brenda also elaborated on how she had hoped this early exposure may help her daughter, 

and how she perceived its influence on her daughter’s thinking about her own educational 

aspirations. Brenda stated: 
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Um, because I want to set the standard, like, um, “You need to go to college,” like, my 
daughter, she’s smart in math. She’s very good in math. So, I tell her about 
engineering, and she’s always fixing things, and I’m like, [laughs] ”You do 
engineering every day in your life, you just don’t know it.” And so, I’m encouraging 
her to go to college. And she already wants to go to college. She always says, “I’m 
gonna go to Temple with you Mommy,” and I was like, “You know, you do have other 
colleges out there,” because she says she wants to move away from home. So, you 
have other colleges out there. So, I’m doing this for her and I want her to have the 
best in life she can (Brenda). 

 

Finally, the third parent, Adriane, echoed the desires of the other two parents to continue to 

pursue her education as an example to her daughter that academic access translates into 

greater opportunities for herself, but especially for her daughter. Adriane mentioned: 

I feel like, for one I need to do it for myself, and secondly I need to do it for my 
daughter. I really don’t want to still be in school while she’s in grade school. You 
know, I want to be able to focus on my studies, excel, and you know, be the best 
student that I can be so I can continue to be a role model for [my daughter] 
(Adriane). 

 
By sharing their perceptions of individual and collective social impact values of education, 

respondents imparted messaging to their peers, parents and children that their individual 

academic achievements have compounded effects and serve as examples of a different 

outcome for young people from their socioeconomic and racial backgrounds. 

 

Intentionality in planning 

 
A recent study exploring college major selection and “planfulness” among college 

seniors asserted: “respondents with college-educated parents participated in more 

academic research activities than their classmates without college-educated parents” 

(Pittaoulis, 2012, p. iii). However, three informants in the present study, all of whom are 

first-generation college graduates (Sheila, Ella and Harold), described a very organized and 
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detailed planning process for researching their graduate choices and submitting their 

applications.  

Sheila knew from a very young age that she wanted to pursue a college education 

and that she would become, “a doctor of some sort” and made it clear throughout her 

interview that this was not a transient aspiration. It had staying power and as she added: “… 

for me, choosing psychology is something that I see as a life thing. I could do it for life. I’ve 

always wanted to … I’ve wanted to do it for most of my life.” Actualizing this lifelong desire 

therefore became a value-laden process for her as she internalized the importance of the 

career desire with her long-term sense of self. This is more clearly demonstrated in Sheila’s 

methodical and organized approach to her graduate application process.  

During our interview, Sheila brought in a three-ring binder that included: a list of all 

of the graduate programs that she had researched (prioritized by most desired to least), 

brochures and application requirements for each, additional information from institutional 

websites, a list of GRE Test Centers, tip sheets on how to write an effective personal 

statement, and flyers for information sessions/fairs held at Striver (see excerpts in Appendix 

F). Her dedication to the process and to planning her next steps in such detail demonstrated 

clear value for the graduate degree itself, but more specifically for finding the right graduate 

degree program for her. With such a longstanding desire to complete her graduate 

education, this purposeful application process attempted to bring together what Higgins 

(2007) in Wigfield et al (2009), terms, the actual and the “ideal or ought self” (p. 63). 

According to Higgins (2007) “activities that help promote congruence between the actual 

and ideal self should have more value to the individual (p. 63)” and in Sheila’s case, 

physically merging lifetime knowledge of her actual self with a tangible process for realizing 

her ideal self.  
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Ella’s graduate application process was not outlined as clearly as the one Sheila 

presented during her interview but she did offer a step-by-step approach along with 

rationales for her process in the following passages: 

 
December 2012 it was like, “Alright, I really need to get on this.” I’ve got one more 
semester so I pretty much, I picked three schools that I liked. I researched La Salle, 
Immaculata and Philadelphia University because they’re all quite local. They got 
good Psych programs. La Salle and Philly U have a good Clinical Counseling 
Program. And then, uh, Immaculata has a School Psychologist Program (Ella). 

 
 And then pretty much it was like, “Okay well these are where I’m going to go.” Now 

it’s like, I made like a spreadsheet, like what each school wanted when their 
deadline was. I was like, “Okay well, this school I need this many letters of 
recommendation. I need a statement. I need my grades.” Pretty much just made a 
checklist for each school (Ella). 

 
And then I was like, “Okay, next semester I’m going to get all buddy-buddy with the 
teachers that I need to write their … get my recommendations from. By like, by 
February/March, let’s make sure I have my recommendations. That way I have two 
months to make sure that I can mail everything out." I have both my SAT score - not 
my SATs - my GRE scores. Oh yeah, see the GREs, too. That was before the semester 
even started (Ella). 

 
 It was like December I decided the schools. And it was January 14th exactly, the day 

before my mom’s birthday. I was like, “I’m going to take the GREs," just because we 
need them obviously. I took those. Waited for my scores to get back then you had to 
send them out to everyone. And like I said, around like March, I approached my 
professors. I was like, “Okay, listen you know, I need a letter of recommendation 
from you. I know I’m awesome. I know you’re awesome. Would you please mind 
doing that for me?”(Ella). 

 
 And then each teacher had like their own little specific like requirements. Like one 

teacher wanted me to think of four adjectives that I would describe myself. The 
other teacher wanted me to like think of something else like that. Like how would I 
describe myself to someone else, just so they had like a fuller picture of me. And 
when I brought them the letters of recommendation, I gave them all the information 
from the schools; like, that way they wanted - if they wanted to like target each 
letter to a different school they could do that (Ella). 

 

For Ella, not only was she aware of the content and timing for submission of appropriate 

materials, she was savvy about the interpersonal and political component of the graduate 

application process. This component which involved the strategic building of rapport with 

instructors to secure required letters of recommendation and the ability to determine who 
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would be the best professors to approach with such a request, are all features of the process 

that are not often made explicit when students are seeking support in their graduate 

pursuits. 

Harold described a very similar process to Ella’s as he took a methodical approach 

that involved in-depth assessment of multiple programs. He described his process as: 

 
I applied to six schools and the process was very long. First of all I had to write a 
personal statement that could have fillers. I wasn’t gonna write six personal 
statements individually, so I wrote it in a way where I could fill-in the names of the 
professors that I would be working with and the names of the schools. So I wouldn’t 
put too much pressure on myself, but I realized that was harder. I might as well have 
just wrote anyway … It worked out for me because I was able to write my personal 
statement … I wrote my personal statement fifteen times before it was perfected to 
the way that myself and PhD mentors felt … That can be frustrating. I literally wrote 
it over fifteen times. Yes, I was counting. I wrote my personal statement after I 
decided on the schools and the professors I wanted to work with (Harold). 
 
The professor that you want to work with has to still be there. They can’t be on 
sabbatical or … You gotta call and make time in your schedule to do it. Which wasn’t 
too bad because I had the summer to do that. I had the time, but it was still work 
(Harold). 
 
I started to then determine the programs and how well the programs were in the 
world or in the country and if I would be a good fit there. It was a process, I didn’t 
finish everything in the summer. I didn’t do the applications till September/October 
of my senior year and I knew I had to get on the ball because most of the deadlines 
were December/January 1st so I was running. I was studying for the GREs in the 
summer preparing on deciding who I would do my research with and who I who 
work with (Harold). 
 
And I also had a jury prep class too in the summer. That was the work that I was 
doing but I didn’t actually apply to the schools until September. When I did that I 
had everything ready, I had my personal statement ready and school-friendly. I had 
it already saved and printed out to upload for the schools that I wanted to go to and 
then I worked on my CV. I wrote a piece because most of them wanted a writing 
sample (Harold). 
 
Yes in Spanish. Rutgers wanted it English and in Spanish. The rest of them wanted it 
just in English. Some of them wanted my personal statement in English and in 
Spanish. I didn’t want to translate so that I wouldn’t miss anything specific so I 
really wrote that one directly over in Spanish. After I did that I was good. I was in 
that anxious waiting phase. I got everything in on time. Thankfully, because I was a 
McNair Scholar I didn’t have to pay for the fees. They waived all of my fees for the 
applications. That was very, very beneficial so I ended up paying for the GREs and 
that was it. Everything else they covered (Harold). 
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Unlike the long, detailed application process that the previous three respondents recounted, 

Brenda, who is currently pursuing a Master’s in Criminal Justice at St. Joseph’s University 

stated the following: 

… the admission process was so easy, it was nothing. You just fill out your 
application, put in your resume, write a little, uh, story about what you want to do 
with this Master’s – and that was that. The application process wasn’t even hard. It 
was point A, point B, and that’s it. It was no GREs. Um, my … to enter in, you have to 
have over 3.0. And so, um … so the process of getting in, I just filled out the 
application online, and I did that  … then, I got the money to pay for the appli—oh, I 
didn’t have to pay for the application, I did like a waiver, a fee waiver, ‘cause I went 
to the open house. But before that, I already knew I was accepted, because you had 
to … before the, um, waiver kicked in, I already knew I was accepted. Then, after 
that, um, I was … just went to a open house, and just like … this is where I knew I 
wanted to be at (Brenda). 

 
For some, there was a certain confidence in the ambiguity of the graduate process 

that I found quite striking amongst a few of the respondents. On the process of “doing 

school.” Jeff explained: 

 
So, there was so much that I could have done, like going tutoring, I didn’t know that 
that existed, uh, going to uh, you know, not, picking a full course-load, because I 
thought that I had to. I thought that that’s just what you did, I didn’t know people 
went part-time. Um, going to advisors, I didn’t ever go to an advisor, I just picked 
some classes that looked interesting and … so, and, and, you know, that whole, 
everything that has to do with college, I had no clue about, um, so, no one around me 
knew either so, it was a struggle to figure out what to do. And I didn’t figure that out 
until, uh, CCP, which is the worst administration of all-time. And you kind of have to 
be, uh, uh, really, uh, proactive and, and persistent in order to get anything done 
there. And so, I learned the hard way, that in order, that about the, the structure and, 
and the bureaucracy of, of college (Jeff). 
 
I’m assuming after the master’s everything gets a little more interactive. You’re 
really just not always in a classroom cuz you’re doing a lot of research to put things 
together. So therefore I guess it’s not always gonna be formal, it’s gonna be a little 
less formal, because you’ll be out in the field or engaging in conversation, doing 
research, writing things, but I guess overall it’s still formal because you’re looking to 
attain a degree some type of institution (Jeff). 
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Conversely, Harold highlighted some of the benefits of participating in the Ronald E. McNair 

Scholars Program where he gained access to a lot of graduate information and resources to 

support steps toward a graduate degree much earlier in his academic journey. Harold 

stated: 

 
I got involved with McNair because the McNair program is part of the one the trio 
programs that they have, Outward Bound, Math & Science Outward Bound and RCC 
is all part of that and it’s state funded Because I was already in RCC as a summer 
bridge student I noticed the opportunity said something like post-baccalaureate just 
the word I was curious about. I got some information from the director of the 
program. It’s for students who intend to do a PhD at some point. Enough said, I’m in. 
I want to get my PhD and I need the preparation. You have to write an essay and fill 
out an application to actually get in and have a certain GPA you didn’t a 3.0 at that 
time I believe. It’s a two year program so preferably they like students that are 
sophomores or sophomore going in their junior year. I was a junior when I got in so 
I was just on the cusp of yes or no grade wise. All of junior and senior they prepped 
me we had research workshops, I had classes on quantitative research, qualitative 
research. We got to present at conferences. When I went to Dominican Republic to 
study abroad I conducted my research that I was doing in the United States … 
(Harold). 

 
 

Summary 

 

Examination of the Intrinsic & Attainment-Utility Value theme revealed a difference 

between the degree commitment behavior of Non-Specific Intrinsic and Discipline-Specific 

Intrinsic students. The data suggested that of the five respondents that had actively applied 

to and been accepted into graduate programs for the upcoming academic year, each had 

articulated clear disciplines of interest, instead of the non-specific “desire to learn,” 

expressed by the majority of respondents.  

Also, as one often considers academic achievements an individually-valued success 

with individual benefits, many of the informants in this study identified both personal 

values associated with graduate pursuit, and a social impact of their own pursuit of a 

graduate degree in making a difference in the lives of others. These social impact values 
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were addressed by several respondents in various ways including their willingness to 

challenge systems and encourage others to “sacrifice comforts” in an effort to create a more 

equitable society; creating new examples of what it means to “do school” for their children 

and others in their sphere of influence and demonstrating intentionality and persistence in 

laying the framework for graduate degree attainment. 

 

Theme IV: Cost Assessments 

 
A final theme that emerged from the data that extends beyond the recent discussion 

on “intentionality in planning” and general informational access was what appeared to be 

limited understanding of costs associated with graduate degree attainment. Several 

respondents (specifically those who had already demonstrated a commitment to graduate 

study by either applying to or accepting enrolment in a graduate program), seemed to 

discount costs associated with pursuing a graduate degree as they again connected some of 

their aspirations toward creating social change. They specifically discounted future earning 

potential, whilst avoiding cost considerations for their current graduate pursuits. Sheila 

stated: 

I would like to have some monetary stability ... but, um, it's not about having loads of 
money or achieving success it's like the constant learning there's no reason to, so after 
I get my degree, um, and get my degree, um, my psychology degree my PsyD ... I wanna 
get my EDD ... just so I can teach and so I can give back from the experiences that I’ve 
taken and hopefully continue on with or people to continue on to, um, other people to 
be able to be able to open themselves up to experiences ...  
 

 

Ella also provided a glimpse into her perception of future opportunity costs in relation to 

her boyfriend who intends to pursue a law degree. She stated: 

 
 Oh yeah. So [my boyfriend’s] saying that I’m not going to make any money and I was 

like, “That’s why I have you. You’re the one who’s going to be making the money. 
You’re going to be the breadwinner. I want to be the one … the do-good person. I’m 
going to make a change, make a difference to make up for all the shady business deals 
you do (Ella).” 
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The respondents that did articulate their perceptions of explicit costs of enrolling in 

graduate study, focused primarily on the need to juggle both work and school and the 

weight of incurring debt above their current undergraduate burden. Several informants 

who had considered the financial cost implications of their decision to pursue graduate 

study expressed their concerns below: 

I mean the main thing would be financial. And you know, I love school, but overall I 
mean it’s still work and I know graduate school is even more. But I guess the biggest 
concern is financial. I mean I enjoyed school. So I'm interested, but like I said, I 
would have liked to find a job that would maybe pay for partial school, but at the 
same time, I went to school full-time as an undergrad (Ruby). 

 
I don't know – another concern would be is … I would have would be working and 
going to school at the same time. I don't know how that would work. So I, that's, 
that’s another concern too, working either full-time, maybe working part-time and 
going to school. I, yeah, I have no idea. I don't, I don’t know yet, so … but the main 
one is financial and then time (Ruby). 

 
When I first graduated, even though I know that I need to go to graduate school, 
again, money is still like an issue. So I’m like, I need … I can’t really go to school full 
time right now. I need to work and, you know, get some established, uh, get some 
money in the bank, you know, and kind of make sure that my daughter is financially 
stable and make sure, you know, that I’m able to pay bills and everything, and then 
I’ll think about going back to school. And then I started thinking about, you know, 
the student loans that I already owe (Adriane).  

 
I’m like, “Do I really want more debt on top of that?” So I thought about, you know, 
grad school but I didn’t push forward the effort to like, fill out applications and 
things like that or to, you know, take any GREs because I know that there is other 
things that I needed to do. But knowing that my job will, you know, take that 
financial burden off of me as far as, you know, tuition, it’s like maybe it’s something I 
shouldn’t continue to put off. Like, maybe I was given this opportunity for a reason 
and I should take it now rather than later (Adriane). 

 
I’m still interested in, um, graduate studies I’m just not sure what program. I would 
definitely say that the economy plays a great role in me deciding to go to further my 
education. It goes back to wanting to give my kids more and better. I would like to 
change our living situation. I would like to change where my youngest daughter is 
educated because my middle child is getting ready to graduate high school so the, 
the last kid left is my youngest one and the public school system is kind of 
plummeting. So I feel like if I can better my education in terms of building the skills 
that I need so that I can move on to a better position, then that will help me out with 
changing my living arrangements and giving my daughter at the same time the best, 
um, possible education she can get. So when I say in terms of the economy that’s 
what I’m thinking about. I’m thinking about making more money so that I can 
provide a better outcome for my kids (Heather). 
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Many of the points of motivation highlighted by the respondents were specific to 

their undergraduate experience. I note here that parents’ and other “socializers’” 

understanding (or lack thereof) of what graduate school really is in comparison to their 

relative understanding of the undergraduate experience could be another factor in the cost 

equation. Several informants commented that while their parents and others in their lives 

were certainly proud of them, many had little to no idea what graduate school was nor did 

they appreciate both the costs/benefits of attending. There is a major element of both 

parents and respondents being unable to clearly define what “it” is, but having some 

appreciation for the achievement of advancing their education beyond the undergraduate 

level. Daria mentioned: 

 
Um, well, I don’t, I don’t think, um … my dad doesn’t get it. He, ah, didn’t even 
understand what I was majoring in until like this year. Um, so I don’t have these 
conversations with him ... I may let him know that I’m driving to Virginia and I, I’m 
going for an interview, but it’s just a lot easier for me not to have to explain it. Um, 
and then with my mom, she’s, she’s supportive. She, ah, just, once again, I feel like 
they don’t understand what I’m doing (Daria). 
 
I called [my mom] and she was crying … really tears of joy. “My son … ” then she said 
‘What’s a graduate school?’ She just knew I was really happy. So this must be really 
important I guess mom’s just being proud she’s happy and crying. “Oh tell me what 
that is … ?” I told her you graduate from undergrad and you go back to school as a 
graduate student. She called all my family members and my grandmom. I didn’t get a 
chance to tell anybody because she did it all for me. She was really very proud very 
happy that I decided to go to graduate school (Harold). 
 
[My mom] didn’t even know that Striver was giving me a bachelor’s degree. She is 
like, “Oh, you’re getting your Associates.” I’m like, “Mom, I’m not at Community 
anymore.” So that process, going through financial aid and things like that, I couldn’t 
talk to her because she knew nothing about it. And like, not knowing what classes to 
take, like, if I couldn’t get in touch with [my mentor] or an academic advisor, I pretty 
much didn’t know what to do (Adriane). 
 

 

Unlike Battle and Wigfield’s (2003) study that showed the perceived psychological 

cost of graduate school attendance as negative predictor of college students’ intentions to 

enter graduate school, respondents in this study seemed to use many of these psychological 
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costs to drive their perception of the benefits of graduate education. However, the lack of 

adequate cost information may have skewed those respondent perceptions as many in the 

current were ill-informed on many of the financial and opportunity costs associated with 

graduate pursuit. 

 
Institutional Role 

Considering the dearth of information on the graduate school process and costs 

associated, we turn to the primary source of academic information on post-baccalaureate 

opportunities – the institution. While the institution should serve as a hub for creation and 

dissemination of information and resources on all aspects of higher education, studies have 

shown that it does not always fulfill that role adequately. The majority of informants in the 

present study were hesitant to provide critical assessments of Striver’s role in imparting 

graduate information to them as undergraduates, but some mentioned there was 

insufficient or non-specific information about their own graduate school process and 

subsequent costs and benefits to fully assess those impacts on themselves as individuals. 

For those who did receive graduate support, they often showed up in the form of a senior 

seminar or Capstone course. These courses were often taken in the final undergraduate 

semester at Striver and served for some as one identifiable information source for 

understanding the graduate application process and exploring the varied purpose of 

graduate study. Adriane stated: 

 
Um, yeah, my senior seminar that we had to take in order to graduate our Capstone 
course, um, that professor helped a lot of students who are already applying to 
graduate school. He helped a lot of students with that process. So a lot of class time 
was talking about, you know, those interviews, you know, getting those letters of 
recommendations and, you know, applying and taking a GRE. So they kind of got the 
ball rolling (Adriane).  
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Another respondent mentioned: 
 

 
And I … that's actually something I didn't know how to do as well until I took the 
senior seminar in Sociology, which is a wonderful class. And I'm pretty sure that a lot 
of the Liberal Arts majors don't have a senior seminar that's as focused on teaching 
students how to, um, get a job or get into graduate school. So, um, the course made  
… just made pursuing graduate studies seem a lot more serious. I also … we all had 
discussions about what we wanted to do after school, and a lot of kids shared their 
experience of applying to graduate schools. And um … and I remember some of them 
were talking about how they were applying for PhD programs, and I had been 
interested in, in doing a Sociology PhD at one point in my undergraduate degree or 
career (Lizzy).  

 
 
As Ruby was required to complete an “exit interview” in her senior seminar course, she 

made a suggestion that the institution should consider helping students in their planning by 

encouraging them to think about next steps a bit earlier than their final year as 

undergraduates. She commented: 

 
… [the exit interview] has questions about like “what you are planning to do.” But I 
guess, um, the exit interview of course is at your last semester, almost your last 
couple of days at school. Maybe, I guess, what I would suggest, maybe if that’s done 
in the beginning of your last year, to start thinking about that. I think that would be 
more helpful, rather than … you're thinking about getting done and doing finals, and 
that’s where your focus is, where I think if you maybe start it a little bit sooner, you 
could think about it a little bit more and you're not so pressed for time … So I think, I 
think it could have been done a little bit differently (Ruby). 

 
While some relied on institution outreach to help with accessing necessary graduate 

information, Ella shared her own thoughts about using self-initiative to assess not only her 

undergraduate requirements but to consider steps toward completing her graduate 

application process. She explained: 

The only time I met with my adviser, was right before I graduated, but I picked my 
classes for last semester because you had to, to graduate, meet with your advisor. 
Like I mean, the first three years, I made my roster. I didn’t come in and someone 
didn’t tell me what to do. Because like I went online; Striver had like a website, 
“Here’s your Gen Ed requirements. Here’s your CLA requirements.” And I was like, 
“Okay pick, pick, pick.” And then just, I did that for the four years. So it's just kind of 
like that with grad school … I just, I saw what was needed of me by going to each 
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individual school’s website … and it was just like, “Okay, make a checklist and get it 
done.” Because like I, really don’t feel like, in classes much was like, said about it. I 
just, I was always told like, “Oh, don’t apply to Striver for your grad, like grad school 
because we don’t want to have many of our undergrads coming to our grad program 
because we want like a different like point of view with things (Ella).” 

 
As Ella found out, there was not as much outreach from the institution, so she took it upon 

herself to utilize resources that were available to create her own access. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS  
 

Introduction 
 
 

The current qualitative study was designed to examine motivational factors for first-

generation Liberal Arts students pursuing graduate study. Using student perceptions of the 

graduate choice process, the study offered insights into perceptions and motivations within 

this population. The current research lends a meaningful new voice to the limited 

conversation on motivational factors influencing graduate choice for first-generation 

Liberal Arts students by addressing the qualitative gap present in that body of literature. 

Using Eccles' et al (1983) Expectancy-Value Theory and Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy 

Theory to explore the meaning-making process of this post-baccalaureate choice, this study 

has broader implications for understanding why first-generation college students choose to 

pursue graduate degrees.  

First-generation college student perceptions serve as potential sites for critical 

outreach and engagement by postsecondary policy makers, administrators, faculty, 

advisement staff and even the students themselves. As institutions are a network of 

individuals, who must work in loosely-defined, yet critically interdependent ways toward 

shared goals, these varying groups would benefit from further examination of suggested 

factors to inform future practice. While many interesting findings were revealed in the 

current study, the primary findings of the study are as follows: 

1. Critical socializers, primarily mothers, play a key role in working within cultural 

milieus that foster high achievement-related expectations. 

2. First-generation college students in this group had incongruous appraisals of 

potential graduate ability relative to demonstrated undergraduate performance. 
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3. Discipline-Specific Intrinsic respondents demonstrated early graduate 

commitment in the form of application to and matriculation in a graduate 

program relative to their Non-Specific Intrinsic peers. 

4. Respondents identified both individual and social impact values for graduate 

degree pursuit.  

5. Cost assessments of the graduate process were ill-informed and therefore 

offered little reliability in helping respondents assess true costs/benefits. 

 
This chapter will summarize and discuss results presented in Chapter Four for each 

research question in turn. Additionally, this chapter will include some of the limitations of 

the study, relation of results to the limited literature on first-generation motivation toward 

graduate study, any implications on practice, and recommendations for future research. 

 
 
Research Question One 

How do first-generation Liberal Arts students describe motivational factors impacting their 
choice to pursue a graduate degree? 
 
 

The first research question sought to uncover students’ perceptions of the most 

salient motivational factors impacting their graduate choice. Most of the first-generation 

respondents in the present study identified various external sources of motivation including 

verbal persuasion and encouragement from socializers such as parents, mentors, educators 

and peers. Other external motivators included market pressures to pursue a graduate 

degree to remain competitive and attain upward social mobility. The most salient external 

factor in most of the informant narratives was the presence and ongoing support of critical 

socializers. These critical socializers played a pivotal role in creating environments where 

high academic expectations were clearly articulated and ongoing support provided toward 

respondent goal realization. Mothers tended to be the most valued socializers among 
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parents, mentors were also featured as sources of motivation and educators (both formal 

and informal) were described as sources of graduate motivation.  

These findings are fairly consistent with current literature on the impact of parents 

on this population’s aspirations and enrollment behaviors at the graduate level (Mullen et 

al, 2003; Adams, 2011; and McCall, R. 2007). The results of this study also support the 

notion that while parents themselves may not have been able to attain postsecondary 

degrees and may not be as informed on the specific processes necessary to pursue graduate 

study, they serve a critical role in creating an atmosphere of high expectations and a belief 

that the student is capable of achieving their academic goals. 

Other motivational factors identified by the respondent group were intrinsic in 

nature. These motivational factors included a lifelong desire to learn, a specific desire to 

pursue a clearly-defined discipline a personal belief in their ability to be successful as 

graduate students. The most salient of these internal motivators was the desire to pursue a 

clearly-defined discipline. For students who demonstrated this motivational factor, they 

were more likely to be enrolled in a graduate program and provided detailed explanations 

of their planning process from start to finish. This finding will be summarized in more detail 

in response to Research Question Three, but it served here as an initial motivating force for 

students who had committed to a graduate program.  

While the costs and benefits associated with immediate enrollment into a graduate 

program upon completion of an undergraduate degree versus taking additional time off to 

gain work experience or other experiential opportunities, have not been fully assessed in 

the graduate enrollment literature, it is interesting to note that the focused behaviors of the 

graduate matriculants differed from their peers who were still in the exploratory phase of 

their graduate process.  
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Respondent assessments of self-efficacy for pursuing graduate-level work was a 

recurring theme in the current study, yet these assessments were typically incongruent 

with demonstrated undergraduate performance. Unlike findings by Zeldin and Pajares 

(2000), this mismatch or miscalibration between respondents’ perceived academic ability 

and the explicit markers of past academic achievement such as GPAs was quite an 

interesting finding. Incongruous appraisals of their abilities as undergraduates led several 

informants to inflate appraisals of their future ability as graduate students. While it is 

impossible to accurately measure or predict human potential, some respondents perceived 

their graduate ability to be more closely linked to their internal belief that they were 

capable of achieving with greater effort and not to a lack of academic potential. Other 

researchers have examined self-efficacy beliefs in first-generation college students and have 

found similar concerns with an over or underestimation of ability as well as varied 

attributions for achievement (Jenkins, 2007; Vuong, et al., 2010 and Irwin, 2008). 

Carrying these skewed perceptions of their academic ability (as indicated by 

reported grade point averages), and gaining little information to counter these perceptions 

may have attributed to some respondents overinflating their abilities while others 

completely underestimating them. These inaccurate judgments of ability could continue to 

have undesirable effects on their self-efficacy beliefs, but have surfaced here as areas for 

further questioning.  
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Research Question Two 

How do first-generation Liberal Arts students assign value and define costs associated with 
pursuit of a graduate degree? 

 
 

The second research question focused on how informants assigned value and 

defined costs associated with pursuit of a graduate degree. Respondents in this study varied 

in their value assessments of a graduate degree as some viewed the degree as a means to a 

very defined end, while others were less committed to their plans beyond the 

undergraduate level. Given our understanding of first-generation college student behaviors 

regarding undergraduate choice and our limited understanding of graduate study choices, I 

believe these findings are consistent with the achievement literature but offer several 

points of departure. 

As introduced in the previous section, one of these points of departure was found 

during an analysis of respondents’ values and costs associated with this graduate study. The 

analysis revealed a difference between the graduate commitment behavior of Non-Specific 

Intrinsic and Discipline-Specific Intrinsic students. The data suggested that of the five 

respondents that had actively applied to and been accepted into graduate programs for the 

upcoming academic year, each had articulated clear disciplines of interest, rather than 

identify the non-specific “desire to learn,” expressed by the majority of respondents.  

Also, findings in the present study indicated that while academic achievements and 

achievement-related choices are often viewed as isolated successes with individual utility, 

many of the informants in this study identified both personal values associated with 

graduate pursuit, and a social impact value such as making a difference in the lives of others 

or setting a positive example for peers, parents and children alike. As many of the first-

generation college students in this study identified a need to connect their educational 

pursuits to a communal purpose, Stephens et al (2012) also suggests that the more 
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individualist, independence-orientation of American universities actually disadvantage 

these first-generation college students because they often lack space to value cultural norms 

and priorities from the student’s primary environments (Gardner, 2008). The social impact 

values that were addressed by several respondents in various ways in the present study 

show their willingness to challenge systems and encourage others to “sacrifice comforts” in 

an effort to create a more equitable society. These examples also included an ability to 

create new examples of what it means to carry out educational aspirations and importance 

of demonstrating intentionality and persistence in laying the framework for graduate 

degree attainment. These efforts are not typically made a part of their understanding of the 

value of a graduate degree and it is in these findings that suggested institutional changes are 

made. 

Other findings showed that respondents’ cost assessments of the graduate process 

were ill-informed and therefore offered little reliability in helping them determine true 

costs/benefits of a graduate degree over time. While some respondents in the current study 

did demonstrate consistency in their awareness of differences in earning potential by type 

of graduate degree sought and disciplines pursued, few were able to relate those differences 

to cost/benefit assessments of their own graduate pursuits. According to Carnevale et al 

(2011), natural science majors at the undergraduate level are more likely to pursue 

graduate degrees, but Liberal Arts majors stand to gain more with the degree than without. 

Therefore, understanding these costs and benefits should be a major priority for Liberal 

Arts students as well as administrators who are interested in ensuring the long-term 

success of their Liberal Arts graduates. 
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Research Question Three 

How do first-generation Liberal Arts students perceive their institutions influence on their 
academic choices and access to a graduate degree? 
 
 

The final overarching question of this study explored student perceptions of their 

undergraduate institution’s role influence on their academic choices and access to 

information relevant to graduate degree pursuit. Very few respondents in the present study 

offered strong opinions about the role of the institution in supporting their preparation 

toward graduate education, but those who did made suggestions that graduate information 

should be disseminated earlier and be incorporated into a required course such as a senior 

seminar or capstone. These respondents identified little formal engagement with the 

graduate choice process from the institutional end and some even suggested that the 

institution was fairly “silent” about their needs. While there was some feedback on the 

question of institutional provision of graduate information, primarily through graduate 

information sessions (see Appendix G), few students were willing to offer much criticism of 

the institution and were more apt to express positive feelings about their overall experience 

as undergraduates. 

In light of their unwillingness to provide more critical feedback, it is possible that a 

social desirability phenomenon was in operation during the interview process. This 

phenomenon is characteristic of qualitative interviews whereby respondents are impacted 

(consciously or subconsciously) of their disconnect here may have manifested where my 

role as a first-generation doctoral candidate working for the current institution may have 

prompted respondents to report what they thought I wanted to hear, instead of their true 

feelings and beliefs about the topic in question. Informants’ engagement and possible 

resistance to critiquing the institution could have been an indication of their perception of 

me as an academic audience to which they must continue to “perform” their roles.  
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An alternative possibility is that as we are all simultaneously creating and modifying 

the cultural milieu of higher education, it may have been challenging for respondents to 

reflect fully on their experiences as members of the Striver University community.  

While research on graduate choice often focus solely on post-hoc aspirations, 

understanding the gaps in knowledge prior to graduate decision-making is essential. As 

suggested by Varhegyi & Jepsen (2007), graduate degree attainment requires considerable 

information-sharing with undergraduates at varying points in their educational careers. It is 

the responsibility of the institution to ensure this information touches upon multiple areas, 

including; the duration of graduate programs, specific costs (including potential 

psychological, opportunity and effort costs) and benefits associated with each post-

baccalaureate option, potential career possibilities with varying degree programs, sources 

for financing the program, alternatives to traditional post-baccalaureate pathways and 

other critical conversation points to inform meaningful assessments of graduate options.  

 
 
Limitations 
 
 

One of the key limitations of this qualitative study should in fact be viewed as a 

“consideration” of qualitative research. The current study’s emphasis on one university, one 

college, and one very specific group of students allows for a nuanced understanding of 

motivational factors in this bounded population. While these findings are not generalizable 

to the broader population, they certainly offer a guiding framework for the contribution of 

this study to existing knowledge on first-generation college students’ perceptions of factors 

informing their choice to pursue graduate study. 

Other observed limitations of the current research include the use of Eccles' et al 

(1983) Expectancy-Value Theory and Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy Theory in making 

sense of the respondent data. While both theories were helpful in illuminating many 
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emergent themes throughout the data analysis process, their inability to fully integrate 

socio-cultural values into the attribution of motivational factors for first-generation college 

graduates was an area of weakness.  

Another limitation was the inability to generate a truly stratified random sample as 

this study was comprised almost exclusively of transfer students. While not entirely 

unexpected as almost half of the Striver student population is comprised of students who 

have transferred from other two- or four-year institutions, and the majority of college-goers 

from first-generation backgrounds tend to fall into this group, it is possible that findings 

may have differed if the study employed a more balance mix of transfer and native Striver 

students.  

Despite these identified limitations, the current study adds to the scant body of 

qualitative literature on the graduate choice process of first-generation college students and 

have further implications on institutional practice and future research opportunities.  

 

Implications for Practice 
 
 

As so few respondents really seemed to have a bearing on what graduate school was 

really all about nor the costs associated with pursuing the post-baccalaureate degree, future 

practices should include ongoing information-sharing and targeted support throughout the 

undergraduate career. Anecdotally, a recent Striver alum who was also a part of the McNair 

Scholars Program and who had published twice before pursuing a Ph.D. program mentioned 

having a rude awakening when she realized that her first-generation college background 

and lack of access to the social capital inherently tied to the peer circles she would engage, 

left her at a distinct disadvantage in the graduate arena. She felt that even with the support 

of the McNair program she was still ill-equipped to jump directly into a doctoral program in 

Neuroscience and eventually she “fell apart” as she mentioned.  
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To avoid a similar fate for other students, colleges and universities must seize the 

opportunity to use findings from the current study to better understand first-generation 

college concerns as they relate to graduate choice and preparation. Given the historical 

moment of higher education and raised concerns by policymakers and funding bodies alike 

about demonstrated outcomes of an undergraduate experience and a need to better prepare 

college graduates for post-baccalaureate options, paying closer attention to the 

informational needs of this student population is imperative. 

The federally funded Ronald McNair Program has been identified by one of the 

respondents in the current study as a valuable and structured source of this graduate 

information. He also cited the organization as a key support system in raising his awareness 

of graduate possibilities and providing hands-on support throughout his undergraduate 

experience and his graduate choice process. While many colleges and universities may no 

longer offer McNair scholarships, understanding the contrasting experiences of Ronald 

McNair Scholars and other programs aimed at increasing the graduate participation of first-

generation college students, is another possible site for informing future graduate 

preparation practices.  

Ishiyama and Hopkins (2003) have carried out a robust examination of a group of 

McNair Scholars’ transitions into graduate school in an effort to identify factors that 

influence their persistence and later matriculation into a graduate program. During the 22 

interviews, participants identified significant “learning curves” experienced in graduate 

school. Five themes, representing 14 learning curves, emerged from this study, including: 

“academic readiness, weaving a supportive web, managing the clock, being accepted, and 

staying financially fit” (Ishiyama, & Hopkins, 2003, p. 393). 
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Given the need for dedicated attention toward motivations informing graduate 

choice as well as resources for realizing graduate aspirations, an extended implication of 

this research is the possibility of developing university-based graduate school 

prep/transition centers, or stand-alone transition centers that partner with local 

undergraduate institutions to provide seamless access to resources that may fall outside of 

the institutions direct budget commitments. Most of the responsibility of advising students 

on post-baccalaureate options currently rests within Career Centers, academic 

departments, academic advising centers or simply travel by word-of-mouth. With so few 

colleges and universities possessing dedicated services for graduate preparation and 

transition, this opportunity would demonstrate the value institutions place on preparing 

their undergraduates for opportunities beyond the four-year degree. This Graduate 

Transition Center (GTC) could incorporate surveys and one-to-one sessions with 

prospective graduate students that allow them to share (as respondents have done in the 

present study), some of their own aspirations and perceived sources of motivation. By 

incorporating the students’ voices into the process early on, the administrators within the 

GTC could ensure that services provided are meeting their students where they feel they 

need support most. Creating a centralized space for students to gain as much knowledge of 

opportunities and especially the process of undertaking the graduate choice process as 

possible, we could ensure that not only are first-generation and other students better 

equipped to enter into a graduate program, they are likely more informed and mentally 

prepared to do whatever is necessary to successfully complete these programs. 
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Future Research  
 
 
Alternative Post-baccalaureate Options 
  
 

Prior to selecting my target population, I considered multiple pro and con 

arguments for the inclusion of first-generation Liberal Arts students who have opted not to 

pursue graduate study. I ultimately decided to exclude this group from the current project 

to ensure my use of the best sample to address my selected research questions, however, I 

would encourage future researchers to consider sampling that population of first-

generation students as they may yield interesting results. Engaging this second population 

of non-graduate pursuers could be just as informative as interviewing my chosen sample, if 

the primary goal of the research is to understand what institutions can do to increase the 

participation of all first-generation college students in graduate education. To fully explore 

the dynamism of this phenomenon, I would encourage future expansion upon the current 

sample to include the voices of similar students who have the option to attend graduate 

school, but who have chosen alternative post-baccalaureate paths. Hearing their stories and 

the rationales they provide may again be useful in understanding what underlying forces 

drive graduate choice behaviors within the Liberal Arts. 

 

Comparing First-Generation to Second-Generation and Siblings with Degrees 

 
Additional research in this area could also consider a comparison of first-generation 

second-generation and students whose parents have never graduated from college, but 

whose siblings have, to see if the concerns and motivations identified in the present study 

are similar or different. If there were marked differences between these students groups, 

the results would lend further support to a need for nuanced assessments and early 

graduate information for all graduate degree-seekers. Data from those studies could also 
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inform development of a tool for advisors, graduate school professionals, and other 

educators to identify intersections between key findings in the present study and other 

intrinsic or extrinsic factors used to assess the value of post-baccalaureate degree among 

college graduates. 

 

Longitudinal Approach 
 
 

In future studies it may also be worthwhile considering a longitudinal approach to 

further explore the full continuum of pre-graduate choice, post-graduate choice and 

currently enrolled graduate students to see what the initial motivations were and the 

possible changes in student’s graduate perspectives over time. By examining the potential 

impact of assisting prospective graduate students in developing alternative strategies to 

undergraduate engagement and ability attribution, we may be able to better understand 

and potentially shape their perceived ability to pursue graduate level work. Also, 

conducting longitudinal research about what happens to students after they are admitted 

into these graduate programs would be a key source of information for assessing the 

effectiveness of proposed institutional changes at the undergraduate level. 

 

Exploration of Social & Cultural Capital in Graduate Choice 
 
 

Finally, while social capital acquisition was raised earlier in the literature review for 

the present study, as a possible area for understanding differential experiences of first-

generation college students, future studies could expand upon that brief review to include a 

more detailed examination of the role of social and cultural capital acquisition in graduate 

choice (Vryonides, 2007). In light of studies like the one conducted by Gardner, (2008), 

where the socialization of the graduate process is scrutinized to determine the winners and 
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losers in the process, understanding multiple intangibles including access to social and 

cultural capital within the graduate process can inform undergraduate practice, equip 

prospective first-generation students with clearer expectations of graduate-level study and 

the tools necessary to succeed in these new academic environments. 

While the present study identified that access to information about graduate school 

and the graduate application process was lacking from the institution’s end, another 

consideration that was not included in the current study were factors related to social and 

cultural capital. In any conversation about differential access, we must always consider that 

those with privilege often maintain their status in society, not simply as a result of what 

they know, but often also the circles of privilege in which they travel. Although race, class 

and other markers of difference will never be eliminated from this society, future studies 

must consider how first-generation college students are able to leverage these forms of 

capital to help them: 

 
 Participate more fully in undergraduate experiences (e.g. study abroad, 

internships, etc.) 

 Strategically negotiate institutional policies. 

 Network and actively seek out/utilize on-campus and external resources 

(mentors, advisors and especially deliberate engagement with faculty 

members). 

 Identify skills and tools for success that translate from undergraduate to 

graduate-level education. 

 
I believe it is awareness and the strategic pursuit of social and cultural capital that 

makes the difference between having the opportunity to attend graduate school and 

engaging in the realistic choice process for pursuing it. Through social capital or “know-
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who” gained via networks of mentors, professors, and other support agents, these young 

people are able to directly, and in some cases indirectly, acquire the cultural capital or the 

“know-how” to decipher the code of academia (Villar, & Albertin, 2010 and Lareau, & 

Weininger, 2003). I believe an ongoing exploration of both forms of capital and the ability of 

first-generation students to employ appropriate combinations of each in various contexts 

may lead to a better understanding of their individual success and broader communal 

advantages as it relates to the social impact value highlighted in the present study. 

While both are important, I would argue that social capital is more significant in this 

process because while access to cultural capital may be a major barrier for college students 

from first-generation backgrounds, they are more likely to acquire it passively through 

active engagement with strategic people and the networks of privilege some may bring with 

them. I think it is less likely that these young people would acquire the cultural capital 

without the intervening social capital actor. By travelling in broader, more diverse circles 

first-generation students may gain access to more reliable information about what it means 

to pursue a graduate degree.  

Identifying research that focuses on achievement-related choice should look beyond 

undergraduate access, and consider the role of social and cultural capital in the ability to 

navigate institutions and the degrees of social mobility afforded as a result. There are some 

studies that have explored the role that social and cultural capital play in the choice process 

of first-generation college students (Dumais & Ward, 2010; Jaeger, 2009 and Torche, 2011), 

but few, if any demonstrate the possible influence of social and cultural capital acquisition 

on these students’ intent to pursue graduate study. 

 The student who is able to assert him- or herself by first viewing education as a 

right, not merely a privilege, will be able to accept personal faults, but may also be willing 

raise their voices or have the social capital necessary to rally influential people to advocate 
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where appropriate. Some undergraduates are often able to shirk policy and practice by 

requesting exemptions, petitioning for entry into purposefully inaccessible courses or using 

their family connections or financial status for academic gain. In short, students who are 

privy to the power of their networks and knowledge of the permeability of institutional 

policies are able to circumvent, wherever possible, barriers to success while those who 

would benefit are often less likely to challenge them. We must restructure them where we 

can, but first make every effort to make them as transparent to young people as possible. 

Minimizing the “student as victim” approach, we must empower students by teaching them 

how to use their academic and newly articulated social know-how in tandem to garner 

success within and outside of educational institutions. 

 
 
Conclusion 

 
 Publishing the results of this research project and continuing to push for the 

addition of more qualitative research on the graduate choice process of first-generation will 

provide a voice for students whose stories of motivation and challenge often go unheard. 

The implications for practice and suggested avenues for further study can inform the higher 

education community, key policy makers, undergraduate and graduate advisors, faculty 

members, parents, mentors and most importantly other students from similar 

socioeconomic backgrounds. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
QUALIFYING SURVEY 

 
 
Dear student, 
 
You are being invited to participate in research that will explore first-generation, Liberal 

Arts students’ choice to pursue graduate study. You must be a recent or rising graduate 

from the College of Liberal Arts here at Striver. Participation is completely voluntary, so if 

you qualify for the study and are chosen, you will be asked to engage in an interview that 

would last approximately one hour. Interviewees will receive a $20 gift card for 

participating. If you would be interested in being considered for inclusion in this study, 

please answer the questions below. 

 
 
• What is/was your major in the College of Liberal Arts? ______________________________ 
 
 
• What is the highest educational level of your mother? 
 
   ______ High School or Less _____ Some College _____ College Degree _____ Don’t Know/NA 
 
 
• What is the highest educational level of your father? 
 
   ______ High School or Less _____ Some College _____ College Degree _____ Don’t Know/NA 
 
 
• Are you considering attending grad school within the next year or two? Yes _____ No _____ 
 
 
 Have you submitted an application to one or more graduate schools?  Yes _____ No _____ 
 
 
Please provide a preferred email address and/or phone number where you can be reached 
if you are chosen for this study: 
 
Email address: ___________________________________ Phone number: _________________________________ 
 
 
I really appreciate your willingness to consider this and I look forward to your participation 
in this study! 
 
Thank you for your time. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Interview Protocol – First-Generation College Student Interviews (Approx. 1-hr) 
 

This is a study about first-generation, Liberal Arts students’ description of motivational factors 
contributing to their choice to pursue graduate study. I appreciate your willingness to 
participate today, and ask that you review the following informed consent form, which contains 
all of the confidentiality measures needed to ensure your privacy is protected.  
 

Interview Opener - Please start from the beginning and tell me your story …  
 

Follow-up Questions  

 Can you tell me a bit about your family and your parents’ experience with higher education? 

 Can you tell me about what you see as the primary purpose of obtaining a graduate degree? 

 How did you decide to apply to graduate school? 

 Can you remember the exact moment when you made the choice to go to graduate school? 

 What factors do you feel had the most influence on your decision to pursue graduate study? 

 How are you feeling now about this decision? 

 Were there people in your life that were particularly influential in that decision? If so, can 

you describe them, your relationship and the way they contributed to your process? 

 How, if any way, do you feel your undergraduate institution contributed to this choice? 

 Where on campus would you go or did you go to access resources for graduate school? 

 Do you have a portfolio or a specific strategy for pursuing graduate study? 

 Are there ways that you explore your thoughts and feelings about pursuing graduate study? 

 We often wonder if the decision to attend college and pursue graduate study is part of a 

long-term, well-developed plan or if luck or serendipity played a role. How would you 

describe your graduate school choice? 

 What do you think you might have done/would do if you did not apply to graduate 

school/do not get accepted? 

 As you look at your life unfolding with a graduate degree, what do you see? 

 When you think about the kind of jobs you are going to have after graduate school, what kind 

of impact do you feel they will have? 

 

Summary:  
 

The process of successfully completing college and the decision to pursue graduate study is a 
serious one and I want to make sure that I gave you an opportunity to talk about everything that 
was and is important to you in your process. Is there anything that I should have asked that you 
would like to tell me about now? 

 

Please feel free to contact me if you have anything else you would like to add later on: 
Rashidah N. Andrews, (267) 679-2611 or rashidah.andrews@temple.edu  

mailto:rashidah.andrews@temple.edu
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APPENDIX C 
 

GENERAL CONSENT FORM 
 
Project Title: Student Voice and Academic Choice: A Qualitative Exploration of Motivational Factors 
in First-Generation, Liberal Arts Students’ Choice to Pursue Graduate Study 
 

Principle Investigator: Corrinne A. Caldwell, Ph.D., Professor Emeritus, Educational Leadership 
(215-204-6174; corrinne.caldwell@temple.edu)  
 

Student Researcher: Rashidah N. Andrews, Ed.M., Graduate Student, Educational Leadership 
(267.679.2611; rashidah.andrews@temple.edu) 
 
You are being asked to participate in a study that will explore motivational factors that contribute to first-
generation, Liberal Arts students’ choice to pursue graduate study. You and the approximately 12-15 other 
students that will be asked to participate must have submitted an official graduation application for the 
upcoming commencement ceremony. If you agree to participate, I will conduct an interview with you that 
will take place on campus and will last approximately one hour. You may be contacted after the interview 
to provide additional information. With your permission, I would like to record the interview.  
 

I do not anticipate any risks to you participating in this study other than those encountered in day-to-day 
life. If you choose to participate in the study, you will receive a $20 gift card in compensation for your time. 
You will receive the gift card at completion of the interview or if you should decide to withdraw from the 
study. 
 

Although the study team has placed safeguards to maintain the confidentiality of your personal 
information, there is always a potential risk of an unpermitted disclosure. To that degree, all documents 
and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential, unless required by applicable 
federal, state, and local laws and regulations to be disclosed. The records and data generated by the study 
may be reviewed by Temple University and its agents, the study sponsor or the sponsor's agents (if 
applicable), and/or governmental agencies to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with 
regulations. The results of this study may be published. If any data is published, you will not be identified 
by name. 
 

Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip any questions that you do not want to 
answer. If you decide not to take part or to skip some of the questions, it will not affect your current or 
future relationship with Temple University. If you decide to take part, you are free to withdraw at any 
time. You are encouraged ask questions at any point before, during, or after the study. If you have any 
questions about your rights as a research subject, you may contact the Institutional Review Board 
Coordinator at (215) 707-3390. The IRB Coordinator may also be reached by email: irb@temple.edu or 
regular mail: 
 

Institutional Review Board Coordinator 
Temple University Research Administration 
Student Faculty Conference Center 
3340 North Broad Street – Suite 304, Philadelphia, PA 19140 
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 
 

Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
 

Signature of subject ______________________________________     Date _________________ 
  

Printed name of subject_______________________________________  
 

Signature of person obtaining consent  _____________________________________________          
 

Printed name of person obtaining consent __________________________________________________      
 

This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least five years beyond the end of the study. 
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APPENDIX D 
 

PERMISSION TO AUDIOTAPE 

 
Project Title: Student Voice and Academic Choice: A Qualitative Exploration of Motivational Factors 
in First-Generation, Liberal Arts Students’ Choice to Pursue Graduate Study 
 
Principle Investigator: Corrinne A. Caldwell, Ph.D., Professor Emeritus, Educational Leadership & 
Policy Studies, Educational Administration, (215-204-6174; corrinne.caldwell@temple.edu)  
 
Student Researcher: Rashidah N. Andrews, Ed.M., Graduate Student, Educational Leadership & 
Policy Studies, Educational Administration, (267.679.2611; rashidah.andrews@ temple.edu) 
 
I give Rashidah Andrews permission to audiotape me for research purposes. This audiotape will be 
used as part of her research project at Temple University. I have already given written consent for 
my participation in this research project. I understand that the results of this study may be published 
and that in the event the study is published, I will not be identified by name. I agree to be audiotaped 
in a neutral location on Temple’s campus at a date and time mutually agreed upon by the researcher. 
I give permission for these tapes to be used from the date of the interview to three years after 
completion of the study.  
 
I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time. Upon my request, the audiotape(s) will 
no longer be used. This will not affect my care or relationship with the researcher in any way. I 
understand that I will receive a $20 gift card in compensation for my time. I will receive the gift card 
at completion of the interview or if I should decide to withdraw from the study. If I want further 
information about the audiotape(s), or if I have questions or concerns at any time, I can contact the 
Principal Investigator and/or the Student Researcher at the locations listed above. 
 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
 
   
Signature of subject ______________________________________     Date _________________ 
  
Printed name of subject_______________________________________  
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  _____________________________________________          
 
Printed name of person obtaining consent __________________________________________________      
 
This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least five years beyond the end of the study. 
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APPENDIX E 
 

IRB APPROVAL LETTER (Dissertation title amended after approval granted) 
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APPENDIX F1 
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APPENDIX F2 

SHEILA’S GRADUATE SCHOOL PLANNING  
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APPENDIX F3 

SHEILA’S GRADUATE SCHOOL PLANNING  
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