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ABSTRACT 

PATRICK O. EDWARDS 
THE PERSONAL AND INSTITUTIONAL DIMENSIONS OF SUCCESS FOR LOW-
INCOME STUDENTS: IMPLICATIONS FOR COLLABORATION BETWEEN 
ACADEMIC AFFAIRS AND STUDENT AFFAIRS 
Under the direction of OLIVIA BOGGS, Ed.D. 

College completion remains one of the most compelling and vexing policy issues 

in higher education today. Although access to higher education has increased 

substantially over the past three decades, student success in college as measured by 

degree completion has not improved significantly. There is a great disparity in the 

percentage of low-income students who earn a college degree in six years when 

compared to the percentage of high-income students who finish in six years. 

This qualitative study used a single-campus case study design to explore the 

personal and institutional dimensions that fostered and sustained success for low-income 

students at a public four-year university that consistently has one of the highest six-year 

graduation rates in the nation. Data collection methods included in-depth interviews, one 

focus group, document analysis, and brief observations of 11 student participants, four 

faculty/staff participants, and two senior level institutional leaders. The setting for the 

study was Case Study University (CSU). 

The results of this study showed that institutional factors that facilitated student 

success were students' background and characteristics (the qualifications of students 

vii 
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admitted to CSU); a comprehensive support network that created a safety net for low-

income students; a culture that was infused with engagement/involvement especially 

faculty-student engagement; sharing the responsibility for student success; shaping the 

student's experience; and an institutional commitment to low-income student success. 

The personal and institutional factors low-income students attributed their success to 

included their personal background and characteristics (prior qualifications, family 

support, skills/attributes); peer support; comprehensive support network (especially 

financial support in the form of AIDCSU); faculty-student engagement; high 

expectations; and their student experience (culture, reputation, ownership of CSU). 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

General Introduction 

A common objective stemming from the mission of most American institutions 

of higher education is promoting learning and preparing students for the challenges of the 

professional world and adult life (Baxter-Magolda & King, 2004; Schuh, 1999). The 

ultimate student outcome for these institutions is for students to persist and eventually 

graduate from the institution. However, according to Fox, Connolly, and Snyder (2005), 

poverty and low-income adversely affects educational outcomes such as college 

completion even for high achieving students entering postsecondary institutions. 

According to Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon (2004), one out of every four students 

drop out from a four-year college or university; the vast majority of these students drop 

out between the first and second years of college (Barefoot, 2004). This departure 

problem along with stop-outs and other persistence factors adversely affects college 

completion. 

There is clear evidence that ultimate student success from year-to-year 

retention through persistence to graduation requires an intentional emphasis on academic 

achievement that requires active student involvement in a holistic learning process 

(Blake, 2007). Many of the programs and activities that have the potential to result in 

student achievement require collaboration among faculty, administrators, and student 

affairs professionals (Kezar & Lester, 2009; Kinzie & Kuh, 2004; Martin & Murphy, 
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2000; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1994). According to a study by O'Hallaran (2005), 

collaborative relationships greatly enhance student learning and student success, and 

create a seamless learning experience for students. 

Higher education administrators (especially personnel in student affairs and 

academic affairs) play a critical role in shaping a college environment that is conducive to 

facilitating student learning inside and outside of the classroom, and ultimately helping 

students to graduate (Gaur, 2009). In their joint report, Learning Reconsidered: A 

Campus-Wide Focus on the Student Experience, the National Association of Student 

Personnel Administrators and the American College Personnel Association (2004) 

advocated for "transformative education—a holistic process of learning that places the 

student at the center of the learning experience" (p. 3). In 1994, Terenzini and Pascarella 

asserted: 

Organizationally and operationally, we have lost sight of the forest. If 
undergraduate education is to be enhanced, faculty members, joined by academic 
and student affairs administrators, must devise ways to deliver undergraduate 
education that are as comprehensive and integrated as the ways that students 
actually learn. A completely new mindset is needed to capitalize on the 
interrelatedness of the in- and out-of-class influences on student learning and the 
functional interconnectedness of academic and student affairs divisions, (p. 32) 

Studies like Nesheim and Associates (2007) and Schroeder (1999) have shown that 

increasing student engagement in and out of the classroom has long been shown to foster 

more effective student learning. 

A culture of collaboration is imperative if higher education institutions are to 

create systemic and enduring change to achieve student success and retention. Creating 

such a culture involves altering values, purposes, underlying assumptions, beliefs, myths, 

and rituals (Kezar, 2003). Academic affairs and student affairs are strategically 
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positioned within the college or university setting to have the greatest impact on student 

learning and ultimately student success (Gaur, 2009). However, many higher education 

institutions struggle with promoting collaborative relationships between these two units 

(Gaur, 2009). As colleges and universities try to find ways to improve student learning, 

academic affairs and student affairs practitioners have to come together to create learning 

environments and learning opportunities that enhance student success (Buyarski, 2004). 

The major focus of the collaboration should be to integrate the academic, experiential, 

and practical components, then ultimately, retain students through to completion of their 

educational goals (Blake, 2007). 

Over the past two decades, professional organizations associated with student 

affairs and academic affairs have called for reforms that created a focus on the holistic 

development of undergraduate students and on student learning (Boggs, 2006). Leaders 

of academic and student affairs agree on the need for this holistic approach. However, 

despite agreement on the need for a holistic approach to undergraduate education that 

connects the intellectual, social, and personal dimensions of learning; educational 

practice has been slow to change (Love & Love, 1995; Magolda & King, 2004). Schuh 

(1999) asserted, "The failure of colleges to establish links between students' out-of-

classroom experiences and their academic endeavors has impeded not only students' 

overall personal development but also the quality of their academic experience" (p. 85). 

Despite the calls for more accountability in retention and graduation rates, and 

a large portion of literature that covers the scope of increasing retention and graduate 

rates, institutions have been slow to implement comprehensive strategies to deal with 

increasing college completion (Alon & Tienda, 2005). Over the past two decades 
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statistics have shown no significant increase in overall institutions' of higher education 

six-year graduations rates; consequently, low-income students' graduation rates have 

lagged at an alarming pace over this same time (Alon & Tienda, 2005; Planty et al., 

2009). On the contrary, selective institutions tend to graduate low-income students at a 

higher rate than their less selective counterparts (Alon & Tienda, 2005). Low-income 

students complete their programs at these institutions at a higher rate even though many 

would argue that there is a mismatch of surroundings and circumstances. The argument 

has centered on students feeling more comfortable and performing better surrounded by 

students with similar characteristics and a familiar environment. Alon and Tienda (2005) 

proposed further research that characterizes the mechanisms that allows low-income 

students to succeed at highly selective institutions. 

Retention and student dropout are also concerns in the college completion 

debate. The high rate of student drop during the first and second year of college continues 

to plague colleges and universities nationwide (Barefoot, 2004). Although this has been a 

highly researched area, most of the research has focused on individual characteristics, and 

external dimensions that increase the chances that students will not persist. However, 

Barefoot (2004) suggests that more focus needs to be placed on the internal dynamics of 

the college/university environment. Tinto (1993) also stresses the interaction between 

student and institutional environment as an important deciding factor in determining 

whether the student will persist or depart. Therefore, retention and persistence are key 

components in the matriculation process that allows a student to complete his/her 

undergraduate goals and graduate from the institution. 
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Statement of the Problem 

According to Snyder and Hoffman (2000), 60.4 % of first-time students starting a 

four-year postsecondary institution in 1989-1990 completed a bachelor degree or its 

equivalent within six years. Ten years later in 2009, according to the 2010 Condition of 

Education report from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES), 57 % of 

first-time students seeking a bachelor's degree or its equivalent and attending a 4-year 

institution full time in 2001-2002 completed a bachelor's degree or its equivalent at that 

institution within six years (Aud et al., 2010). Graduation rates during this time remained 

relatively stagnant. Figure one highlights the lagging six-year graduation rates by income. 

In terms of degree attainment for the 25 to 29 year old population, according to 

the 2010 Condition of Education Report, "between 1971 and 2009, the percentage who 

had attained a bachelor's degree increased from 19 to 37 percent for Whites, from 7 to 19 

percent for Blacks, and from 5 to 12 percent for Hispanics" (Aud et al., 2010, p.75). 

Additionally, according to Engle and Lynch (2009), degree attainment for high-income 

students was 38 percent in 1975 and rose to 76 percent in 2007. Conversely, degree 

attainment for low-income students was seven percent in 1975 and rose to 10 percent in 

2007. As shown in Figure 1, these statistics show an alarming and widening gap based on 

socioeconomic status and a widening gap based on race/ethnicity. 
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Figure 1 Bachelor's Degree Attainment of YoungAdnlts 
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However, when taking in account transfers and stop-outs, about 44 percent of low-

income students attain a bachelor's degree in 6 years (Engle & Lynch, 2009). At this rate, 

it will be difficult for low-income students to close the degree attainment gap. Research 

has widely shown that college graduation rates are associated with student characteristics 

such as family income (Astin & Oseguera, 2005; Gold & Albert, 2006). Furthermore, 

poverty and income adversely affected education attainment including college completion 

for even the highest achieving students (Fox, Connolly, & Snyder, 2005). Low-income 

students typically receive a Federal Pell Grant to complete their education. Pell Grants 

are awarded to students (the vast majority being low-income) who demonstrate sufficient 

financial need based on family income, assets, and other factors. 

College completion remains one of the most compelling and vexing policy issues 

in higher education today (McLendon, Tuchmayer, & Park, 2010). Although access to 

higher education has increased substantially over the past three decades, student success 

in college as measured by degree completion has not improved significantly (Brock, 

2010; Kalsbeek & Hossler, 2010; Vandal, 2010). Moreover, the degree attainment and 

college completion rates of low-income students have not kept pace with those of other 

students (Engle & Lynch, 2009; Planty et al., 2009). 

Top colleges in the United States consistently have graduation rates above 90 

percent; however, the vast majority of these colleges are private and very selective (Horn, 

2006). Conversely, public four-year institutions boast graduation rates around 55 percent 

(Aud et al., 2010). While the graduation rate does not measure how much students 

actually learn or how well colleges and universities help academically underprepared 

students to succeed, it does provide a concrete measure of goal attainment. Despite its 
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methodological shortcomings, the graduation rate is the primary, publicly available, 

uniform metric that describes how well colleges and universities are serving their 

students (Brainard & Fuller, 2010). 

Nationally, colleges and universities are becoming increasingly concerned about 

ways to increase retention and graduation rates of low-income students (Braxton, 

Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004; Grant-Vallone, Reid, Umali, & Pohlert, 2004). The fact 

that public four-year institutions' graduation rates are not increasing significantly is a 

concern because college student success is ultimately determined by a student's 

persistence through graduation (Stevenson, Buchanan, & Sharpe, 2006). Therefore, a 

significant number of college students go out into society seeking to enter the work force 

without a college degree. Additionally, adults who are more highly educated participate 

in the work force (employed and actively seeking employment) at a higher rate that those 

without a college degree (Snyder & Hoffman, 2000). 

Educational attainment is positively correlated with important life outcomes such 

as better health and access to health care, earning potential, community economic impact, 

and overall quality of life (Brock, 2010; Snyder & Hoffman, 2000). Therefore, higher 

college completion rates could lead to a stronger economic base, increased earning 

potential for families and communities, a more skilled workforce, and help the United 

States stay competitive with other industrialized nations in key economic and educational 

metrics (Aud et al., 2010). 

Purpose of the Study 

While there were many ways of approaching the problem of lagging graduation 

rates for low-income students at four-year public institutions, the purpose of this study 
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was to explore the personal and institutional dimensions that fostered and sustained 

student success for low-income students at a four-year public institution that consistently 

had one of the highest (85% or greater) six-year graduation rate of all public four-year 

colleges and universities in the United States. Specifically, the study investigated the 

institutional dimensions including what role if any collaboration between academic 

affairs and student affairs played in fostering student success, what was the role of senior 

leaders in facilitating collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs, and the 

personal dimensions that allowed low-income students to succeed in this environment. 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1) How does an institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rates amongst 

four-year public intuitions in the United States support, retain, and graduate low-

income students? 

2) How do low-income students in a public four-year institution with one of the highest 

six-year graduation rates in the country describe the reasons they are able to persist 

through graduation? 

3) What role, if any, does collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs 

play in facilitating student success for low-income students? 

4) What is the role of senior institution leaders in enabling or disabling collaborative 

relationships between student affairs and academic affairs to facilitate student success 

for low-income students? 



10 

Theoretical Framework 

This study utilized Tinto's 1975 and 1987 Model of Institutional Departure 

(further updated in 1993) and Social Reproduction Theory to form the theoretical 

framework for this study. Tinto's (1975) conception of social integration as it relates to 

student departure grew from Durkheim's (1953) sociological research on suicide. Tinto 

(1975, 1987) hypothesized that students come to college with a unique set of experiences 

and expectations that form the foundation of their college experience and that these 

experiences shape subsequent decisions by students to persist educationally or to exit. 

Figure 3 highlights this model. 

Family 
Background 

Skills and Abilities 

I 
Prior Schooling 

Intentions 

Goal and 
Institutional 

Commitments 

External 
Commitments 

Academic 
Performance 

Faculty/Staff 
Interactions 

Extracurricular 
Activities 

Peer Group 
interactions 

Academic 
Integration 

Social Integration 

Intentions 

Goal and 
Institutional 

Commitments 

External 
Commitments 

Departure Decison 

Figure 3: Tinto's Model of Institutional Departure 

Nevertheless, one's interactions with the institution itself also are important factors in 

determining persistence. Using regression analysis, Tinto (1975, 1987) examined a 

multitude of factors in order to determine the degree to which an individual is positively 

integrated into the academic and social systems of an institution, and discovered that as 
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the level of integration increased so, too, did one's commitment to degree completion. 

Tinto views student departure as a longitudinal process that occurs based on students 

interpretations of their experience with the formal and informal dimensions of a college 

of university (Braxton, Hirshy, & McClendon, 2004). 

Tinto's (1993) revision of his initial conceptual model (Tinto, 1975) included a 

more detailed discussion of the interaction between behavior and perception by students 

as they move toward greater integration with their social and academic environments 

(Berger & Milem, 1999). In fact, in the discussion of his revised model, Tinto (1993) 

explicitly described ways in which students "experience" and "interact with" the campus 

environments phrasing that implies a strong behavioral component (Milem & Berger, 

1997). In his Model of Student Departure, Vincent Tinto (1993) also supports the role of 

student involvement in promoting positive educational outcomes for college students. 

Moreover, he emphasizes the need to better understand the relationship between student 

involvement and the impact that involvement has on student persistence. 

Social Reproduction Theory 

This study also utilized Social Reproduction as a framework for this study. Social 

reproduction theorists argue that schools are not institutions of equal opportunity but 

mechanisms for perpetuating social inequalities (Collins, 2009). One social reproduction 

theorist Bourdieu (1973) contends that much of an individual's choices of alternative 

paths of action in social situations are a result of that person's "general disposition" rather 

than on a conscious computation of possible benefits and costs. Aspects of Bourdieu's 

social reproduction theories were used to examine the perpetuation of educational and 

social inequality. 
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Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study resulted in: (1) increased accountability for 

student success and completion, (2) highlighting the benefits of collaboration between 

student affairs and academic affairs, (3) providing strategies and recommendations, that 

readers can use to help improve low-income student retention and completion at public-

four-year colleges and universities, (4) contributing to the higher education research base 

for promoting low-income student success. 

Increased Accountability for Student Completion 

Increased calls for accountability in higher education in the areas of student 

success and outcomes necessitate a need for collaboration between student affairs and 

academic affairs (Dale & Drake, 2005). Across this country, state governments and 

education policy experts are trying to find strategies to combat stagnant graduation rates, 

the widening gap between low-income and higher income students, and the increased 

time it takes students to complete a degree. Additionally, with state budget crises and the 

fact that public institutions receive government funding, more accountability is needed to 

justify why state appropriations should go to higher education institutions. The accepted 

measure of institutional success today is graduation rates, if these rates continue to lag 

then it may be harder to justify continued or increased state appropriations if institutions 

are not improving graduation rates. 

This study aimed to increase accountability in student success and completion by 

highlighting institutional mechanisms that aided/hindered student success and 

recommending strategies that will aid institution leaders at public four-year institutions in 

creating a conducive environment for student of low-income students. The 2009 and 
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2010, Condition of Education contends that low-income and minority students are 

generally less academically prepared and have family backgrounds that put them at a 

disadvantage in their quest to attain a college degree (Aud et al., 2010; Planty et al., 

2009). If institutions are able to implement strategies to increase success for their low-

income student population, then overall completion rates should be positively impacted. 

Benefits of Increased Collaboration between Student and Academic Affairs 

Higher education has long recognized the importance of collaboration for 

increased effectiveness (Kezar, 2006). A study by Boggs (2006) found that the primary 

goals in developing partnerships between academic and student affairs are to enhance 

student learning and increase student retention and persistence. Additionally, a study by 

Dreher (2008) found that there is evidence that intentional connections between student 

affairs and academic affairs create enhanced learning opportunities for students. This 

study highlighted a need for institution leaders to create a leadership environment that 

fosters intentional partnerships like academic support, which a study by Boggs (2006) 

found significantly increased student retention and graduation rates. Intentional 

partnerships in academic support programs require academic affairs and student affairs 

being involved in all aspects of the program from formulation to assessment and 

evaluation. Additionally, some of the literature has pointed out that to increase the 

viability of academic and student affairs partnerships there need to be a focus on student 

learning and success (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001; Kezar, 2001; O'Halloran, 2005). 

Student affairs and academic affairs are positioned to aid in the creation of an 

environment that is conducive to student success especially in the areas of student 

involvement with the social and academic tenets of learning (Astin, 1984). However, 
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other entities at four-year institutions can play a role in influencing student success. 

Departments like financial aid, counseling, athletics, physical plant, technology, and 

others, provide services and have interactions with students which shape the students 

perception of the institution. These departments all play a role in shaping the environment 

for student learning and creating institutional culture. They have the ability to collaborate 

with each other as well as with student affairs and academic affairs to foster student 

success. Creating a holistic learning environment where student learning is reinforced 

throughout campus has been shown to increase student success (Astin, 1984; Boggs, 

2006). 

In an era of diminishing resources, student affairs and academic affairs can 

combine staff, budgets, and ideas to more adequately meet varying student needs and 

share the responsibility for student success. Senior leaders can implement and encourage 

intentional collaborative efforts where both academic affairs and student affairs are at the 

table from program inception through assessing program outcomes. It was the intent of 

this study to highlight the important role of both of these departments in helping students 

succeed at four-year public institutions. 

Helping Low-income Students Persist and Graduate 

Some of the literature indicates that the reason graduation rates are lower at 

public institutions is because they serve a higher portion of low-income students and 

those students are not as prepared for college (Braxton, Hirshy, & McClendon, 2004; 

Engle & Lynch, 2009). A study by Alon & Tienda (2005) found that low-income students 

at highly selective public four-year institutions performed better than low-income 

students at less selective institutions. The institution's selectivity may indicate that the 
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low-income students are better prepared than their low-income peers at less selective 

institutions; however, they are generally less prepared than other students at their 

selective institutions. Even with this potential barrier, these students graduate at a high 

rate. So what are the institutional mechanisms at these highly selective institutions that 

promote this success? One goal of this study was to highlight institutional factors that 

promoted student success for low-income students. Additionally, this study hoped to 

highlight the personal factors of low-income students that allowed them to persist and 

graduate at such high rates. Institutional leaders and other readers can use the results and 

implications from this study and modify it to their respective institutions to facilitate 

student success by following the implications from this study. 

Adding to the Higher Education Research Database 

Despite the wealth of literature focused on partnerships between personnel 

from student and academic affairs, there is not much empirical literature focused on the 

role of senior administrators in promoting collaborative relationships between student 

affairs and academic affairs (Buyarski, 2004). Most of the literature in this area has been 

narrowly focused on the types of collaboration, and the process of collaborations 

(O'Hallaran, 2005). Additionally, according to Alon and Tienda (2005), there is not a lot 

of empirical evidence that highlight the institutional mechanisms that allow low-income 

students to be successful at highly selective institutions. This study hoped to highlight 

such mechanisms in hopes of adding to the empirical evidence that will be available to 

higher education leaders and practitioners as tools in their work. 
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Procedures 

Setting, Population, and Site Selection 

Purposeful sampling was used to select the setting and the population for this 

study. The setting was a public four-year university that had one of the highest graduation 

rates in the United States. The population for the study included low-income students 

who received/qualified for a Pell Grant award and were on track to graduate from their 

institution during the spring semester of the study. The population also included faculty, 

staff, senior administrators, and senior executives primarily from student affairs and 

academic affairs who had significant interactions with students. 

The site selection criteria were based on the following characteristics. First, the 

site had to be a public four-year or above institution; second, second, the site had to be a 

Title IV participating institution (institution participated in the federal financial aid 

system); and finally, the site had to have a graduation rate of 80 percent or above. 

Instrumentation 

The main instrument in this study was the researcher. The researcher used the 

research questions to create interview questions to guide the in-depth interviews and 

focus group. These guiding questions allowed the researcher to pinpoint information 

needed to specifically answer each research question and help participants focus on 

particular events and thoughts that dealt with facilitating student success and 

collaboration. Some of these questions were influenced by findings in the literature and 

from initial conversations with constituents at the selected institution. Some of the 

interview questions for participants were based on follow-up questions that came from 

initial interviews. 
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Data Collection 

Data for this study was collected using a single campus case study method where 

audio-taped face-to-face interviews of approximately one hour in length were conducted 

with senior institution leaders, students, faculty, and staff. In addition, a document 

analysis was conducted at the institution to collect information about institutional culture, 

organization leadership, collaborative initiatives, program offerings, students' access to 

support resources, etc. Furthermore, observations were conducted. The researcher 

observed initiatives/events that helped facilitate student success at the selected campus. 

The interview protocol instrument included instructions for the researcher; the key 

research questions; semi-structured questions; probes to follow key questions; space for 

recording the researcher's comment; and space to record reflective notes. The observation 

protocol instrument included different sections to separate descriptive notes, reflective 

notes, and demographic information about time, place, location, and date; there was also 

a section for questions that aroused during observations. Finally, the researcher kept a 

field journal that was used to record reflections, notes, decision making in the field, 

random conversations, and observations during the course of the research study process. 

Finally, demographic data were collected to aid in creating a profile of the low-income 

student at the selected four-year institution. 

Data Analysis 

Multiple sources of evidence were used to interpret the data in this study. The 

general analysis of the data will include line-by-line manual coding of each interview and 

focus group transcript, observation protocols, and document analysis. Once this process 

was completed, transcripts were analyzed in a manual process to determine patterns, 
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similarities, and determine initial categories. Microsoft Excel was used to list codes and 

narrow down potential categories for analysis. The descriptions and themes from the data 

analysis were represented using narrative passages to convey findings (Creswell, 2003). 

Finally, the researcher presented an interpretation of meaning of the data detailing lessons 

learned, comparison of findings to the literature, and recommendations for practice and 

future research. 

Limitations 

The study was conducted through single case study methodology; therefore, the 

findings are bounded mostly to the context of this particular case. However, Yin (1994) 

argues that case studies provide analytical generalization rather that statistical 

generalization provided by quantitative studies. An additional limitation of this study was 

the selectivity of the institution selected for this case. 

Delimitations 

The study population was delimited to include a four-year public institution with 

one of the highest graduation rate in the United States. The population was also delimited 

to include senior low-income students who are on track to graduate in the spring or 

summer semester during the research study. Interviews were conducted with the senior 

student affairs officer, the senior academic officer, program directors, directors within 

academic and student affairs, and senior low-income students, which was another 

delimitation of this study. 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions are included to clarify terms used in this study: 

Academic Affairs: A division or administrative area within a college or university, which 



19 

includes the faculty, and is responsible for the curricular aspects of the institution 

(O'Halloran, 2005). 

Collaboration: Collaboration is a process in which autonomous or semi-autonomous 

actors interact through formal and informal negotiation, jointly creating rules and 

structures governing their relationships and ways to act or decide on the issues 

that brought them together; it is a process involving shared norms and mutually 

beneficial interactions (Thomson, Perry, & Miller, 2007). 

Federal Pell Grant: The Federal Pell Grant Program provides need-based grants to low-

income undergraduate and certain post baccalaureate students to promote access 

to secondary education (National Center for Educational Statistics). 

Low-Income Student: Dependent student with a family income less than $30,000 

(National Center for Educational Statistics). 

Selective Institutions: Institutions in which students at the 25th percentile have a 

combined math and verbal SAT score above 1150 (National Center for 

Educational Statistics). 

Senior Student Affairs Officer (SSAO): The individual designated to be in charge of all 

student affairs functions at a college or university. This individual may hold titles 

such as Vice-President of Student Affairs, Vice-Provost of Student Affairs, or 

Dean of students (Boggs, 2006). 

Senior Academic Officer (SAO): The administrator responsible for leading Academic 

Affairs at a college or university. This individual is usually designated as Vice 

President of Academic Affairs, Provost, or Dean of Academic Affairs. 

Student Affairs: A division or administrative area within a college or university 



responsible for students' out-of-class life and learning, including the co-curricular 

aspects of the institution (Boggs, 2006). 

Student success: For the purpose of this study, student success refers to being retained, 

persisting, and ultimately graduating from a college/university (Stevenson, 

Buchanan, & Sharpe, 2006). 

Chapter Summary 

The ultimate determinant of college student success is whether the student 

graduates from his/her higher education institution. Academic affairs and student affairs 

play an important role in shaping the higher education environment to promote student 

learning and student success. Over the past 40 years, access to higher education has 

increased significantly without seeing a significant increase in graduation rates. This is 

an issue because educational attainment is positively correlated with overall quality of 

life outcomes such as better health, increased income, and economic impacts on 

communities. Consequently, colleges and universities are becoming increasingly 

concerned about ways to increase retention and graduation rates, student success in 

college, and comfort level on campus for college students (Grant-Vallone, Reid, 

Umali, & Pohlert, 2004). 

Sharing the responsibility for student success is one strategy that can help 

increase retention and graduation rates according to the literature (Boggs, 2006; Kezar, 

2006; Dreher, 2008). Student affairs and academic affairs are two units that can create 

strategic partnerships where they share the responsibility for student success. 

Collaborative partnerships focused on academic support for students who need it the most 

is one area where both units can create an impact in increasing college completion. 
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However, collaboration between the units is usually surface level and not widespread 

across all institutions (Gaur, 2009). 

The purpose of this study was to explore the personal and institutional 

dimensions that foster and sustain student success for low-income students, and to 

investigate what role if any does collaboration between academic affairs and student 

affairs play in creating an environment that fosters student success for these students. 

This study addressed the low graduation rates of low-income students by conducting a 

single campus case study at an institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rate 

of all public four-yeah colleges and universities in the United States. 

The research questions guiding this study are: How does one institution with 

one of the highest six-year graduation rate amongst four-year public intuitions in the 

United States support, retain, and graduate low-income students? How do low-income 

students in a public four-year institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rate 

in the country describe the reasons they are able to persist through graduation? What role 

if any does collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs play in fostering 

student success for low-income students? What is the role of senior institution leaders in 

enabling or disabling collaborative relationships between student affairs and academic 

affairs? 

This study utilized Tinto's 1975 and 1987 interactionalist theory (further 

updated in 1993) and Social Reproduction Theory to form the theoretical framework. 

Tinto's (1975) conception of social integration as it relates to student departure grew 

from Durkheim's (1953) sociological research on suicide. Tinto (1975, 1987) 

hypothesized that students come to college with a unique set of experiences and 
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expectations that form the foundation of their college experience and that these 

experiences shape subsequent decisions by students to persist educationally or to exit. 

Nevertheless, one's interactions with the institution itself also are important factors in 

determining persistence. This study will also utilize Social Reproduction as a framework 

for this study. Social reproduction theorists argue that schools are not institutions of equal 

opportunity but mechanisms for perpetuating social inequalities (Collins, 2009). 

The population for this study was delimited to include a four-year public 

college or university with one of the highest six-year graduation rate in the United States. 

The population was further delimited to include low-income students who were on track 

to graduate in the spring or summer semester of the research study. The Limitations of 

this study included interviews with only senior institutional leaders, and purposeful 

sampling of low-income students. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Overview 

This chapter will provide a discussion of the theoretical and empirical literature 

that is relevant to understanding this study. The chapter seeks to provide a foundation for 

the research and expands on the introduction and background sections in chapter one. 

Chapter 2 examines four bodies of literature: College/university completion rates, 

including current approaches to addressing stagnant graduation rates; Tinto's 

Interactional!st Model and other persistence frameworks; collaboration and student 

success; and the dropout problem. The chapter begins with a discussion of college 

completion rates to lay the groundwork for understanding the problem of low graduation 

rates, then transitions into the theoretical frameworks of this study. Discussion of 

collaboration and student success follows with an insight into the plethora of literature 

that purports to support a link between collaboration and student success. An emphasis is 

placed on collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs, the two units 

typically involved with student development at most higher education institutions. 

Finally, this chapter discusses the dropout problem while highlighting student 

involvement/engagement and their link to student success. 

Postsecondary Completion Rates 

The current level of degree attainment and the wide disparities among groups of 

students (by socioeconomic profile, by racial/ethnic background, by parental educational 
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attainment) and groups of institutions (by selectivity, by two-year and four-year level, by 

public and private) have now become a prominent focus in the government's education 

agenda (Kalsbeck & Hossler, 2010). There is also rising political support across all states 

for increased college persistence and completion (McLendon, Tuchmayer, & Park, 2010). 

In today's society, a college degree does not guarantee one a place in any particular 

career, or even a job, however, it does increase one's chances of success in comparison to 

someone without a college degree or its equivalent (Aud et al., 2010; Planty et al., 2008; 

Planty et al., 2009). The sentiment is best summarized by Black (2007) who asserted, 

"Colleges and universities must place even greater emphasis on retention and graduation 

of students than they place on recruiting new matriculates" (p. 65). 

According to a study by Alon and Tienda (2005), a low-income student's 

likelihood of graduation increases as the selectivity of the institution attended rises. Their 

findings, based on three data sets and several analytical methods, suggest that low-

income students at more selective institutions did not do worse than their counterparts at 

less selective institutions in more familiar environments. Alon and Tienda (2005) also 

concluded that the admission practices of selective institutions both broaden educational 

opportunities for low-income students and could enable low-income students to realize 

their full potential. However, although the findings demonstrated the advantages of 

attending a more selective institution, the authors concluded that there was a need for 

future research to identify the mechanisms that produce such an advantage. 

A limitation and major criticism of the graduation rates as they are calculated for 

the U.S. Department of Education is that only a subset of admitted freshmen are counted 

(Adelman 2006; Gold and Albert 2006). 
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Graduation rates are based on freshmen who enroll in the fall of a specified year, 

who have never attended college before, who attend full time when they begin, 

and who intend to earn a degree. In other words, this definition eliminates 

students who return to college after dropping out, who enroll part time, who enroll 

for the first time in the spring, or who otherwise do not fit the definition of full-

time, first-time, degree-seeking freshmen. (Horn, 2006, p. 5) 

On average, institutions reported that 71 percent of admitted freshmen are included in 

graduation rate cohorts among the institutions included in many studies (Horn, 2006). 

This means that the degree completions of nearly 30 percent of students are not taken into 

account in determining graduation rates. 

Although the graduation rate metric may be flawed, degree attainment data among 

the general population points to a higher education completion gap based on 

socioeconomic status and race/ethnicity (Engle & Lynch, 2009; Planty et al., 2009). 

Between 1971 and 2009, among 25 - 29 year olds, bachelor's degree attainment between 

Blacks and Whites increased from 12 to 18 percentage points, and the gap between 

Whites and Hispanics increased from 14 to 25 percentage points (Aud et al., 2010). 

According to Engle and Lynch (2009), a similar measure of degree attainment of at least 

a bachelor's degree by income level for 24 year olds between 1975 and 2007 produced a 

66-percentage point gap between low-income and high-income individuals. 

Approaches to Increasing Graduation Rates 

The United States continues to lose ground to other countries in educational 

levels of its young people (Aud et al., 2010). There have been increasing efforts by senior 

institution leaders, legislatures, and community leaders to address college completion. 



They have generally focused on the following goals: (1) increase the number of college-

educated adults in their respective states; and (2) ensure that their institutions' graduates 

included more young people from low-income and minority families. These efforts are 

becoming vital because there is recognition that a college education now more than ever 

is the surest route to a decent job and contributes to the health of our democracy (Engle, 

& Lynch, 2009). With the focus on increasing graduation rates and closing the societal 

gap in education attainment and increased accountability in higher education, higher 

education institutions has renewed their focus to address these long time issues. 

The literature points to a variety of strategies to address student success and 

completion rates including: Building cross-campus collaborations especially between 

student affairs and academic affairs that focuses on integrating academic programs and 

co-curricular activities (Blake, 2007; Culp, 2005; Kinzie & Kuh, 2004; Schroeder, 1999); 

targeting at-risk populations by offering special assistance (academic, financial, and 

personal) to students considered economically disadvantaged (Barefoot, 2004); using a 

mix of administrators, faculty, staff, and students to implement and evaluate student 

success efforts (Kinzie & Kuh, 2004); campuses working together to create and sustain a 

caring community that supports students daily (Kinsie & Kuh, 2004); and creating a data 

based culture (Culp, 2005). When looking at campus efforts to increase student success, 

many institutions employ some combination of this mix of programs: trio programs, 

academic support programs including proactive academic advising, adjustment programs, 

preparatory and bridge programs. According to Bourassa and Krugger (2001), some 

examples of these programs are Faculty-in Residence Programs, First-Year Experience, 

Learning Communities, Student Life Programs, and Academic-Student Affairs Planning 
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Teams. 

The conditions within colleges/universities that promote students success 

include institutional commitment, expectations, support, feedback, and involvement or 

engagement (Tinto, 2005). The overall theme coming from the literature dealing with 

increasing completion rates and increasing student success is that cross-campus 

collaboration that connects the learning environment for students and involve, 

administrators, faculty, professionals, staff, and students is a great foundation to increase 

student success and completion rates (Astin, 1993; Blake, 2007; Boggs, 2006; Chickering 

& Reisser, 1993; Culp, 2005; Kinzie & Kuh, 2004; O'Hallaran, 2005; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991; Schroeder, 1999). Additionally, the literature highlights the need for 

proactive and decentralized leadership that empowers division leaders and their staffs to 

be assessment driven and create a day-to-day environment that is inclusive and 

supportive of all students (Ahren, 2008; Bourassa & Krugger, 2001; Culp, 2005). 

Some of the literature point to an institutional focus on the role that the 

institution plays in the student departure process instead of focusing on mostly student 

characteristics (Barefoot, 2004; Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon, 2004; Tinto, 1993). 

Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon (2004) also recommended that institutional efforts to 

reduce student departure should use an integrated design approach where all policies and 

practices to reduce student departure are intentional and require coordination to ensure 

that designated individuals consistently implement guidelines for such policies. 

Tinto's Model of Student Departure 

Tinto's (1975) interactionalist model pertaining to student departure grew from 

Durkheim's (1953) work on suicide. Durkheim's research highlighted a type of suicide 
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"egoistic suicide" as one of four such forms occurring in societies where social bonds 

between an individual and others in society were weak, suggesting that the individual was 

not very well integrated in that community socially. The research showed that an 

individual who was not well integrated into their social community had fewer linkages 

keeping him or her from taking his/her own life (Durkheim, 1953). Similarly, Tinto's 

(1975, 1987) interactionalist theory supported the proposition that students who were not 

well aligned with the social or academic goals of an institution had fewer bonds keeping 

them from dropping out of college. Using regression analysis, Tinto (1975, 1987) 

examined a multitude of factors in order to determine the degree to which an individual is 

positively integrated into the academic and social systems of an institution, and 

discovered that as the level of integration increased so, too, did one's commitment to 

degree completion. Tinto views student departure as a longitudinal process that occurs 

based on students interpretations of their experience with the formal and informal 

dimensions of a college of university (Braxton, Hirshy, & McClendon, 2004). 

Tinto's (1993) revision of his initial conceptual model (Tinto, 1975) included a 

more detailed discussion of the interaction between behavior and perception by students 

as they move toward greater integration with their social and academic environments 

(Berger & Milem, 1999). In fact, in the discussion of his revised model, Tinto (1993) 

explicitly described ways in which students "experience" and "interact with" the campus 

environments phrasing that implies a strong behavioral component (Milem & Berger, 

1997). In his Interactionalist Model of Student Departure, Tinto (1993) also supports the 

role of student involvement in promoting positive educational outcomes for college 

students. Moreover, he emphasizes the need to better understand the relationship between 



student involvement and the impact that involvement has on student persistence. Tinto 

(1993) identifies three major sources of student departure: academic difficulties, the 

inability of individuals to resolve their educational and occupational goals, and their 

failure to become or remain incorporated in the intellectual and social life of the 

institution. Tinto's "Model of Institutional Departure" states that, to persist, students need 

integration into formal (academic performance) and informal (faculty/staff interactions) 

academic systems and formal (extracurricular activities) and informal (peer-group 

interactions) social systems. 

In applying Tinto's interactionalist theory in college/university settings, Tinto 

views student departure as a longitudinal process that occurs because of the views or 

perceptions that a student ascribes to his/her interactions with the cultural dimensions of 

the institution from their formal and informal interactions (Braxton, Hirshy, & 

McClendon, 2004). 

Other Persistence Frameworks 

Much as Tinto's (1975, 1987) research into the reasons individuals departed 

from college centered around one's interactions with their environment, Astin (1975) 

concluded that an individual's level of involvement in college life was a contributory 

factor in determining whether an individual persisted to graduation. Thus, much of the 

early research on academic and social integration sought to link student involvement to 

student retention, particularly in an individual's critical first year (Astin, 1975, 1984; 

Pascarella & Chapman, 1983: Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980; Terenzini, Lorang, & 

Pascarella, 1981; Terenzini & Pascarella, 1980). 
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Because of many of these studies above, first-year seminars, orientation 

programs, and similar attempts to strengthen the bond of academic and social integration 

between the individual and the institution attracted substantial attention beginning in the 

1980s. Since then, researchers have examined additional ways in which social, cultural, 

economic, and institutional forces may affect student departure (Braxton, Bray, & Berger, 

2000; Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004; Braxton & McClendon, 2001). For 

example, how an individual's perception of the economic costs of college attendance 

(i.e., forgoing immediate earned income for future financial benefit) affects persistence. 

Societal variables such as friendships, participating in co-curricular activities, and 

adhering to normative culture became the subject of increasing empirical focus. 

Researchers examined the level of maturity of an individual (as measured by various 

psychological characteristics) in an attempt to explain retention rates. Organizational 

characteristics such as class size, abundance of co-curricular activities, academic 

structure, and faculty and staffing issues also were studied. Together, these works have 

opened many new avenues for understanding student college success from an individual 

and an institutional perspective. 

Social Reproduction Theory 

Low-income students enter higher education from a disadvantaged position and 

are more likely to depart before completing their education goals (Alon & Tienda, 2005; 

Engle & Lynch, 2009). Research has widely shown that college graduation rates are 

associated with student characteristics such as family income (Astin & Oseguera 2005; 

Gold & Albert 2006). Furthermore, poverty and income adversely affected education 

attainment including college completion for even the highest achieving students (Fox, 
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Connolly, & Snyder, 2005). Social reproduction theorists would contend that institutions 

including educational institutions (P -12 and higher education) are conduits that produce 

outcomes for students similar to the backgrounds they came from; in other words, they 

reproduce the inputs into the same outputs/outcomes (Collins, 2009). 

Social reproduction theorists argue that schools are not institutions of equal 

opportunity but mechanisms for perpetuating social inequalities (Collins, 2009). One 

social reproduction theorist Bourdieu (1973) contends that much of an individual's 

choices of alternative paths of action in social situations are a result of that person's 

general disposition rather than on a conscious computation of possible benefits and costs. 

Of particular importance in social reproduction is the effort to determine the elements and 

relations, which are crucial for the transition from one social formation to another. Given 

that the process of reproduction involves both the dying off and emergence of social 

forms, "perhaps what best describes social reproduction is the fact that this reproduction 

is a unity of contraries: unity of social contradictions, unity of change and stability, unity 

of continuity and discontinuity" (Morrow & Torres, 1995, p. 8). 

According to Morrow and Torres (1995), theories of social reproduction in 

education point to the interplay between theories of society and education, and hence the 

larger context which all other forms of the sociology of education (e.g., the study of the 

school, classroom, curriculum, etc.) must presuppose. Surmising Bourdieu's social 

reproduction theories, universities contribute to the perpetuation of socioeconomic 

conditions. In other words, universities can, but often do not, use their resources to 

improve the conditions of their local communities (Rowley, 2000). When this happens, 

according to Bourdieu, these universities are not part of the solution. Universities are part 
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of this process because they "reproduce social inequality", but by dealing in the currency 

of academic credentials, the educational system legitimates the entire process" 

(MacLeod, 1995, p. 14). 

Bourdieu (1973) use of cultural capital is the background, knowledge, general 

outlook and proficiencies that are passed through generations (mother to child, to child, 

etc.). This cultural capital is transferred to academic capital when the child enters the 

school system/s, then to economic capital once the child now of college age goes back 

into the workforce with economic capital (Bourdieu, 1973). Teachers in the school 

systems interpret this cultural capital and interacts with the child accordingly (encourages 

or dislikes), based on the attitude of the child. Good treatment will give a child an 

advantage over another child who does not have the same disposition as the teacher 

(Bourdieu, 1973). 

Bourdieu's (1973) habitus are beliefs, attitudes, experiences, values, and 

aspirations of the child. In other words, his/her expectations are shaped by this habitus. 

Therefore, a child from a lower social economic background would expect to do less well 

in school than their counterpart from a wealthy family (Bourdieu, 1973). Hardships, luck, 

and general negativity in the environment will give a child from the lower socioeconomic 

background a less positive outlook on life. They will not seek out as many opportunities 

(Bourdieu, 1973). 

Collaboration and Student Success 

Collaboration implies collective action toward a common goal, shared 

ownership of responsibilities, and shared outcomes. There is a plethora of research on the 

importance of combining in and out of classroom learning (Astin, 1993; Boggs, 2006; 
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Chickering & Reisser, 1993; O'Hallaran, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzmi, 1991). A study by 

Boggs (2006) found that institutions with high numbers of academic support partnerships 

had higher retention and graduation rates. Therefore, it can be implied that collaborative 

partnerships are beneficial in advancing the institution's goals, especially in the areas of 

student learning and student success. However, according to Gaur (2009) many 

institutions struggle to form collaborative relationships between departments. 

With restrictive budgets and institutional battles for scarce resources 

dominating the current atmosphere, collaborative partnerships may be the best way to 

stretch resources and affect the most students at many institutions today. A study by 

O'Hallaran (2005) concluded that collaborative relationships greatly enhanced student 

success and connected the learning experience for students. These connections led to 

increased persistence, retention, and academic achievement for students. 

Much of the literature points to the fact that there is some collaboration 

happening on many campuses. A study by Kezar (2001) found that the number one 

reason departments collaborated was for learning. The same study found that new 

leadership on campus aided collaborative efforts. A campus that already had a history of 

collaboration and a collegial campus culture was more likely to engage in more 

collaborative partnerships (Kezar, 2001). Cooperation, attitudes, common goals, and 

personalities were all perceived to make the most difference in the success of 

collaborative efforts (Kezar, 2001). 

Collaborative partnerships that create shared learning strategies enhance 

student learning by actively incorporating social and affective dynamics between 

students, and between students and faculty. These strategies are based on the notion that 



acquiring and creating knowledge is an active process, which students need to practice. 

Students should not be spectators in this process (Cove & Love, 1996). 

Collaboration between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs 

Traditional literature regarding college students' intellectual, social, and emotional 

development is dominated by three underlying assumptions:" 1) student affairs 

professionals deal solely with social and emotional development; 2) faculty deal solely 

with intellectual and student development; and 3) the ways to connect intellectual, social, 

and emotional development are by linking the in-class and out-of-class experiences by 

linking student affairs professionals and faculty" (Cove & Love, 1996, p. 1). According 

to the literature, increased collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs has 

been linked to an increase in student learning, retention, persistence, and student success 

(Baxter Magolda & King, 2004; Blake, 2007; Boggs, 2006; Buyarski, 2004; Frost, Strom, 

Downey, Schultz, & Holland, 2010). However, although the literature has long pointed 

out this link, collaborative partnerships between academic affairs and student affairs are 

mostly surface deep, and not widespread across all institutions (Frost et. al., 2010). For 

collaborations to be effective, student affairs and academic affairs have to be involved 

from inception through assessment and evaluation, not just cosponsoring or staff from 

each area attending events together (Frost et. al., 2010). Additionally, history suggests 

that attaining this relationship is difficult and requires considerations of culture, 

understanding of student learning, expectations, and logistics (Ahren, 2008). 

A study by Nesheim and associates (2007) looked at outcomes for students of 

student affairs and academic affairs partnerships. The study was conducted at 18 

institutions from April 2002 to March 2004. The primary means of data collection were 



individual and group interviews. The study yielded four categories of student outcomes 

because of student affairs -academic affairs partnerships:" (a) acclimation to the 

institution, (b) engagement, (c) student learning, and (d) academic and career decisions" 

(p. 443). Overall, evidence suggested that collaborative partnership programs foster 

learning outcomes for students (Nesheim et. al., 2007). However, student learning can 

and should be integrated in additional ways. 

Student Affairs and academic affairs are two units that are strategically 

positioned to impact student success. Although student affairs and academic affairs have 

differentiated missions which influence their respective day to day roles, they both play 

an important role in helping the institution meet its goals and objectives. Collaborative 

partnerships between student affairs and academic affairs can have wide ranging effects, 

from facilitating the needs of today's students who learn best through practice and 

interaction, to helping the institution be more effective in utilizing resources and helping 

to eliminate waste and duplication (O'Hallaran, 2005). 

Barriers to collaborative partnerships between student affairs and academic 

affairs include differences in the functions of administration, faculty, and staff; the 

historical separation between curricular and co-curricular instruction; the perceived 

second-class status of student affairs in relation to the academic mission; and differing 

views on student learning (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001). Additionally, "Specialization often 

results in what is popularly described as functional silos or mine shafts. ..which 

effectively curtails communication and collaboration between areas" (Schroeder, 1999, p. 

9). Cultural differences in the roles of the two divisions also play a factor in hindering 

collaborative relationships (Frost et al., 2010). 
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Efforts to reduce and eliminate functional silos, thus creating a common 

purpose, require additional efforts beyond the occasional joint event and teaming up to 

measure student outcomes (Frost et. al., 2010). According to Frost and associates (2010), 

the efforts to reduce and eliminate the silo mentality require administrators leading 

student affairs and academic affairs to play an active role in creating majority buy-in for 

collaboration and in creating various opportunities to bring faculty and staff together in 

productive dialogue that produce initiatives that go beyond "window dressing". 

Consequently, an examination of the literature produced little empirical evidence 

concerning the role of senior administrators in influencing collaborative relationships 

between student affairs and academic affairs and how this influence ultimately impacts 

student learning, retention, and student success. Additionally, a study by Boggs (2006) 

recommended further research that investigated the effects of senior administrative 

leaders' backgrounds on academic affairs and student affairs partnerships. This 

partnership can foster the development of successful initiatives like learning communities 

and first year experience programs that promote student success. 

The development of learning communities requires collaboration between 

traditional faulty and student affairs areas. This has a way of breaking down barriers to 

enhancing holistic learning for students. Students in learning communities gain social, 

emotional, and intellectual support from their participation in these communities to help 

facilitate their learning. This is also the perfect place for faculty to implement 

collaborative learning strategies with student affairs staff (Cove & Love, 1996). 

Additionally, a study by Nesheim and associates (2007) yielded four categories of student 
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outcomes as a result of student affairs -academic affairs partnerships: (a) acclimation to 

the institution, (b) engagement, (c) student learning, and (d) academic and career 

decisions. Overall, evidence suggested that collaborative partnership programs foster 

learning outcomes for students (Nesheim et. al., 2007, p. 438 ). 

The Problem of Student Dropout 

Decades of research on the impact of college point to engagement as an important 

mean for college student learning, development, and persistence (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, 

Whitt, & Associates, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). The high rate of student 

dropout between the first and second year continue to be a major concern for colleges and 

universities. The vast majority of the literature over the past 30 years has focused on 

individual characteristics and the impact of the external environment on student departure 

(Barefoot, 2004). However, not much research has focused on the institutional impact 

(Barefoot, 2004). 

Tinto views student departure as a longitudinal process that occurs because of the 

meaning individual students ascribe to his or her interaction with the formal and informal 

environment of a college or university (Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon, 2004). Tinto 

also suggests that the sooner a student accomplishes social and academic integration the 

student is more likely to persist (Tinto, 1975). However, even though colleges and 

universities implement a variety of programs aimed at increasing retention, the results 

have been mixed because there are numerous factors that students depart, and there is no 

one size fit all strategy (Gold & Albert, 2006). 

Gold and Albert (2006) highlights that according to research, there are some 

students who are at particular risk of dropping out based on factors like family income, 
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student aspirations and preparation, age and attendance pattern, and race. According to 

the literature, family income and student preparations are predictors of student dropout 

(Horn, 2006; Planty et al., 2009; Tinto, 1975). Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon (2004) 

recommended that institutional efforts to reduce student departure should use an 

integrated design approach where all policies and practices to reduce student departure 

are intentional and require coordination to ensure that designated individuals consistently 

implement guidelines for such policies. 

Chapter Summary 

The overall theme coming from the literature dealing with increasing 

completion rates and increasing student success is that cross-campus collaboration that 

connects the learning environment for students and involve, administrators, faculty, 

professionals, staff, and students is a great foundation to increase student success and 

completion rates (Astin, 1993; Blake, 2007; Boggs, 2006; Chickering and Reisser, 1993; 

Culp, 2005; Kinzie & Kuh, 2004; O'Hallaran, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; 

Schroeder, 1999). Additionally, the literature highlights the need for proactive and 

decentralized leadership that empowers division leaders and their staffs to be assessment 

driven and create a day-to-day environment that is inclusive and supportive of all 

students (Ahren, 2008; Bourassa & Krugger, 2001; Culp, 2005). 

Some of the literature point to an institutional focus on the role that the institution 

plays in the student departure process instead of focusing on mostly student 

characteristics (Barefoot, 2004; Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon, 2004; Tinto, 1993). 

Braxton, Hirshy, and McClendon (2004) also recommended that institutional efforts to 

reduce student departure should use an integrated design approach where all policies and 
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practices to reduce student departure are intentional and require coordination to ensure 

that designated individuals consistently implement guidelines for such policies. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter includes the rationale for an overall qualitative study methodology; 

the project design for using the case study method; the site selection criteria; a description 

of the campus proposed for this study; the selection criteria for the population; data 

collection and data analysis procedures, and the origin of the research questions guiding 

this study. The proposed role and subjectivity of the researcher is also presented. 

Qualitative Study Methodology 

Qualitative methodology seeks to "understand the meaning of the experience" as 

well as to "understand how all parts work together to form a whole" (Merriam, 1998, p. 

16). This research orientation allows for thick rich descriptions that can describe and 

explain the holistic nature of the setting. This study examined how institutional and 

personal dimensions facilitate student success for low-income students at a four-year 

public institution with one of the highest graduation rates in the nation. The study also 

investigated the role collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs played in 

facilitating student success for low-income students. 

The intention of this study was to achieve three goals: first, to investigate the 

process for retaining, acclimating, and graduating low-income students at the institution. 

The main objective was to learn about the relationship that existed between structural 

divisions, specifically, academic affairs and student affairs and to understand how those 

structures supported or constrained student success for low-income students. The second 

40 
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goal was to investigate the personal factors that allowed low-income students to achieve 

ultimate student success by graduating from the institution. The third goal of this study 

was to examine the role of collaboration between the structural divisions of academic 

affairs and student affairs to determine the degree to which collaboration influences the 

student success for low-income students. 

Creswell (2003) identifies the primary factors of a qualitative design that inform 

my decision to use the case study method: 

"Natural settings to enable depth of detail about the site selected for inquiry; 

Multiple sources of data such as interviews and observations that are interactive 

and emphasize humanistic factors among the organization's members and its 

activities; 

An emergent configuration of the research design to enable changes and 

refinement of the research process as the work progresses; and 

An interpretive data method that includes description, analysis, and "filtering 

through a personal lens" (p. 182). 

Based on the goals of this study and research literature, a qualitative research method was 

most appropriate. Additionally, according to Bogdan and Bilken (1998), qualitative 

research is characteristically inductive, posing research questions that are open-ended and 

oriented toward discovery rather than causal explanation. The overall purpose of this 

study was oriented towards discovery. Furthermore, the primary instrument in this study 

was the researcher, and according to Bogdan and Bilken (1998), the qualitative researcher 

serving as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, seeks to collect 
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information by speaking with and observing participants in their setting. These are all in 

line with how this researcher conducted this study. 

Finally, a qualitative methodology was the most appropriate selection for this 

study because the researcher was seeking to understand and explore a process that 

propels low-income students to college completion at the selected institution. Creswell 

(2003) identifies a qualitative methodology as the most appropriate method for exploring 

a process to gain understanding. 

Research Questions 

The main source of the current research questions guiding this study were the 

literature and the problem statement. The researcher was interested in the overall process 

that allowed student to be successful at the selected institution for the study. Because "the 

process" was a main focus, a case study dealing with "how" questions seemed most 

appropriate (Creswell, 2003). Additionally, after reading the literature, a gap existed in 

the area of senior institution leaders and their role in facilitating collaborative 

relationships between student affairs and academic affairs. Therefore, these reasons 

became the basis for these four research questions: How does an institution with one of 

the highest six-year graduation rate amongst four-year public intuitions in the United 

States support, retain, and graduate low-income students? How do low-income students 

in a public four-year institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rates in the 

country describe the reasons they are able to persist through graduation? What role if any 

does collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs play in fostering student 

success for low-income students? What is the role of senior institution leaders in enabling 

or disabling collaborative relationships between student affairs and academic affairs in 
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facilitating student success for low-income students? 

Design of Study 

The case study has been identified as a qualitative design that is distinctively 

advantageous for exploring a "process" and answering "how" questions (Creswell, 2003; 

Merriam, 1998; Yin, 1994). This methodology was well suited for studying the personal 

and institutional dimensions facilitating student success for low-income students because 

it maintains the holistic and fluid nature of real life events (Yin, 1994). Additionally, case 

study methodology does not require control over the behavioral events of participant 

(Yin, 1994). This study was a single case study in which demographic data, interview 

data, observation data, and document analysis data collected were analyzed to identify 

themes that addressed the research problem, research question, and the purpose of the 

study. 

In Chapter 2, the literature review for this study identified that both the institution 

and the individual affected a student's choice to persist or leave (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1975, 

1987, 1993). In order to investigate both individual and institutional environment and the 

interplay between the two, the researcher determined that it would be important to 

explore the personal and institutional dynamics that allowed students to persist in one 

school setting. It was also important for the researcher to approach this study with 

multiple layers of complexity in mind, including perspectives and experiences at the 

student, faculty and staff, senior leaders, and organizational levels. Considering the 

definition offered by Yin (1994), the case study approach provided the most suitable 

research design for exploring the personal and institutional dimensions that fostered and 

sustained t success for low-income students, and to investigate what role, if any, 
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collaboration between academic affairs and student affairs played in fostering student 

success while honoring the complexity of the students' success in enabling exploration at 

multiple layers. 

Merriam (1998) states that "the single most defining characteristic of case study 

research lies in delimiting the object of study, the case" (p. 27) in order to indicate clearly 

what will and will not be studied. Further, she describes a case as a "unit around which 

there are boundaries" (p. 27). The object of study or unit of analysis for this research 

study was a four-year public university. A university, being a single social system around 

which there are distinguishable boundaries, clearly meets Merriam's (1998) criteria for a 

case. This study was further characterized as an interpretive case study. The interpretive 

case study seeks to richly describe a particular process and provide conceptual categories 

to enlighten a reader's understanding of it through a written report (Merriam, 1998). This 

study used participant quotations, event descriptions, artifact excerpts, and researcher log 

reflections to first describe the university that was studied and later to illuminate the 

institutional and personal dimensions that fostered and sustained student success for low-

income students at the selected campus site known for its high 6-year completion rates. 

Finally, demographic data were collected from the institution and participants to create a 

profile of the selected institution, the staff, faculty, senior leaders, and the low-income 

students participating in this study. 

Research Setting 

"The idea behind qualitative research is to purposely select participants or sites 

(or documents or visual material) that will best help the researcher understand the 

problem and the research question" (Creswell, 2003. P. 185). Merriam (1998) identifies 
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purposeful sampling as the most appropriate strategy for site and participant selection in 

qualitative research in that the researcher "wants to discover, understand, and gain insight 

and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned" (p. 61). In 

purposeful sampling, the researcher identifies the criteria essential to pursuing the 

purpose of the study. To facilitate an appropriate selection of the site and participants 

purposeful sampling (Merriam, 1998) was used. Purposeful sampling ensured the 

selection of a public four-year university with one of the highest six-year graduation rates 

in the nation and institution representatives who were instrumental in facilitating student 

success. Purposeful sampling was also used to select senior status low-income students 

who were on track to graduate from the institution. 

The Setting 

Alon and Tienda (2005) conducted a study that found low-income student's 

likelihood of graduation increases as the selectivity of the institution attended rises. 

Additionally, public-four year institutions generally have a higher proportion of low-

income students enrolled than private institutions (Planty, Kena, & Hannes, 2009). 

Therefore, one criterion for institution setting was a public four-year institution. Other 

site selection criteria included classification as a title IV institution (institution 

participates in the federal aid program) and the institution had to have a high (80 percent 

or greater) six-year graduation rate. These criteria ensured that the institution selected 

provided fertile ground for the researcher to explore the personal dimensions that allowed 

low-income students to succeed in an institution that has one of the highest six-year 

graduation rates of public four-year colleges/universities in the United States. 
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Participants 

The population for this study were low-income students, faculty, staff, and senior 

leaders at the selected institution. Access to the student population was gained by using 

the Office of Financial Services to query students who met the researcher's criteria. 

Access to faculty and staff were gained through supervisors and senior leaders, and 

access to senior leaders was gained through email correspondence from the researcher. 

The criteria for selecting low-income student population included students who 

would graduate during the spring semester of the study, enrolled full time, and eligible 

for a Pell Grant or AidCSU. Purposeful and snowball sampling were used to select 

faculty, staff, and senior leaders from identified departments that were involved in 

student success initiatives. Further access to the non-student population was gained 

through their colleagues via snowball sampling. 

The Events 

Participants in this study were interviewed in their preferred natural settings 

(offices, residence halls, campus lounges, cafeteria, etc.). In addition, a limited number of 

student success events and initiatives were observed. The researcher intended to gain 

permission from participants to attend some events that they participated in during the 

time of this study. However, due to the time of year (prior to finals) the researcher did not 

attend any events with student participants. The researcher kept a log of the limited 

observations and they were transcribed and analyzed. Observations included study areas, 

central grounds of campus, and a cultural support area. 

Data Collection 

According to Creswell (2003), case study analysis can be strengthened using 
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triangulation or multiple methods of data collection like interviews, focus groups, 

document analysis, and direct observations. Merriam (1998) asserts that the use of 

observations, interviews, and documents; concurrent data collection and analysis; and 

consistent feedback from the population are important in generating a rich, complex, and 

accurate picture of the institution necessary for understanding. Therefore, for this study, 

multiple sources of evidence included interviews with institutional members who were 

relevant to the study (low-income students, faculty, professional staff, and senior 

leaders), analysis of institutional documents and organizational materials, a focus group 

with low-income students, and observation of the general campus environments and 

events/initiatives related to student success. 

Interviews 

Interviews were be the primary method to collect data from participants including 

senior institutional leaders involved with student support programs and student success 

initiatives, faculty engaged in facilitating student success initiatives, professional staff 

from student affairs and academic affairs involved in support services and student success 

initiatives, and low-income students. The interview format was audio taped face-to-face 

interviews of approximately one hour using a semi-structured interview process to guide 

each interview. There was also one focus group interview for student participants. Initial 

senior leaders, staff, and faculty were identified by accessing the selected institution's 

website and snowball sampling was used to recruit additional participants that had 

significant interactions with low-income students. 

In conducting interviews, the researcher attempted to make the format as 

accommodating as possible for the participants (Creswell, 2003). Most interviews took 
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place in a setting of the participants' choosing. The researcher conducted all interviews 

with professional staff, faculty, and senior leaders in their offices. All interviews were 

audio taped. Participants were asked to sign an informed consent form before beginning 

their interview. Following the interviews, all audio tapes were transcribed, using 

telephone and email contacts to clarify questions that arose during transcription. 

In addition to audio taping interviews, collection of interview data involved an 

interview protocol that the researcher used to record information during the participant 

interviews. The interview protocol included instructions for the researcher; the key 

research questions; probes to follow key questions; space for recording the researcher's 

comment; and space to record reflective notes. The interview protocol also included 

interview questions that guided the interviews. 

Document Analysis 

Institutional documents provided understanding about the institutions structural 

characteristics, approach to student support services, and resources available to the 

general student population; the mission statements provided an understanding of the 

values that drove the organization philosophically and informed its focus on student 

success; and documents related to student engagement and acclamation demonstrated the 

depth to which student success is integrated into the overall institutional environment. 

The organizations' websites provided important information about the institutional 

commitment to student success for low-income students. In addition, documents linked to 

the offices that provided student support for at risk populations such as mission 

statements and resources available/services offered informed this study by providing a 

clear understanding of the institutions focus on persistence and student success. A 
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document review protocol was created based on the literature that highlighted ideal 

institutional structures and practices that affect student success, approaches to student 

services, and student supports services. 

Observations 

Limited observations added depth of this study by providing an additional layer 

for data analysis. The researcher played the role of participant observer. Time spent 

observing the different sites (designated office that served low-income/minority students, 

central grounds, library study areas, and a lounge area) at the selected institution allowed 

the researcher to gain an understanding of the institutional processes that facilitated 

student success, and how students interacted with faculty and staff in areas observed; 

contextual factors of the external community where the campus is located; how campus 

culture facilitated success; and how students engaged the institutional environment. 

It was critical to establish the steps in the process that were essential to facilitating 

student success for low-income students. Part of the discovery process was to determine 

which dimensions influenced this process and to what degree, how collaboration between 

student affairs and academic affairs fitted into the question of institutional dimensions 

and student success for low-income students, and what conditions impeded or promoted 

collaboration between academic affairs and student affairs. Interpreting the data involved 

understanding the processes inherent in creating an institutional environment that 

cultivated student success for low-income students. 

Researchers often engage in multiple observations during the course of a 

particular study. Before entering the field, qualitative researchers should create a plan to 

record observational data (Creswell, 2003). An observational protocol was used to record 
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information during direct observations. The observation protocol form included areas and 

programs identified in the literature as enhancing student success. These included: 

faculty-in-residence programs and learning communities (Brown, Headworth, & Saum, 

2009), First Year Experience (Culp, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), student life 

programs (Dale & Drake, 2005), service learning programs (Dale & Drake, 2005), and 

adjustment programs (Braxton, Hirshy, & McClendon, 2004). The observation protocol 

also included different sections to separate descriptive notes, reflective notes, and 

demographic information about time, place, location, and date. 

Instruments 

The main instrument in this study was the researcher. The researcher used the 

research questions to create interview questions to guide the in-depth interviews and 

focus groups. These interview questions allowed the researcher to pinpoint information 

needed to specifically answer each research question and help participants focus on 

particular events and thoughts that dealt with facilitating student success and 

collaboration. Some of the questions were influenced by findings in the literature and 

from initial conversations with constituents at the selected institution. Some follow-up 

questions came from initial interviews and guided subsequent interviews with other 

participants. 

Other instruments that were utilized in this study included an interview protocol, 

an observation protocol, and a researcher journal that included field notes and reflections. 

The interview protocol instrument included instructions for the researcher; the key 

research questions; interview questions; probes to follow key questions; space for 

recording the researcher's comment; and space to record reflective notes. The observation 
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protocol instrument included different sections to separate descriptive notes, reflective 

notes, and demographic information about time, place, location, and date; there was also 

a section for questions that arose during observations. Finally, the researcher kept a field 

journal that was used to record reflections, notes, decision making in the field, random 

conversations, and observations during the course of the research study process. 

Limitations of Data Collection Methods 

Each data collection method selected for this study had certain limitations. It is 

important to point out these limitations for readers of the study to consider. Observations 

allowed the researcher to have firsthand experience with participants and allowed the 

researcher to record information as it is revealed (Creswell, 2003). However, the 

researcher may have been considered intrusive, some information observed cannot be 

reported for privacy reasons, and there were minor problems gaining rapport (Creswell, 

2003). Interviews allowed participants to provide historical information and give the 

researcher control in managing the line of questioning. However, the researcher's 

presence may have biased responses and participants were not equally articulate and 

perceptive (Creswell, 2003). Finally, document analyses provided the researcher a 

convenient source of data that was accessible anytime and was very unobtrusive for the 

site and participants. However, some materials were not accessible and documents were 

not kept for some vital programs (Creswell, 2003). The researcher attempted to avoid 

these limitations through carefully planning the site visit, checking the accuracy of 

documents with individuals at the selected institution, and building rapport with 

participants. Nevertheless, these issues are important to consider before reading through 

the data analysis of any qualitative study. 
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Delimitations 

The study population was delimited to include a four-year public institution with 

one of the highest graduation rate in the United States. The population was also delimited 

to include senior low-income students who are on track to graduate in the spring or 

summer semester during the research study. Interviews were only conducted with the 

senior student affairs officer, the senior academic officer, program directors, directors 

within academic and student affairs, and senior low-income students, which was another 

delimitation of this study. 

Data Analysis 

Multiple sources of evidence were used to interpret the data using Tinto's Model 

of Institutional Departure as a guide. In fulfilling the purpose of this study by examining 

how institutional and personal dimensions facilitated student success for low-income 

students at a four-year public institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rates, 

Tinto's theory helped focus data collection and analysis of data because persistence is a 

key facet in student success for low-income students. Tinto's theory suggests that: 

Various individual characteristics that students possess as they enter college 

directly influence their departure decisions, as well as their initial commitments to 

the institution and initial commitment to the goal of graduation influence the level 

of a student's integration into the academic and social systems of the college or 

university. (Braxton, Hirshy, & McClendon, 2004, p. 8) 

In terms of data analysis for this study, Tinto's theory suggests institutional and 

individual dimensions that allow a student to persist through graduation. Analysis 

consisted of systematically searching and arranging interview transcripts, field notes, 
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observation protocols, and documents to gain an understanding of this process at the 

selected site that enabled the researcher to identify findings and ultimately make 

recommendations. Once findings were determined, the researcher analyzed the findings 

in relation to the theoretical frameworks. 

It was important to organize evidence in a manner that was clear and to begin 

analyzing the data as soon as possible after they were collected. The researcher managed 

the collection and formatting of data in the early phase of collection in a way that could 

be easily understood when it was time to do the analysis. This was done by interpreting 

impressions early in the process and by making notes relating to each encounter, whether 

they were early telephone conversations; initial interactions with participants; initial 

impressions of the site encounter; institutional documents and reports; or web-accessed 

information. Interview protocols, observation protocols, and researcher field notes were 

also used to record information during the entirety of the study and securely stored for 

data analysis. 

Analysis of the data was divided into two larger categories conceptually, 

institutional dimensions, and personal dimensions; then individual codes were analyzed 

and combined into sub themes within each larger category. Finally, the levels of analysis 

and coding categories were brought together and cross-analyzed to find similar patterns 

across participants, and personal and institutional dimensions. The general analysis of the 

data included line-by-line manual coding of each interview and focus group transcript. 

Once this process was completed, codes were analyzed in a manual process to determine 

patterns, similarities, and determine initial categories. Microsoft Excel was used to list 

codes and narrow down potential categories for analysis. The descriptions and themes 
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from the data analysis were represented using narrative passages to convey findings 

(Creswell, 2003). Finally, the researcher presented an interpretation of meaning of the 

data in comparison to the literature, and suggested questions that could be asked that was 

not foreseen before or during the study. 

Data Storage 

For each data collection method (interviews, document analysis, and 

observations) a separate physical and/or electronic file was kept. These files also included 

researcher field notes, transcripts, coded transcripts, reflections, and protocols related to 

each method. Each collection method folder was broken down into sub folders by 

categories of participants (senior leaders, faculty, staff, and students). These items were 

stored in a personal file cabinet and flash drive that was only accessible to the researcher. 

This added to the credibility of the study and maintained anonymity for the institution 

and participants. 

Confidentiality 

The confidentiality of the selected site and participants in this study were 

intentionally masked to provide anonymity. The name of the institution was masked 

throughout the text of the study and all related documents; only descriptive information 

appropriate to the study was presented through a generic profile. Names of participants 

were not used and positions of participants were used only to provide context and 

meaning to this study. 

Validity 

Issues of reliability and validity are often a concern in case studies. However, 

validation is seen as a strength of qualitative research (Creswell, 2003). Common 
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strategies available to check the accuracy of findings in qualitative studies include 

triangulation; member-checking; using rich, thick descriptions; clarifying researcher 

bias; peer debriefing; external auditing; and presenting negative or discrepant information 

that run counter to the themes. Validation of findings occurred throughout this research 

study using triangulation, member-checking, rich-thick descriptions, and clarification of 

researcher bias. Data from interviews, document analysis, and observation were 

examined to build a coherent justification for themes (triangulation). Interview 

transcripts, specific descriptions, and themes were verified by participants for accuracy 

and derived meanings (member checking). The findings used rich, thick descriptions to 

allow the reader to be transported to the setting and share the experiences. Finally, the 

researcher clarified his bias in the subjectivity section of this study. 

Reliability 

Reliability helps to determine whether a case study procedure can be repeated. 

The goal of reliability is to minimize errors and bias by writing a precise protocol with 

specific procedures and parameters. The study analyzed the institutional and personal 

dimensions that facilitated success for low-income students at a four-year public 

institution that had one of the highest six-year graduation rates with the procedures for 

the study designed to be replicated. Additionally, data were stored in a secure place that 

was retrievable. Field notes and researcher reflections indicated decision-making 

processes that occurred during data collection and analysis. Therefore, there was an audit 

trail for this study. 
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Researcher's Role and Subjectivity 

Particularly in qualitative research, the role of the researcher as the primary data 

collection instrument necessitates the need to clarify values, assumptions, and biases at 

the onset of the study (Creswell, 2003). A researcher's analytical frame is how that 

researcher "sees the world" and will therefore approach a study including processes for 

data collection and analysis (Merriam, 1998). The researcher's analytical frame was 

informed by a case study perspective and, to some extent, by elements of Tinto's 

interactionalist theory. The primary role of the researcher in this study was that of 

interpreter. 

In conducting this study, it was possible to observe, analyze, and construct a clear 

understanding of the institutional and personal dimensions that contributed to facilitating 

success for low-income students. An important outcome was a descriptive narrative that 

included aspects of institutional and personal characteristics, the people associated with 

the selected site, internal decision methods to motivate collaboration, and events and 

activities that extended beyond the classroom into the campus environment to support the 

process necessary for low-income student completion. 

The researcher's background in student affairs gained by working in various units 

within the division, professional experience with retention initiatives, collaborating with 

faculty for student development, and interactions with senior leaders in higher education 

contributed to the researcher's perspectives about student success, academic affairs, 

student affairs, and collaborative practices between student affairs and academic affairs. 

The researcher's understanding and interpretation of the literature, and personal and 

professional experiences in the field of student affairs and upbringing contributed to the 
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researcher's interpretation of the data about facilitating student success for low-income 

students. 

Having awareness of the general student affairs mission on a college campus, one 

aspect of the researcher's student affairs philosophy includes collaborating with academic 

affairs to impact student success and student development. As a professional in student 

affairs, the researcher has been at institutions where collaboration between academic 

affairs and student affairs has been great and not so great. Experience gained in both 

environments shape how the researcher viewed collaboration in facilitating student 

success. Additionally, being raised in a low-income family and community allows the 

researcher access to certain aspects of the worldview for a low-income student. 

Furthermore, as a Black student matriculating through undergraduate studies at a 

predominantly White institution, the researcher was exposed to various academic support 

services and initiatives specifically aimed at underrepresented populations at an 

undergraduate institution. Therefore, some of the researcher's views concerning student 

success may be seen through this lens. 

The researcher is keenly aware of these subjectivities and aware that these 

subjectivities were present during the analysis of this research study. The researcher used 

these subjectivities to aid in finding meaning from the analysis of data. However, the 

researcher was aware that data collection and analysis had to be as objective as possible 

to ensure the trustworthiness of data and data analysis. Being aware of these subjectivities 

allowed the researcher to focus on letting the research questions, supporting literature, 

and data drive this research process. Additionally, member checking, triangulation, and 

rich, thick descriptions aided in addressing these subjectivities. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter analyzes the data collected from the research site and is framed by 

the four research questions identified in Chapter 1 and Chapter 3 of this study. This 

qualitative study incorporated a single case study design utilizing seven one-on-one 

interviews, one focus group, observations, and a document analysis of program 

descriptions, event advertisements, and department/office mission statements. Through 

the process of manual open and axial coding, the researcher identified major themes and 

subcategories (findings). During data analysis, the researcher studied the major findings 

identified, how each finding addressed the research questions, how the researcher's 

findings are connected to the literature, and how the major themes connect with the 

theoretical frameworks. 

The chapter will start out by providing a profile of the institution including a 

description of the setting. Next, the chapter will provide a description of the participants 

in this single-campus case study followed by the major themes derived from the data 

analysis that explored the personal and institutional dimensions that facilitated student 

success for low-income students at an institution with one of the highest six-year 

graduation rates of all public four-year colleges and universities in the nation. The major 

themes include 1) student background and characteristics including family background 

and attributes that motivated students to access and succeed at the selected institution; 2) 
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student expectations that motivated students to persist and the faculty/staff/administrators 

expectations of students; 3) peer support that allowed students to overcome barriers and 

difficulties and help students with acclimation; 4) the personal and institutional barriers 

and difficulties that students faced at the selected institution; 5) the comprehensive 

institutional support networks that allowed students to persist and succeed at the selected 

institution ; 6) how the institution shaped the student experience and how students 

perceived their student experience; 7) the importance of student engagement and 

involvement with faculty, staff, administrators, and other involvement opportunities in 

the campus community; 8) collaborative relationships especially between student affairs 

and academic affairs in facilitating student success; and 9) the critical role of institution 

commitment to low-income student success. 

Throughout the chapter will be participants' perspectives of the personal and 

institutional factors that promote student success for low-income students and the role 

collaboration and senior institutional leaders play in facilitating student success for low-

income students. These perspectives came from the subcategories that were identified 

from the data during data analysis. The sub categories were then grouped to form the 

major themes for this study. Table 2 shows the major categories and accompanying 

subcategories that are the findings of this study. The chapter will conclude with a 

summary of chapter 4. It is important to note that the identity of the university in this 

study is confidential to preserve the confidentiality of participants in the study, and is 

known only to the members of the dissertation committee. 
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Table 1: Categories and Subcategories 

Categories 

Student Background and 
Characteristics 

Expectations 

Subcategories 

Individual attributes, prior qualifications, pre-

college engagement, other factors, 

Family background, family support 

Student Expectations, 

Faculty -Staff-Administrator Expectations 

Peer Support 

Barriers/Difficulties 

Comprehensive Support 
Network 

Shaping the Student 
Experience 

Engagement and Involvement 

Collaboration and Student 
Success 

Leadership and Student 
Success 

Personal Difficulties, Institutional Difficulties 

Academic support, social support, financial 

support, institution support, institution resources 

Institution culture, institution reputation, 

acclimation, the student experience, ownership of 

institution 

Faculty student engagement, involvement 

Shared responsibility, collaborative relationships, 

integrated approach 

Senior leader's role 

Institutional Commitment 
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Institution Profile and Description of Setting 

Case Study University (CSU) is a selective and nationally ranked public 

university with a proud tradition of student self-governance and undergraduate teaching. 

The university includes nationally ranked schools. The University expects both 

intellectual ability and academic achievement from its applicants. It also values personal 

qualities that allow students to enrich the life of the community. As of October 2008 CSU 

had over 170,000 alumni; approximately 5 percent of that total are Black and Asian and 

approximately 1 percent is Hispanic/Latino. Minority students made up approximately 28 

percent of the total student population for the 2010-2011 academic year. CSU boasts high 

first year retention rates and high six-year graduation rates of minority groups. Case 

Study University recruits and attracts high achieving students. Approximately 90 percent 

of CSU students were ranked in the top 10 percent of their high school class. 

Approximately 35 percent of all undergraduate students receive some type of financial 

assistance with the institution providing approximately 53 percent of that aid. The 

university created a financial aid program to limit undergraduate student debt and keep 

higher education affordable for all admitted students, regardless of economic 

circumstances. 

The university culture centers on building relationships and an academic village. 

The institution enrollment in Fall 2010 was approximately 20,000 students. Estimated 

cost of attendance for in-state students in 2011-2012 is above $20,000 and above $42,000 

for out-of-state students. According to their marketing materials, Case Study University 

envisions and cultivates a community of understanding, tolerance, and respect. The 

central purpose of CSU is to enrich the mind by stimulating and sustaining a spirit of free 
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inquiry directed to understanding the nature of the universe and the role of mankind in it 

(CSU purpose statement). 

Most of the study was conducted on the central grounds of campus. This area 

features two libraries; the administration buildings housing the Vice President for Student 

Services and the Vice Provost for Academic Programs; admissions; the Dean of Students 

office, the Student Activities Center; Office of African American Affairs; and some 

student housing. A site visit was conducted for three days to collect data. Most 

observations and interaction with non-participant students occurred in this area. Student 

participants also suggested this area as most convenient to conduct their interviews. The 

overall campus is relatively large and the schools are spread out across campus. A unique 

feature of this setting is the close proximity of student housing to the heartbeat of campus 

and some institution administrators, faculty, and staff living in close proximity to each 

other. The study was conducted during the beginning of finals at CSU and the libraries 

were very full for most of the study. Student interviews took place in the library due to 

student preferences. 

Profile of Participants 

The population for this study included low-income students as determined by 

socioeconomic status from financial aid requirements, faculty, staff, and senior 

institutional leaders. The participants included 11 students, 1 faculty member, 3 staff 

members, and 2 senior institutional leaders. The two senior institutional leaders were the 

Vice President of Student Affairs (VPSA) and the Vice Provost for Academic Programs 

(VPAP). The Vice President for Student Affairs has worked for Case Study University 
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for over 30 years. The Vice Provost for Academic Programs has been at the institution for 

approximately 8 years. 

In profiling the faculty, staff, and student participants, pseudonyms will be 

introduced here. The aliases will be used in reporting the findings from this study. 

Dr. Tanya is an Assistant Professor in the School of Education and an Interim Associate 

Dean in the Office of African American Support. She has served in the latter position for 

the past year. She is an academic advisor for graduate and Ph.D. students in the School of 

Education and coordinates the Faculty Student Mentoring Program in the Office of 

African American Support. 

Lisa is an Associate Dean of Students in the Dean of Students Office. Two of her primary 

areas of responsibility include serving as point person for low-income students and 

transfer students at Case Study University. 

Sean is a Senior Associate Director in the Office of Financial Services. He plays an 

integral role in the administering of financial support to low-income students. He 

coordinates with Lisa, Associate Dean of Students to provide support for AidCSU 

students, which are predominantly low-income students. 

Jennifer is the Coordinator of Multicultural Affairs in the Dean of Students Office. She is 

housed in the Student Activities Center. She has served as a recruiter for Case Study 

University and specifically recruited underrepresented students to the university. She also 

served as a liaison between financial services and admissions. 

There were 11 student participants in this study. The average ages of the 

participants are 21.5 years. The participants' average self-reported G.P.A. is between 3.0 

and 3.5. All 11 participants are or have been involved in at least one student organization. 
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All 11 participants have worked with a faculty member outside of class. The participants 

include: 

Michelle is a 21 year old music major with a G.P.A between 2.5 and 2.9. She identifies as 

African America/Black, is involved in a sorority, and a member of the university band. 

Her parents have completed some college. She works around 15 hours per week and lives 

off campus. After she graduates, she plans to work. 

Elisha is a 22 year old Global Development & Anthropology double major with a G.P.A. 

above 3.5. She identifies as Caucasian/White and is involved on campus. Her parent's 

highest level of education is high school. She does not work and lives off campus. After 

graduation, she plans to go to graduate school. 

Sharma is a 24-year-old Nursing student with a G.P.A. between 3.0 and 3.5. She is from 

Nepal and identifies as South Asian. She has been involved on campus and does not 

work. She is an independent student and her mother has a 10th grade education. She lives 

on campus and after graduation, she plans to work in Nursing then pursue a graduate 

degree. 

Mitch is a 21-year-old Mechanical Engineering student with a G.P.A. above 3.5. He 

identifies as Caucasian/White and is involved on campus. He works around 10 hours a 

week and his parent's highest education level is a bachelor's degree. He lives off campus 

and plans to work in consulting after graduating. 

Amelia is a 20-year-old Foreign Affairs student with a G.P.A. above 3.5. She identifies as 

Caucasian and is involved in a sorority. She works around 4 hours per week and the 

highest level of education of her parents is a bachelor's degree. She lives on campus and 

plans to go to graduate school after graduates. 
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Harmon is a 22-year-old Engineering Science student with a G.P.A. of 2.9. She identifies 

as CaucasianAVhite and is involved in a sorority and other clubs. She works between 20 

and 30 hours a week and her mom has a bachelor's degree and her dad a Ph.D. She is an 

independent student after being disowned when she started college. She lives off campus 

and has accepted a job as a Junior Program Engineer at SAIC. 

Flinn is a 21-year-old Civil Engineering student with a G.P.A. above 3.5. She identifies 

as Asian/Pacific Islander and is involved with student organizations. She does not work 

and lives off campus. Her parents' highest level of education is middle school and 

technical school. After graduation, she plans to go to graduate school. 

Chioma is a 21-year-old French Language/Literature student who is in a five year 

program that will give her a masters degree in Elementary Education. She identifies as 

Multicultural, is a student athlete, and involved in student organizations on campus. She 

does not work and lives off campus. She is an independent student and plans to teach in 

an elementary school after graduation. 

Sheena is a 22-year-old Psychology student with a G.P.A. between 3.0 and 3.5. She 

identifies as African African/Black, is a member of a sorority, and involved in other 

student organizations. She works around 10 hours a week and the highest level of 

education of her parents is high school. After graduation, she plans to work for a year 

then attend graduate school. 

Andy is a 21 year old Political and Social Thought, Government student with a G.P.A 

between 2.5 and 2.9. He identifies as Asian/Pacific islander and is involved in student 

organizations on campus. He does not work and the highest level of education of his 
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parents is graduate school. After graduation, he plans to work and prepare for graduate 

school. 

Endy is a 22-year-old Government student with a 3.0 to 3.5 G.P.A. He identifies as 

Caucasian/White and is involved in various student organizations on campus. He works 

10 to 15 hours a week and lives on campus. His parents' highest education level is high 

school. After graduation, he plans to work on or manage political campaigns. 

These aliases are used for narrative passages throughout the rest of this chapter in 

reporting findings that will present the themes and answer the research questions. In 

addition to the aliases that have been used to identify participants for this study, all 

programs and specific initiatives are masked to provide additional confidentiality for the 

institution and participants who participated in this study. 

Findings 

Research Question 1 

How does an institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rate amongst 

four-year public intuitions in the United States support, retain, and graduate low-income 

students? 

Based on findings from the data analysis, Case Study University successfully 

supports, retains, and graduates low-income students based on their students' attributes 

and characteristics, utilizing a comprehensive support network, an institutional culture 

that is grounded in relationship building and the concept of an academic village, sharing 

the responsibility for student success, and an institutional commitment that prioritizes 

low-income student success. 
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Student Background and Characteristics: "We are an institution that accepts very high 

achieving students." 

A frequent qualifier from university representatives during the interviews was the 

fact that Case Study University starts off at a higher level than most institutions because 

of the quality students recruited and enrolled at the institution. The Vice Provost for 

Academic Programs (VPAP) made this obvious when he answered the question what he 

attributed the high six-year graduates of low-income students at CSU. 

I would say the first is admitting great students; so those students who can 
succeed here. They are already interested, engaged in academic work, and 
successful at it. The second would be the support programs that are both in the 
Provost Offices, the Student Affairs Office and the schools undergraduate 
programs that support the students and look for ways to make sure that they are 
supported. And, when issues come up, we try to help the students work through 
those issues. 

Dr. Tanya alluded to the reputation of the institution for making it highly sought after by 

top performing students. 

I think it's only fair to point out that there are things about Case Study University 
that are unique when compared to other state institutions. CSU is the premier 
flagship state institution...and so, because of the reputation of CSU for the kind of 
undergraduate education that students get, um, and the quality of our programs it 
makes it highly sought after by not only in-state but out-of-state students 

Lisa also attributes the quality of student accepted by CSU as a contributor to their high 

six-year graduation rates. 

I think the first is that um because we are an institution that accepts very high 
achieving students. Even our low-income population is typically very bright high 
achieving students. Many of them have not had access to some of the same 
opportunities that our other students have if they are coming from less resourced 
school districts, um maybe have less access to AP's; to other extracurricular; to 
other educational opportunities. However, by in large, they are akin to our other 
students in terms of their aptitude and their perspective achievements. So, I think 
that's part of it. 



68 

The findings indicated that most students accepted at CSU are in the top 10 percent of 

their high school graduating class. Sean gives a great summary of the high achieving 

nature of the students accepted by CSU. 

When we made the decision to change the socioeconomic background of the 
university, there was not a change in who we were going to admit. We were still 
going to admit high achieving students. So, the admissions criteria did not change. 
They still...it's just that we were looking at students who may not have considered 
CSU before. Students who may have self-selected out just because they thought 
they could not afford it. And I think one of the things that AidCSU allowed us to 
do is to go into these areas where there were high achieving students to say don't 
let money be the issue to why you do not want to come to school here. So, the 
quality of the student has not decreased. We still are getting the same types of 
students they just are coming from different socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Therefore, the student background and characteristics of being high achieving gives low-

income students the academic preparation to succeed in the academic environments of 

CSU. 

Comprehensive Support Network: "My role specifically is to focus on their academic 

support." 

Institutional support was another reason the VPAP indicated for the high six-year 

graduation rates at CSU. The academic support mechanisms that were in place include 

the advising model for academic advising; the Writing center; tutoring opportunities; 

Academic Dean structure; having point academic persons; academic adviser; refer to 

writing center; refer to math center; Center for Academic Excellence; peer tutoring; 

graduate tutors; quiet study halls; academic advisers; and Associate Deans assignments. 

Lisa, the point support person for low-income students, put it this way: 

The Vice President for Student Affairs one of her major areas of focus is to make 
the university feel small even though we are a relatively large institution. We are 
about 22,000 - 23,000 by the time you add in professional students with about 
13,000 undergrads um, which is not obviously the Ohio State but we are big 
compared to the small liberal arts colleges. But, she wants us to feel more like a 
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small liberal arts college. So, we have um a lot of direct attention to our low-
income students so that they don't end up being numbers. Starting with the 
residence halls um those connections, the advising model that we have in general 
for academic advising, and just the attention that I think faculty and others pay to 
keeping an eye on students who appear to be struggling, whether it's personally or 
academically. So I think we have a lot of safety nets in place to support all of our 
students but definitely I think our low-income student recognize that those 
support are in place and reach out for them when they want them. 

Lisa also describes the structural system of school Deans as an important mechanism for 

students to access academic support. 

I'm an academic adviser that's why I can help them to. But they have a point 
person who is their Dean based on where they live etc. academically. And I think 
that structure enables them to know there is somebody who is going to know their 
stuff when it comes to academic issues. Particularly if a student is struggling 
academically due to work or other commitments and need to look at things like 
reduced course loads or what have you; sort of exceptions to the general flow. 
They know...it's drilled into their heads who those people are from the beginning. 
And, I think those people are very responsive to student needs and the students 
don't get lost in the shuffle like they might at a larger institution. So it relates to 
having point people. But, its people at different parts of their lives. 

The Vice President for Student Services talked about this coordinated support network in 

her reference to institutional mechanisms that promoted success for low-income students. 

I think it's because it's a coordinated process. Um, it's a...we know who does what 
piece and we know that for example one of the areas that may be one of the issues 
is that they may happen to be first generation. And with first generations one of 
the know pieces is that you wouldn't necessarily understand the system, and 
sometimes understanding systems and networks leads to success as much as 
anything. And so, when some of the initiatives, which you probably talked to lots 
of our folks, we've created together. So, even though you may have talked to 
VPAP in academics and VPAP knows what we are doing in student affairs and I 
know what they are doing in academics. So, we actually share positions and talk 
to each other quite a bit. So it starts not just from...it goes all the way through. It 
doesn't just happen at the bottom it happens at the top and in the middle. And, 
hopefully the student um...even to the point that we've got for our AidCSU kids 
they get lots of good opportunities. We haven't just focused on giving them the 
money; we focus on how to manage time and how to find the right people and 
who to go to when you are in trouble. 

The VPAP described a host of support services that helped achieve a high six-year 
graduation rate. 
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the first year experience here in residence life works very well to create a sense of 
ownership in the students, that it is their university, and I think that works 
tremendously well. They feel like oh this is my place and try to create a sense of 
belonging. Um, and then they are supported while here, there is a lot of emphasis 
here on undergraduate education. But, the student affairs office, you will 
interview VPSA, they do a really really really good job in supporting all students 
but we've had a team of folks that has met regularly to support low-income 
students. They form their own student support group called Yes for Open Access. 
Um, there is a banquet every year to celebrate their success at the end of the year. 
So it's you know a whole spectrum of things we try from start to end. 

When elaborating on this question, Lisa indicated, "obviously in terms of academic 

resources there are things such as the writing center, there are tutoring opportunities in 

different departments; so if students are having academic difficulties there are a lot of 

resource points for basic services." Dr. Tanya focused on the need for providing student 

support in her position in the Office of African American Support (OAAS), 

My position specifically was carved out in the OAAS because our Dean among 
others realized the need to launch from what had been built that first and foremost 
students must be supported. And, they have to be supported in the ways that relate 
to them most personally. You know, financial aid, and having things like AidCSU 
assure students that they don't have to worry about how they are going to pay for 
school; how are they going to have books. So, that's an initial thing. There has to 
be an environment that's created where students feel they can be safe, they can 
learn, and they are valued. Once those two things are in place then and only then 
can the real academic work begin. 

Dr. Tanya's statement above highlights the importance placed by the institution in 

providing financial and social support for students and low-income students specifically. 

These mechanisms for supporting low-income students give the students a better 

opportunity to engage their academics successfully. 

Social support in the form of adjustment services, counseling and psychological 

services, cultural support services, and transitional programs are other institutional 

mechanisms credited with helping low-income students succeed at CSU. Initiatives like 

the Sunny Academic Program, the Summer Transition Program, and the Peer Support 
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Program within the Office of African American Support play an important role in helping 

low-income students acclimate to CSU, which gives them a foundation to be successful at 

the university. Lisa, the main point person for low-income students, describes how she 

supports low-income students. 

My overall goal is to make sure that the playing field is level for low-income 
students. That they not only know they have access and rights to all the same 
opportunities that students of greater financial means have, but they know how to 
navigate access to them. Whether that's financial aid, whether that involves 
scholarships, whether it involves you know first generation college students not 
sort of knowing the ropes; so not knowing how to access those things generally, 
not knowing how to ask for what they want and need. And, second part of 
leveling the playing the field is making sure...so i try to be the voice for low-
income students in other settings, when programs are being developed, when 
initiatives are being thought of, when you know for example um I'm in 
conversation with colleagues in the Greek life Office saying how do we make 
sure what scholarship opportunities are there, how do we make sure Greek 
organizations are keeping in mind opportunities for low income students to 
participate. What organizations are doing good work in that area, how can we 
encourage them further, so that is just one example of trying to make sure that all 
the units that supports students in general are keeping in mind that not everybody 
has the same opportunities, same perspectives, same approach. 

Financial support is a key institutional support that, based on findings in this 

study, was instrumental in laying a foundation for low-income students to be successful 

at CSU. The main initiative that delivers this support is AidCSU. Here is how Sean 

describes the program. 

Ever since we started AidCSU in 04-05, we saw it as a responsibility that if we 
are going to bring in low income students that we needed to do things to assist 
them from a financial point of view. One of the biggest things related to AidCSU 
is that we meet 100 percent of need. And so, for those students that are low 
income, we are going to meet 100 percent of their need. In terms of their need, we 
look at cost of attendance minus expected family contribution and we meet 100 
percent of need for low income students with all grant aid; no loans, no work 
study. So we feel like from an institutional point of view that we have been able 
to at least take away the financial barriers so that the student can concentrate on 
their academic side and they don't have to worry about how much loan money 
they are borrowing, whether their tuition is going to be covered and anything like 
that. We also have a position in our office that is specifically dedicated to 
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AidCSU and that position we work fairly closely with the admission office as 
those students are coming in for the first year. 

Based on findings from analyzing data from student participants that will be used to 

answer research question two, financial support played a key role in student success for 

low-income students. It allowed them to focus on academics, gave them access to CSU, 

and gave them the freedom to explore opportunities in various parts of campus. 

The availability of various resources was another factor in helping students 

acclimate to the institution and explore their interests. Dr. Tanya indicated that "there is a 

tremendous amount of clubs, social organizations, social groups, and extracurricular 

activities that venture off in different ways." Other resources include University Career 

Services, the Health center, Study Abroad, and involvement resources in the schools. In 

summarizing the comprehensive support network major category as an answer to 

research question one, one of Lisa responses to institutional support mechanisms 

highlights the reason why this theme is important to low-income student success at CSU. 

It's pretty hard I think to fall through the cracks here. We try pretty hard to have a 
really serious safety net and I think that those are the institutional mechanisms 
that are most significant here and at many other places to make sure that the 
second they start to struggle somebody says can I help. 

Jennifer, the Coordinator for Multicultural Affairs, indicated that institutional support 

services were for all students and is welcoming of low-income students. 

There are all the programs that make everyone successful, like the University 
Career Services, you know, gives them advising about how to get into graduate 
school, how to find a job that kind of thing. So, there are a number of already built 
in things that either target the low-income group or just welcome them when they 
show up. 

These resources helped low-income students overcome uncertainty about career 

decisions, provided outlets for exploring their interests, and provided them access to 
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department offices where they could take care of things like printing a paper or making 

flyers as in the case of Michelle. "OAAS is the main place I go for support". 

Another institutional subcategory in this major theme is all the other ways that the 

institution provides support for low-income students (other support) that did not fit under 

the academic, financial, or social support subcategories. However, these findings are 

closely related to those three areas. Some items in this subcategory are support provided 

by particular institutional individuals that have direct responsibilities to provide support 

to low-income students and some institutional individuals that provide indirect support 

because of relationships etc. Some of this support is in the form of educational initiatives 

directed at low-income students. Lisa provides one example of this kind of support. One 

of Lisa's primary responsibilities is to serve as the main point person for low-income 

students. She interacts with low-income students once they are admitted to the institution 

and ensures that they know that they can contact her about anything. In describing some 

of the support she provides to low-income students Lisa stated it this way: 

I respond to hundreds and hundreds of one-on-one emails from every need you 
can think of, from how do I do this, how do I do that, what is this like, and what 
are these opportunities. Um, and have a lot of meetings with them one-on-one. A 
lot of students are referred to me both from student financial services and from 
academic advisers etc, when they are having difficulties where their financial 
situations are part of it. Maybe they are struggling in class because they are 
working too many hours to support themselves or send money home or whatever, 
or they are afraid they are going to get kicked out of their apartment because they 
don't have money for rent. So, those kinds of issues tend to get referred to me by 
colleagues who know that I work with low-income students. 

The Vice President for Academic Programs (VPAP) sums up this comprehensive support 

network theme by talking about the institution approach to helping low-income students 

succeed. 
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The second would be the support programs that are both in the Provost Offices, 
the Student Affairs Office and the schools undergraduate programs that support 
the students and look for ways to make sure that they are supported, and when 
issues come up, we try to help the students work through those issues. 

Finally, the Vice Provost for Academic Programs highlighted one of the main 

institutional barriers, which the comprehensive support network theme is instrumental in 

overcoming. 

I think the greatest barrier is actually not the money; the greatest barrier is a sense 
of belonging. Because these are kids who look around and say, I think wrongly, 
but their perception is I don't belong in a place like this; those are all rich kids, 
rich White kids. And so, part of our challenge is not just money, it's getting the 
kids who come here like that, to go back to their high school and say actually 
that's a great place, I succeeded there, I'm getting a great education there, I'm 
having lots of fun and there are lots of people like us there. And I think that's 
probably the biggest barrier that we face. 

Engagement and Involvement: "It's part of the culture of this institution." 

Faculty-student engagement and involvement was a major theme that answered 

this question. Case Study University was founded on the philosophy of faculty and 

students living together in the academic village where they could form relations and 

research together. The idea was to connect inside and outside the classroom learning for 

students and ensure they had full engagement while enrolled at CSU. The Vice Provost 

for Academic Programs described this engagement like this: 

It's part of the culture of this institution that undergraduates are fundamentally 
important. It's why the Founder formed this institution; it continues to be part of 
our culture. So yes, we are a Research-1 university but undergraduates are very 
important. And so, we tend to hire people who believe that, otherwise they 
wouldn't come here. We try to nurture that in our faculty. Our promotion and 
tenure process says that teaching is important. We try to create programs that 
enable faculty to interact with students outside class and we encourage those, and 
I think student affairs do to. So um, a lot of what I've done for the last eight years 
in this position is try to promote expanding undergraduate research opportunities 
for a lot of reasons. But, one of them is that it nurtures that relationship of the 
student with the faculty member. That's one of the reasons, there are lot of 
important reasons, but that's a key one of them. 
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Lisa talked about the importance of faculty-student engagement and indicated that 

students may be apprehensive in larger classes to approach faculty. She thought it was 

important for students to have relationships with faculty so come time for references etc. 

they have faculty members who know them personally. 

I would say our founder's original plan of the academic village involved faculty 
and students working and living together. Um and really being a community 
where it's not faculty over here and students over here and where in between shall 
meet with the exception of the lecture hall. So, first year students are very reticent 
to do it because professors seem larger than life. But we encourage them 
constantly and typically by the time they declare a major end of their second year 
they are in smaller classes and they begin to feel like they sort of get to know the 
personality of faculty and they think I'm in a class of 30 not a class of 500. So the 
fact that they know who I am and call me by name, I can probably go talk to 
him/her after class. So um yes when they get over their nerve and do it they have 
really good experiences and the faculty are very responsive to do it. 

The Vice Provost for Academic Programs elaborated on a strategic planning meeting 

where institution leaders, faculty, and staff were looking for ways to make the student 

experience better by finding additional ways to connect what students learned outside of 

the classroom to academics. 

That was one of the key things that we had in our strategic plan. How do we make 
that better, and out of that came a new public service research program called the 
Washington Public Citizen Initiatives in which teams of students, and they have 
to be from different disciplines, write a proposal for a research question and 
project with answers and a community service combined with a faculty advisor. 
So, this was yet again another attempt to connect what students are doing outside 
the classroom (community service and research) to academics (courses and 
research questions). So, that was one of the key things that came out of our 
strategic planning process. 

Lisa, the point person for low-income students indicated that faculty-student engagement 

is encouraged from all corners of the institution and that faculty buys into this concept. 

Its encouraged of all students. Because even though we are a research-1 
institution, there is a very heavy focus...this is somewhat unusual in a research-1 
institution on undergraduate teaching. And so um, we and the faculty and the 



76 

Deans and everybody is constantly telling students go meet your faculty, go to 
their office hours, whether it's because you need help with something or you are 
interested in the discipline, or because you think your professor is cool or 
whatever the case may be, meet faculty. It's not only that you learn from them and 
make good connections, down the line you might want reference letters, you 
might be interested in knowing how you might get a job in that field and that 
faculty can help mentor you to prepare. So, we tell students, we pound it in their 
head to get to know faculty. And, the faculty know the ethos of the university and 
by in large the vast majority are very eager to interact with students. 

Dr. Tanya coordinates a formal faculty-student mentoring program in the Office of 

African American Support. 

Another area where I've been involved is the Faculty Student Mentoring Program 
where both faculty and students volunteer to be paired. And, that's really done 
more by mutual interest not necessarily by major. I did an orientation session 
separately with both groups in late fall and we had approximately 30 faculty and 
student pairs. 

She will be looking at this year's data to see how well the program worked and what may 

need to be tweaked. Jennifer sees herself as a connector and facilitator of faculty-student 

engagement. She is a former student of CSU and understands the founder's philosophy of 

relationship building and engagement. 

Often one professor is looking for research or whatever; they love working with 
first and second year students who come in bright and bushy tailed and you know, 
um, so I guess I see myself as a connector. And, I think that student's experience 
is greatly enriched by having contact outside of class with their professors. I mean 
it's a very Jeffersonian legacy that CSU is constantly drilling into students heads 
that's its always about relationships and learning happens outside of the 
classrooms and leadership is one of the primary ways in which students can really 
internalize knowledge. So, as a student affairs officer, I view my role as a 
connector and a facilitator in terms of getting them into leadership roles, getting 
them to utilize their academic knowledge outside of class. 

Lisa indicated that this engagement could involve a relationship with an administrator or 

a faculty member. "That is very common in the literature for first gen students that 

having...whether it's a point person like an administrator or a faculty...its connections; 

having personal connections at that institution who know them, whoever that is." 
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Finally, Student Affairs with support from Academic Affairs have a couple 

initiatives that promote faculty-student engagement. The Vice President of Student 

Services talked about these initiatives when asked about faculty-student engagement. 

We have programs that encourage faculty to be able to spend that time. We have 
Take a Professor to Lunch, so it's no money out of their pocket, all they have to 
do is go pick up a card at the college and they can go take a professor out to 
lunch. And that encourages an encounter outside the classroom. We have a dinner 
series that we absolutely promote and it's totally about faculty. It's getting students 
with faculty outside the classroom. 

Other elements of institutional culture that helped the institution support, retain, and 

graduate students were the concept of student self-governance and the reputation of the 

institution which helped students take ownership of Case Study University. 

Collaboration for Student Success: "Collaboration allows us to see the students from 

both sides." 

Another reason for Case Study University's success in supporting, retaining, and 

graduating low-income students was the institutions ability to form collaborative 

relationships while utilizing an integrated approach for low-income student success. This 

approach allowed the institution to cultivate holistic development of low-income students 

by connecting the Provost Office, Student Financial Services, Student Affairs, 

Admissions, Academic Deans within the schools, the President's Office, and the Board. 

This integrated approach ensured that that everyone from top down made low-income 

student success a shared responsibility with Student Affairs, the Provost Office and the 

College of Arts and Sciences taking the lead. In answering the question about the role of 

collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs in facilitating student 

success for low-income students, the VPAP produced this response: 
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The committee that I mentioned a second ago has had people from financial aid, 
student affairs, and academics both the advising Deans in the College of Arts and 
Sciences and my office. And, for a while, I chaired that committee. So that was a 
broad support group that was constantly talking about how do we make this work 
and looking for the success of those students. And so, success to us did not simple 
mean graduation. It meant full engagement. And so, it meant looking for 
leadership positions for those students and therefore the student's development. It 
meant are they engaged in the full range of academic activities. So, are they doing 
research with a faculty member; are they studying abroad. So it literally meant 
full engagement not just are they here and are they simply going to get out of the 
door, but, are they getting the maximum benefit. 

At Case Study University one founding principle built on creating relationships is cited 

by institution participants in this study as being a good foundation and conducive factor 

for collaboration on campus. When asked what role this foundation of the university 

plays in fostering collaborative relationships between student affairs and academic 

affairs. VPSA responded: 

We all work at it...I mean it's part of the environment. But, it doesn't just happen. 
Um, our students I don't know who you interviewed...but you know they are 
fabulous and they are our partners. We don't look at us dictating things to them 
and them doing it, we look at it as a collaborative partnership and that's what 
comes into play. 

Lisa expressed her views of how collaboration is needed to meet the holistic development 

need of students. 

Um I think it recognizes that the students...thinks about the students in a holistic 
way. There is an academic life and a personal life, which includes their financial 
situation, and those are inextricable intertwined. Um, you know when a student is 
low income, whether or not they are having an acute income issue it's always a 
part of their experience at the university in some way. Whether it's that they feel 
out of place or whatever it's because they don't think they can take advantage of 
an opportunity because they don't have the money. So, I think that collaboration 
allows us to see the students from both side. To recognize what the right hand 
does if that's the left hand, as you will. The things that happen academically 
affects my work and vice versa. And, particularly with that referral back and forth 
making sure that that safety net is in place and it's in place academically and 
personally. Because you never know whose attention it is going to come to first. 
But, making sure that we are both going to know about it once it happens, so that 
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we can be sure that all the parts of their lives are in sync in terms of the support 
that they might need. And, I think it's a trust between the offices. 

In shaping the students experience and delivering the services that promote student 

success for low-income students, Case Study University senior institution leaders 

believes in an integrated approach that shares the responsibility. The Vice president of 

Student Services put it this way: 

Lisa chairs that committee on Access, Raquel Mills works with the college and 
they work together as a team. They have admissions, residential life, student 
affairs, so all those points they all come together, including financial aid and the 
schools. Usually that does not happen in large institutions. So that I think that's 
our success. You know it's the same approach we have. And we don't put it in one 
place; we all feel responsible for it. So, we can't sit and say well that's VPAP's 
problem, or VPAP can't say that's VPSA's problem. Um we all are committed to 
having them succeed and committed to um making it work. 

Lisa credits the leadership of the VPSA for the good relationship that exists between 

student affairs and academic affairs. She describes the relationship this way: 

It's pretty constant. Our Vice President who has been our Vice President for a 
very long time she um...you know there is always a tension between academic 
affairs and student affairs across the country. I think she does a great job of 
making clear to the entire community including faculty that our job in student 
affairs is not to detract from the academic experience but to support it. She sees in 
bolstering the academic experience there's students first. 

Dr. Tanya thinks that the VPSA enables collaborative relationships by being aware of 

what goes on with students in all parts of the university. 

I think Patricia Lambkin does an excellent job in um really trying to stay on the 
pulse of what's going on with students at all realms of the university. And it's a 
huge job because she has many constituencies. At any given time anything can 
happen, I mean that's the nature of student affairs. 

In response to a question about student affairs and academic affairs collaboration and his 

role in encouraging academic individuals VPSA responded: "Yes, that's exactly what we 

do, and we are looking for those opportunities and I'm letting my people know this is 
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what we are supposed to be doing and how we can do it better." The relationship is such 

that the senior leaders hold each other accountable in their collaborative relationships. 

Well in terms of how it happens and I don't know what your interviews say so far. 
When I think structurally how we do this, it's so inherent in who we are. But 
structurally um we will set the responsibility maybe setting it in a committee with 
the expectation of a product. So, it's not a committee without product. Then we 
hold each other accountable. So, in terms of my part, if we were dropping the ball 
on something they absolutely would know they would be held accountable for it. 

The close relationship between the two units was apparent to the researcher in the 

ease that individuals from both units talked about their relationship. The two divisions 

appeared to complement each other with VPAP having trust in Student Affairs to support 

all students and create opportunities that promoted out-of-class engagement. Conversely, 

Student Affairs expected faculty to provide expert academic support and to engage 

students in the classroom and support their efforts to connect the in and out of class 

learning. Lisa explained that the senior leaders created this goodwill between the units. 

However, Lisa asserts that it takes faculty understanding what student affairs does to 

become a partner in this relationship between the two units. 

I think when faculty interact with us and we help support a student whose in 
serious crisis and the faculty realizes that all they have to do is bring that student 
to our attention and we will do everything we can to get that student turned 
around, low-income or not, they start to realize oh that is what you do in student 
affairs. 

Lisa further elaborates that: 

I think the Deans of the schools in particular, when there is a student crisis, for 
example, we had a murder a while back that was well known. When something as 
horrible as that happens, I think the Deans of the schools who might otherwise not 
be privy to the day-to-day activities realize how much goes on in the student 
affairs side of things supporting the students, and supporting the community. So, I 
think they have an opportunity to see the kinds of things that we do and they 
recognize the value. And, I think we try to stress to faculty that you are not 
expected to be counselors. They might be academic mentors, but they are not 
expected to be all things to all students. And, when a student is in crisis you are 



81 

not expected to fix that, we just want you to know this and tell us and we will deal 
with it. So, when they realize that there is a good partnership there they can focus 
on their teaching and we can help make sure the students are successful and able 
to be in class, um they see that as a value and the Deans see that as a value. 

Finally, the VPS A gave a perfect illustration of this collaboration that involved an 

integrated and shared commitment approach when talking about Lisa, the Associate Dean 

in her division that serves as the institution point person for low-income students. "I pay 

her, but I let her do some of the academic work because it pays off for us in other ways. 

So, there are tradeoffs you make in decision-making." Lisa also serves as an academic 

advisor. 

In analyzing the relationship between the two units in sharing the responsibility 

for low-income student success, the researcher identified an important element central to 

all these major theme and subcategories, institutional commitment. Institutional 

commitment was the engine that drove many of these institutional mechanisms that 

students credited with supporting their success at CSU. All six institutional participants 

(faculty, staff, and senior leaders) referenced institutional commitment as an important 

driver for low-income student success. 

Institutional Commitment: "It started at the top with our President." 

Institutional commitment was arguably the most important finding in terms of 

institutional dimensions that facilitated student success for low-income students and 

answering research question one. VPAP explains his role in informing the Board of low-

income student success. "I have given periodic reports to the Board about low-income 

students and how they are supported, and their success, and are they engaged." VPAP 

said that the Board was committed to low-income student success so he updates them 

periodically on their progress. Another sign on institution commitment was the birth of 
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the Associate Dean position in Student Affair to be the point person for low-income 

students. Lisa definitely thinks her role shows institutional commitment for low-income 

student success. "So I think that's institutional commitment to having someone in my role 

who's their point person." 

One finding in this study highlighted institutional commitment better than all 

others, the institution making socioeconomic diversity an institutional priority. That gave 

birth to one of the most successful programs at Case Study University that facilitated 

student success for low-income students. AidCSU was an institutional mechanism to 

promote socioeconomic diversity. VPAP explains how this became an institutional 

priority. 

I would give credit to our former President who I think asked in a Board meeting, 
the light bulb came on and he said can we create a program like that. He was the 
first in his family to go to college so to speak. He understood what a challenge 
that could be. He was a very smart guy. But, it meant a lot to him personally. So, 
he initiated that and then made it an institutional priority. So, it helps when your 
President believes in something like that. And, that resulted in that institutional 
commitment. And then, the rest of us considered how do we make this work top 
to bottom. It's not just about the money, it's about attracting great students, how 
do we keep them here, how do we support them, how do we make sure that they 
succeed in the fullest way. 

Dr. Tanya referenced institutional commitment when talking about why the institution 

had such a high six-year graduation rate for low-income students. 

The old President believed everyone should have access and the ability for a 
college education. He came from a working class family in Norfolk, the 
shipyards. And, it was because of his commitment to that that he lobbied and 
fought, you know, worked to secure the funding for AidCSU to occur. It 
definitely has helped increase the diversity in our population by letting students 
who deserve to be here especially instate students be able to come in a way that 
they may not have otherwise. 

Sean verified the importance of this commitment in talking about how AidCSU came 

about in 2004. 
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We are able to do that because you know it started at the top with our president in 
2003 and with the support of our Board of Visitors. It was a commitment they 
made to the university and it was a commitment because we saw that the number 
of Pell Grant low-income students was declining at the university and they also 
felt like that at the time there was a need to have a more socioeconomic diverse 
student body. Therefore, they provided the funds to allow us to be able to do this. 
And, we are very grateful to be able to do it. 

This institutional commitment stood out during the interview process and during 

data analysis. Once low-income student success became an institutional commitment, 

other support mechanism came on board to support the increase in underrepresented 

students on campus. The institution committed a massive amount of resources to ensure 

low-income students were supported at all levels. These resources include providing 100 

percent of the cost of attendance for low-income students with exceptional financial need; 

providing resources for initiatives aimed at acclimating low-income students to Case 

Study University; developing a position specifically to support low-income students; 

meeting regularly to find ways to do what they are doing better; and a program that 

provides laptops to students in need. The reason for this success was institutional 

commitment. The Board on down was committed to low-income student success and the 

institution enjoys continued success as one of the highest performing public four-year 

college/university in the country. 

Research Question 2 

How do low-income students in a public four-year institution with one of the 

highest six-year graduation rates in the country describe the reasons they are able to 

persist through graduation? 
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Lisa, the point person for supporting low-income students at Case Study 

University gave her perception of the personal factors that she thought allowed low-

income students to succeed at CSU. 

They know that the playing field is not level when they come in because they 
haven't had access to things and maybe don't know how to navigate as well or 
think that they don't have access to things that they do. So I have found that they 
are by in large incredibly open to someone reaching out to them. They are very 
responsive when you say do you like xyz, would you need this, would you like to 
come in and talk about this; yes, yes, yes. Every single time I've emailed a low-
income student who's been brought to my attention, who is struggling in some 
way and say would you like to come in, can I be helpful in some way; 
immediately I hear back from them. They are very ready to accept guidance. Um 
they are clearly strong and determined students who have persevered through in 
some cases extreme adversity in their high school years and before. Some of them 
have incredible strong and supportive family structures and some of them don't. 
And, some of them have been so improvised that they have loving families but 
those family can't be around because they work four jobs. So, you know they've 
had some very serious personal situations. We've had students who have been 
homeless, families that has been homeless, we've had...always have some you 
know students who are here who's family is being kicked out of their homes states 
away. Um, you know really every possible life circumstance you can think of 
we've had students who has dealt with those. And, they have become very strong 
and capable students who have persevered who know that they don't really have a 
choice. Again, they are very high achieving, the students we take are high 
achieving, so they know they have the smarts to be here, it's just a matter of 
making sure what's available to them. 

Lisa further articulated: 

I think also, they are very grateful for the financial assistance and therefore want 
to milk, and by milk, I mean that in a positive connotation; every last drop they 
can get out of this place. So, when you say you can study abroad, they respond I 
can; then I want to do it three times. You know, I want to go here during J term; I 
want to go here during my junior year. Oh I can do undergraduate research, you 
sure I'm allowed to do that, you can help support that, great; then I want to work 
in a lab, I want to...it's not taking advantage of it, it's a you know, if I had that 
opportunity I would be crazy not to take it. And so, I find that they really try to do 
everything they possibly can as an undergraduate student, which I think helps 
them engage with the community and feel very connected. 

Finally, Lisa jumped in with a last factor that she thought low-income students found 

very helpful to their success: 
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Something I should have mentioned earlier; another resource for all students; but I 
think is very helpful for our low-income students is our counseling and 
psychological services. Because again, when we have students who are dealing 
with really traumatic at home and personally a lot of them work with this area 
because it's hugely helpful. 

Lisa's perceptions of the personal factors that allow low-income students to succeed at 

CSU were very much related to the students' perception of the personal and institutional 

factors that allowed them to be successful at the institution. 

Based on findings from the data analysis the main factors low-income students 

attributed for their success at Case Study University included their background and 

characteristics (personal attributes/characteristics and family background/ support); a 

comprehensive support network; engagement and involvement; personal expectations; 

peer support; and the shaping of their student experience (culture, reputation, their overall 

experience). 

Background and Characteristics: "It's a matter of knowing what you need to do." 

Based on finding from the data analysis, family support, prior qualifications, and 

individual attribute played a significant role in helping the students persist and get to the 

point of graduation. The majority of the student participants indicated that self-

motivation, self-determination, confident in themselves and their abilities, resilience and 

taking initiative were important factors in shaping their college experience and ultimately 

student success. Here is how Amelia puts it, "I learned really early to be self motivated 

and to teach myself. So, by the time I started going to community college by the age of 

15 1 had already created a lot of the habits in terms of self-motivation and drive that I 

think you need to succeed in college." Andrew echoes this same sentiment, "I think that 

you have to be embedded with a motivation to work for yourself." Amelia is a very 
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confident student; she relies on herself for her success. She sees her involvement on 

campus as taking advantage of opportunities to enhance her college experience; "learning 

and seeking out new opportunities was always my job first." Sharma attributed some of 

her success for going to college and succeeding to self-determination, "my strong 

determination to go to college, which is the strong point. For Chioma, her hard work got 

her into college and helped her to be successful at Case Study University. 

Flinn described his prior qualifications as a reason for him to access and be 

successful at CSU. "I went to like a magnet high school, so it was expected of me and I 

thought it was completely normal um to go to college." Sheena references personal 

attributes for her success, 

I've also had my own intrinsic motivation to. It definitely really showed in 
college, because again, you know, yeah I guess your parents can pay for it or 
whatever, but if you are not really motivated, you are not going to be successful in 
what you want to do. And so, definitely me taking classes and what not, has really 
shaped my motivation as to you know; what I want to do after I graduate so. 

Mitch also thought that his personal attributes were important to his success. "Well, I 

consider myself very optimistic and confident. That is just a personal mindset. Some 

people just have like... life...you know...as if I've heard motivational speakers or life 

coaches say just be positive. Therefore, that is how I've always tried to be." Amelia said 

her supportive family helped her be successful. 

My parents were always extremely supportive of what I wanted to do. I don't 
think they were ever like "if you don't go to college we will disown you", but they 
made it really clear that they wanted us to go. My dad did not finish school and 
my mom did not have a college degree. I could just tell it was unspoken that they 
kind of wanted us to go based on what happened to them and we all kind of knew 
that without them having to say that out loud all the time. 

Michelle also references family support and being a role model for younger siblings as 

playing huge roles in her success in entering and succeeding at CSU. 
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They played a huge role actually. Part of the reason that I always knew I was 
going to college I knew I needed to finish is that I'm the first in my family to 
actually go to a four year university and graduate on May 22. As well as my dad 
was in the Air Force; and so I didn't want to disappoint him. You know, like I feel 
if I had dropped school and not gone back because I know I would not have come 
back it would have been a real big disappointment to him. Just quitting Air Force 
was one of the harder things I had to tell him I had to do. So, and plus I had to be 
a role model to my younger siblings to let them know "hey you can do it. 

Elisha too credited family support as a factor in her success, but she highlighted other 

findings (pre-college engagement and prior qualifications) that prepared her for college: 

I would definitely say my mom. She was always very focused on education and 
made sure that I always had a space to study...that was focused on school. And, I 
guess when I was younger I loved to read so it was something that I was good at. I 
had teachers that I liked that pushed me and I had taken the IB program in high 
school. So, that was a very challenging program and I think it prepared me very 
well for college. But, other than that I mean I always liked school, I knew how to 
take tests and everything like that so I did not have too many issues. 

Although family support was an important factor in the success of low-income students, 

some of the students were motivated by negative family background and support. One 

such description came from Harmon: 

Well I guess it was more like my mom. Like when my parents got a divorced, she 
became an alcoholic. And so I spent a lot of my time taking care of her, and so I 
just like; it's gonna sound mean but, she just kind of gave up on life, and I thought 
it was really pathetic, which is really mean I know. But, I just promised like that I 
would never do something like that. I never wanted to be like that. I want to make 
sure...my motivation has been to not be like my parents. 

This theme also represents prior qualifications, pre-college engagement and other factors 

that allowed student participants to access, persist, and graduate from Case Study 

University. Pre-college engagement is related to faculty-student engagement that happens 

at colleges and universities. However, this engagement and involvement is between 

students and teachers/counselors/administrators at educational institutions before they 

entered CSU. Endy credited his high school counselor with helping get him to college. 
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I will say that I really think the one thing that did contribute...there was um having 
a really really good college guidance counselor, who was one of the few people I 
had liked there. And he really encouraged me to reach higher, you know, um, to 
apply to CSU and some other schools when I was like I absolutely can't get in 
there. And he said, you know, what the hell does it hurt to try. 

Sheena talked about negative aspects of her environment as motivating her to go to CSU 

and be successful. 

The environment where I come from it's definitely been a big push. There is a lot 
of um you know, single mothers, high rates of pregnancy, like people not even 
graduating from high school, so that in itself has been a motivation you know, just 
to get out of that cycle, get out of that bubble and do something better for myself. 

Comprehensive Support Network: "AidCSU is my favorite thing in the world!" 

The major theme comprehensive support network is one of the most important 

findings for facilitating student success for low-income students in this study. All 17 

participants in this study highlighted this theme as being important to persistence and 

student success. Financial support, academic support, social support, institution resources 

were all mechanisms that students attributed for their success at CSU. Financial support, 

especially AidCSU played a vital role based on findings from the data analysis. Based on 

participant responses, financial support played a huge role in allowing them to persist and 

succeed at CSU because it gave them a peace of mind that allowed them to focus on their 

academics and gave them freedom to shape their experience. In other words, less worry 

about financial report allowed the participants to fully engage with the other factors in 

this theme and the other major themes that are presented in this section. 

Mitch thought financial support was essential "this is something that I thought of 

coming in, just the nature of the interview, AidCSU, which is an initiative under no 

circumstances without it could I have been here and be successful." Sheena thought 
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financial support allowed her to focus on her academics "financial aid has contributed to 

my experience, you know. You do get to focus on academics, you know." Endy relied on 

financial support because he had to put himself through school. He is very thankful for 

AidCSU. 

AidCSU was for one a big factor in picking the school. One of the basic 
prerequisites for any college that I selected was that they would meet 100 percent 
of financial need because I knew I would be putting myself through the 
university, and AidCSU has really allowed me to do that. Um, and the other thing 
that's a part of AidCSU that's also been valuable is the loan cap when once you hit 
a certain limit on the loans you've received the difference would be made up from 
grants. Um...and I hit that somewhere around my third year. Um so that has really 
improved my financial aid for this last year when you know my motivation and 
my financial resources was starting to run a bit thin. 

Andy receives aid from AidCSU and he credits this financial support for helping him 

focus on academics and giving him a better student experience. 

Um, I think...my experience was that I managed to...I think because of that, I got 
to be focused more on my academics and more specifically got to study the things 
I wanted to instead of just pursuing the degree for the hell of it, for some other 
ulterior motive because your parents wanted you to be an engineer or something. 
And, there was nothing like that, because I could focus on the academics, because 
I did not have all the distractions that come when you need to worry about paying, 
you know, making the payments all the time. 

When asked what allowed her to be successful here at CSU she responded "let me think 

about that...definitely my scholarship here. I don't think I would have been able to focus 

on school without having a scholarship." Elisha further elaborated that," AidCSU is my 

favorite thing in the world! It has definitely...I don't know what I would have done 

without it. So, I think it is an amazing program." 

Although the vast majority of low-income students admitted to Case Study 

University were high achieving, they credited academic support as an institutional 

mechanism that helped them be successful at CSU. This academic support came in a 
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variety of means that included peer tutoring; group projects; attend office hours for 

tutoring; personal tutors; personal help in labs; the Learning Center; math tutoring; the 

Writing Center; and using faculty for academic support. 

Harmon utilized academic support services and said one of her most successful strategies 

was to go to the professors personally and attend office hours. 

I think that one of the most important things I learned about how to be successful 
with grades is to actually go to the professor, to go to the office hours, go to the 
TA sessions, so they remember you and they are not going to fail someone they 
remember and is trying hard. 

Flinn used an academic support center to help her when she needs it. 

The Center for Adversity they provide a lot of tutoring for minorities, which I am 
one. I'm a double minority, I'm a female and Asian. And then, they have like, for 
like...especially for math classes and like your Intro to Physics and chemistry 
courses they have like...every day they have office...there's like a room 
somewhere on grounds where they just have TA's, like a bunch of them, just 
helping and its really useful and you can get one on one help because there are so 
many of them. 

The other leg of institutional support is social support. Endy talked about such an 

experience after another member of the focus group talked about the Counseling Center 

helping her deal with some difficult issues. 

One thing I completely forgot is like you said, when you're dealing with some 
issues that you brought from home with um our Counseling and Psychological 
Services department, yeah CAPS um was absolutely invaluable. It can be kind of 
hit or miss sometimes but I hit with a fantastic therapist who kind of guided me 
through my four years, um, and was really a source of stability for me. Um, when 
making that transition and dealing with academic and financial stress. 

Michelle used the Office of African American Support as a main resource point while she 

matriculated at Case Study University. 

We also have like I've mentioned earlier OAAA and they have free printing for 
students so I've used that a lot especially before I had my printer or when I could 
not afford to buy a new one. I think that is probably the biggest resource that I 
have used the most in my four years to tell the truth. 
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Social support also played an important role to Harmon, who had to deal with emotional 

difficulties and depression because her dad disowned her. Harmon described using 

counseling and psychological services to help her cope while enrolled at CSU. 

When things was really hard to be able to talk to someone and then they talk to 
you for like a few month and then it's more of a short term thing and then if you 
need longer term they will like help you find someone else to continue. So that 
definitely has helped me through the years. 

Michelle encounter with social support was using the Office of African American 

Support. She described her involvement with the office as follows: 

I think the OAAS helped, that's the Office of African American Support, because 
they work always in the ... .or black and transfer students emails, and I'm part of 
their graduate peer mentoring program, so I have a graduate student who goes 
here who helps me out and is able to ask me if I need to ask her anything about 
grad school as well as they have another program the faculty mentoring program, 
so there is actually a professor who works upstairs who I've met with a couple 
times and he just basically gives me advice. 

Student participants also mentioned institutional resources as factors that helped them 

succeed at CSU. These resources included Career Services, study abroad opportunities, 

the Health Center, self-defense training on campus, etc... Elisha talked about this resource 

she found online, 

I would always look online, they have some resources and I found a program 
called Laptops for Students for example. So, when I first heard about it, I'm like 
great I can get a laptop; so definitely small programs like that really helped me. I 
love being able to have my laptop and being able to work. 

Michelle describes her interaction with resources this way: 

They talk a lot about UCS (University Career Services I believe is what it stands 
for) and so I've gone to a couple of their presentations about that and how to put 
together your resume, and I've gone to them a couple times to ask them "hey does 
my resume look good?" So I think I've used that. We have the Student Activities 
Center, which I've done homework in and I've made some sorority flyers there. 
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Engagement and Involvement: "She is very approachable and I really appreciate that." 

Student-faculty engagement is embedded in the institutional culture of CSU. 

Based on the findings from the data analysis it is an institutional mechanism that 

promotes student success for students. Every participant in this study identified this 

theme as an institutional factor that facilitates student success for low-income students. 

Student participants also indicated that this theme was an important factor for them to 

persist and graduate from CSU. Engagement and involvement especially with faculty, but 

with staff and administrators as well, were very important in helping students acclimate 

to Case Study University. These relationships were especially beneficial because they 

gave low-income students the feeling that someone at the institution cared for them, 

someone believed in them, someone was interested in them being successful. Harmon 

overcame many barriers to be at the point of almost graduating from CSU. She credits a 

relationship with her boss (A faculty member in Engineering) as being helpful. 

I think my boss, he was really helpful. I started working with him first year and he 
was always really understanding. He expects a lot, and he has really pushed me to 
the kind of my limits of where I did not think I could do it or wasn't smart 
enough. And he just kind of forced me to do it. And, I've never had someone 
expect so much out of me. And, I think that's what really was like great; someone 
actually believed that I could do it, that was a really big thing. 

Flinn has had many experiences with faculty and she attributes some of her success at 

CSU to her relationships with faculty. 

My faculty advisor is Dr. Patrice Norris is her name, but um ...I did not know she 
was well known in her field, but I call her Pat, and she like asks me to baby sit her 
kids like...She holds pizza parties for all her grad students and I'm invited even 
though I'm not a grad student. But, I work in one of her labs and like um...she 
really has this kind of like informal relationship and that's really cool to because 
makes me want to ask her questions if I want to. She is very approachable and I 
really appreciate that. 
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She further elaborates that those relationships motivate her to do better because she does 

not want to let those faculty members down. 

I think faculty student interaction is really important. Also, it makes you feel 
important to them and also makes you not want to disappoint them at all. Also, if 
they know me on a first name basic, I also find that motivates me to do well 
because I don't want them to be like; well yeah, Flinn she did not do so great. 

Flinn describes another experience with a professor whom she says helped her 

academically and provided support in personal matters. 

There was this specific professor who I felt like genuinely tried to get to know 
who I was, and get to help me on a personal level with anything. It did not matter 
whether it was about school or not, um or if it was personal things, and I 
really...that was earlier on, and I really appreciated that because that helped me go 
through the program. I met him my second year, he was a professor I came to for 
help, and he was open to help in any way he could, and I felt that it made it a lot 
easier to go talk to him about anything. 

Sheena provided a non-faculty example as an example of this major theme. She had a 

relationship with an administrator in University Career Serves that served as a mentor. 

She appreciated her mentor for being there as support away from home. 

I was a Career Peer Educator for two years in Career Services and um as part of 
your first year or whatever as a Career Peer Educator you have what is called a 
CPE Buddy. A CPE Buddy is one of the counselors or one of the administrators 
inside of Career Services, and I had a very very good CPE buddy. When I was 
going through the struggle with my grandmother, like you know, I was able to go 
in her room and just burst out in tears and tell her how I feel; like what was going 
on. Like I said, it was very rough for me. Being able to have that support away 
from home was definitely important. 

Involvement with the non-academic campus also played a role is success for low-

income students. These experiences provide the students outlets where they can engage 

with peers and be exposed to university staff and administrators, which some participants 

indicated were institutional factors in their success at Case Study University. Endy is very 

involved on campus and through his involvement has a good relationship with the Vice 



President of Student Services and other Dean of Students administrators and staff. He 

attributes the vast majority of his institutional support responsible for his success as 

coming from this area. Endy has had to deal with some institutional difficulties 

concerning hate crimes on campus. 

I adore the VPS A. I've really gotten nothing but support from the institution. Um, 
I think one of the best supports we have is the Office of the Dean of Students. 
Everyone in there is amazing and I love them all. Um, and I think some of my 
institutional support is also because I was a student leader, so I know everyone in 
ODOS. I know most of the Vice Presidents, you know, when I see them around 
they say hey. 

Andy describes an experience with his professor that highlights this theme. 

So, I'm in this program it's called Politics Heaven, it's a small program you have 
to apply to and stuff. Um, and honestly, I should not have been admitted. Um, and 
so, when second year happens you usually apply second year and you stay there 
for like third and fourth year. Um, second year I realized I didn't want to do this 
Pre-Med thing, and so like I took this class it was a human rights and ethics class 
and professor Smith he is one of the professors. I would go to his office hours 
with genuine curiosity and interest in this subject and just talk to him and found 
out he was the director of this program. So, I just asked him more about it and he 
was like, yeah I could tell you are a curious person and he was like you should 
apply. And then, I told him my GPA and he was kind of like, OK well that's...he 
literally told me that I was the lowest GPA he's seen in the history of the program 
and that was like in 20 years or something. But ultimately, he let me in and we 
had like this gentleman's agreement, he was like formally there is nothing like 
this, but the first semester if you can't handle it you got to leave like you got to do 
it on your own, can we agree on that? And, I said yes. So he gave me a chance 
and you know, I wanted to...I guess I had to prove him right or prove him wrong 
kind of thing. I had that chip on my shoulder, you know, here I am, I finished my 
thesis a month ago and it was fun, it was fun. But, it was because of that chance 
he gave me. 

Mitch described faculty-student engagement through one of the programs out of student 

affairs called "Lunch with a Professor" that he had taken advantage off. 

You know this is another aspect of it, the college within university, Arts and 
Sciences, has a program called Lunch with a Professor, and they will basically 
give you a gift card to a restaurant, and you and the professor will go. I have done 
that with three professors and now I'm going to do it with a fourth professor. Two 
of the first three professors I did on multiple occasions. That always gave me that 
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connection to faculty; like to feel that the professor can call on me out of a lecture 
of 180 students and know who I am. And I say he because I have never taken a 
course from a female professor at the university, which is interesting. So these 
individual one-on-one experiences were really encouraging. Particularly, looking 
back, I was talking to a friend the other day, the professor that I liked were the 
classes I did well in. I went the extra mile so to speak. 

Sharma attributed some of her success to the Dean in the Nursing school. She said, "If I 

had to take a name then the Dean of Students in the School of Nursing has really helped 

me out. I can say I am here because of her." 

Finally, Endy's engagement and involvement opportunities were more social in 

nature. He knows the administrators and staff in Dean of Students Office and credits 

them with a lot of his support. Endy credited being involved extracurricular as a key 

factor in his success at CSU. 

At CSU I would really say what's kept me going is um...is actually extracurricular 
activities, student involvement. We have a great diverse group of students here 
and we have a ton of student organizations that everyone can kind-of find what 
they love to do, it's going to be represented on grounds somewhere. I've been a 
student leader now for four years and those responsibilities and um the people that 
I've met have really kept me going, especially when I was just sure that I was not 
going to make it here for four years. 

Expectations: "I always knew what my expectations were, and I always had high 

expectations of myself." 

Students' expectations for themselves were a finding that students indicated 

played a role in their success at CSU. Based on findings from the data analysis these 

expectations were mostly related to graduation, attending graduate school, achieving a 

high G.P.A., and career related. High expectations are typically a condition for student 

success. Setting high expectations gave participants goals they had to work towards 

achieving. The self-governance culture of the institution definitely accommodated many 



of these students' expectations. The institution places a high emphasis on students' 

shaping their own path. Amelia's had high expectations that was inspired from family, 

To finish was number one. Even though I've never really failed miserable at 
anything in my life, I really have this great fear feeling. I really don't know where 
it came from. So, I'm always like I want to finish. And, I think that's also because 
of my mom because she went to school and she had to drop out because she did 
not have enough money. And, I see that hole in her life as just she really wish she 
had finished. I mean she has had jobs and loves her kids, but not that we are 
growing up, I can see that she wished she had finished. And now it's harder for 
her to go back, so that was always something that stuck with me. I don't want to 
be my mom in that sense. I want to be my mom in the sense that she is a strong 
person. But, I don't want to not finish. I also wanted to finish as absolutely strong 
as possible. I wanted to have a really high GPA; I wanted to go above and beyond 
what my classmates were doing. I felt like I had something to prove being a 
transfer student. Community college students get a lot of flack. Even though I 
graduated from a community college at 18,1 still felt like people was looking 
down on me, so I wrote a thesis, I'm in the top ten percent of my class, and 
graduating Phi Beta Kappa. I push myself above and beyond what my classmates 
were doing because I felt like I had something to prove. 

Endy's goal was more focused on graduating from Case Study University. 

My goals were really to graduate with a degree from CSU. Um, to some extent, I 
also kind of wanted to prove that I deserved to be here, because my high school 
GPA was not stellar, and I was kind of surprised that I was admitted here. So that 
really played into my work ethic as far as academics went. But, I think first year 
was a confusing time. Um, going from high school to a completely different 
environment, I had a lot of social goals, and some personal goals, um some stuff 
born of family life and home life that I had to overcome before I could settle 
down here and um figure out what I was doing academically. 

Harmon's expectation was to just graduate. "My personal goals were to actually graduate 

from engineering because it was so hard." Flinn's who is a Civil Engineering student 

overall expectation was career related. "I know that I wanted to graduate and get a job 

and just kind of start my life. Because my goal at the time was just to live a comfortable 

life, and that's still kind of what I'm aiming for. Mitch's goal was academic in nature. He 

started with high expectations. "I wanted to finish near the top of the class. I won't finish 

near the top of the class. But, it's not because I had not performed academically, it is just 
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very competitive. That was just one goal to prove that I could perform at the highest 

levels." Sheena came in thinking she was going to set the world on fire, 

I definitely came in with this clear-cut goal. My high school we actually adopted 
this dual enrollment program, where my class 2007 had the option of getting an 
associate degree. So, I graduated with an associate's degree and I was like, you 
know, I'm going to come to CSU, get out in two three years, go straight into law 
school. 

Sheena did not quite accomplish her initial goals. However, she changed her major and is 

graduating in four years. She still is considering law school. In setting expectations, 

friends were instrumental in motivating the student participants. Especially, when the 

participants felt like they were straying from their goals. This leads into the next major 

theme, peer support. 

Peer Support: "I mean, like my friend like really saved my life!" 

Peer support played an important role in helping students overcome barriers and 

acclimating to Case Study University. Peer support also helped students explore 

opportunities at CSU especially the social aspects of the university. Sheena attributed the 

social aspects of the university and the friends she developed in that process for some of 

her success. "The friends that I've developed through student organizations; being a 

leader in student organizations um has definitely pushed me. Like I can definitely say at 

the end of the day, the social aspects here have definitely pushed me more than anything 

else." Flinn described one occurrence when she talked about peer support. Her peer 

support came from having friends with similar interests who did not like to go out to frat 

parties. This event helped her develop a lasting friendship with the group of students she 

talked about. 

Our thing in common was that we don't drink, so when my whole first year dorm 
went out the first weekend there was five of us left over, and we were like, we 
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don't want to go to frat parties yet, so we ended up watching movies and hanging 
out. 

Mitch attributes his co-workers as part of his peer support structure "I don't know if they 

would fall under programs, but co-workers, people that I have worked with, because I 

have worked all my way through in various areas. So peer support has helped me." 

Harmon has used peer support as a way of helping her cope with her difficulties related to 

home situations. She put it this way. 

I guess first year was really hard because I really struggled in school. And then 
my dad disowned me because he just didn't agree with um everything and it made 
me take charge of my own life and hold myself more accountable. It was really 
hard. But, I felt that I've grown really strong since then, and it's hard like having 
no family. But, I've grown to have family from my friends and everything like 
that. Um.. .so it's also been the best experience 

A clear illustration of this came from Harmon, who was disowned by her dad at the 

beginning of her first year at Case Study University. Her mom was also became an 

alcoholic after a divorce from her dad. 

I'm in TRIGON (co-ed Engineering Fraternity). And when my dad disowned 
me.. .um my friend kind of took me aside. He was graduating and he knew all 
about finances and everything like that, and he sat me down, you know. We got 
me another job so that way I could afford everything. We found me a place to stay 
over the summer because I did not have anywhere to stay, and he just like listed 
of the things I needed to do in order for me to become financial independent and 
helped me out because I had like 10 dollars to my name. Um...and so he kind of 
saved my life I think, because I did not know what else I would do. 

Michelle was comforted by the fact that she had friends going through similar situations, 

so she did not feel like she was the only one battling the Financial Aid office. 

Peer support played a huge role. Especially since I knew I was not the only one 
going through it. It was good to be able to have friends who are paying their way 
through school by themselves and even at other schools; I have friends who have 
those same issues. 
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Chioma encountered "that one class that reaches up and bites you like every other 

semester." She gets encouragement from her friends to look at the bright side. She still 

has other classes that she is doing well in, "and your friends kind of go; but you have 

three other classes that are good and you are going to finish this, you're going to do it. I 

think that is probably the heart of it." 

According to the findings, faculty and staff also indicated that peer support was an 

important factor in helping students navigates the personal and institutional difficulties as 

well as providing opportunities for developing social competence and relationship 

building. Lisa uses resident assistants as peer support for students living in the residence 

halls and dealing with a personal or institutional difficulty. 

Resident assistants are widely trusted by the students. So, if the student is having 
an issue in that first year or any other year where they haven't been living on 
campus it's required the first year um they often go to that person and say I need 
help. Even if they don't know what they need help with yet; they just know they 
need something. 

Shaping the Student Experience: "I couldn 't have asked for a better experience." 

Based on findings from the data analysis, the student experience played an 

important role in the success of low-income students at CSU. Institution culture, 

institution reputation, a comprehensive support network, engagement and involvement, 

collaboration, and institutional commitment all played a role in shaping the student 

experience. Effectively combined, these mechanisms provided low-income students 

various opportunities to fully engage in all aspects of the university. The net effect of this 

was high student satisfaction and ownership of the university. Amelia highlighted her 

experience as great. 

I can definitely see the change in myself from when I first came to CSU. I always 
thought I was good at school and I always thought I could do well. But, coming 
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here and really being challenged in ways that I was not challenged before, and 
being with professors that are experts in their fields and genuinely caring about 
me succeeding, I think I really grew as a person. Now that I am graduating, 
looking back at the person that I once was, I think I have changed for the better. I 
think I am a lot smarter than I was and for example, the first year I was here in the 
fall, I had to write a 15 page paper, and I was like oh my Goodness this is so hard, 
I am never going to finish. And, it took me weeks to finish. However, I had a 20-
page paper at the end of this spring, and I wrote it in like a week. It was so much 
easier that it was the fall of my first year. 

Endy had a great student experience and the reputation of CSU played a role. 

It absolutely exceeded expectations having gone to UVA now was absolutely the 
right choice, and um, no other university I don't think would have um...would I 
have been able to succeed to quite the level that I have, and um, and have the 
opportunities that I will now have as a graduate at UVA. 

Elisha credited accessing resources like study abroad as part of her great student 

experience. 

I would say, I couldn't have asked for a better experience. Well, I was able to find 
a lot of resources that I was able to use study abroad...the program I found was 
almost perfect for me, actually was perfect for me, for my interest. I study 
anthropology and global development so I kind of look at things very critically 
and get a kind of an international scope on problems and so I really I loved what 
I'm studying here. 

Sheena has had some difficulties at CSU. She even considered transferring because of 

some racial incidents she encountered. However, Sheena overcame her difficulties and 

thought her experience at CSU was phenomenal. 

My experience here has been phenomenal. Um again, you know, there has been 
those ups and there has been those downs, even times when I've thought about 
transferring from CSU. But, looking at the bigger picture of things, definitely you 
know again financial aid has contributed to my experience you know. You do get 
to focus on academics, you know. Socially it's been great, met a lot of different 
types of people. Like I tell people all the time, like I'm only two hours away from 
CSU, but coming here is still definitely different. I definitely don't think this is 
like...I guess the norm of my state or whatever. There's definitely diversity here, 
which is what I wanted. So, in that regard, the diversity of the people here has 
definitely contributed to my experience in making it better you know; just 
interacting with people which you may not interact with otherwise. 
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Finally, Mitch found the prestige of CSU as beneficial to his student experience. He is 

fond of his student experience and expressed pride in taking ownership of CSU. 

It has been an incredible, fulfilling, experience. An experience I will look on with 
great fondness because of how much I've learned and the people that I've been 
around. I've mentioned it at some point that there is such a feeling of prestige here 
associated with the university, "the great university" quote on quote. Just being 
here was...simply being here and saying I was a student here...the other day my 
fiancee bought her a frame for her diploma and my aunt is coming here in a 
couple weeks and they will buy mine. Just to envision that I have a diploma from 
the Case Study University is an honor. I don't want to say that that is more 
important that the people that I have met, or the professors, even the people that 
I've had the chance to hear speak. People from inside the Bush administration, the 
Chairman of the Federal Election Commission, etc... Those are part of the great 
experiences that I will remember. I want to take ownership of this university. 

Barriers/Difficulties: "I mean CSU for its diversity is pretty White and upper class." 

Adjusting to Case Study University proved to be a personal dimension that was 

difficult for many of the participants based on findings from this study. 

Bariers/difficulties is a major theme identified by the researcher during data analysis. 

Barriers/difficulties is divided into two columns, personal and institutional. The personal 

barriers/difficulties will be discussed here and the institutional barriers/difficulties will be 

addressed in the institutional section. Barriers/Difficulties is defined by the researcher to 

include personal difficulties that students experienced while attending Case Study 

University that made it more difficult for them to persist, or some barrier they had to 

overcome or accommodate in order to be successful at the university. Finding from this 

study indicated that the majority of personal barriers/difficulties that are encountered by 

students involved family or home situations. These home situations were mostly of the 

financial variety including helping family with bills. The other two major difficulties 

were trying to fit in and adjusting to Case Study University. Examples of personal 
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barriers/difficulties that students encountered while matriculating are included in Table 3 

below. 

Table 2: Personal Barriers/Difficulties 

Family Related/ Financial Fitting in/Adjusting 

Expected to help financially 

Parents got divorced 

Stress wanting to help family 

Parents were unemployed 

Dad calls me to come home 

Help family pay loans 

Balancing family/own interest 

Worked to help family 

Family finances always on mind 

Trying to adjust 

Trying to fit in 

Pressure to fit in 

Shopping at Banana republic 

Close-minded people 

Racial tensions exist 

Cultural acclamation 

University Social scene difficulty 

Felt looked down on 

During the focus group interview, Mitch described the personal difficulties he 

encountered while attending Case Study University. 

Adjusting to the workload of college, but I think that's standard, time management 
in as trying to do too much. I did work and I probably tried to work too much and 
then try to get too much schoolwork done, and then trying to have all kinds of 
extracurricular social activities. My first semester here I ended up in the hospital 
like with total exhaustion. This despite the nurse's insistence that it was alcohol 
related and it was not. There was no alcohol involved. It was just a weekend 
where I had powered through the week, woke up Saturday morning, and could not 
get out of bed. So, those were my personal difficulties. Along the way, there have 
been some rough patches where you are like, you know, I don't think I will get 
this done, but you do. 

Elisha battled choosing between family needs and her needs when she talked about her 

personal difficulties. 

I definitely had a few personal difficulties. Definitely family situations have made 
it a little difficult. My mom has always been a single mother but she is currently 
unemployed. So, definitely have the stress of what am I going to do next, how am 
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I going to help my family, so definitely, that is a big issue, something that is 
always on my mind. But, it is kind of hard to balance my individual interests and 
then kind of always thinking back to my family because that is a very important 
part. And also being away. I mean it's good to get out of your house and stuff, but 
my grandparents live with my mom, and they offered me someone to drive them 
to the doctor and there is nobody home to drive them, so sometimes I worry about 
that to. So definitely, things are more related to my family. 

Barriers/difficulties permeated across other themes as well. Many of the participants 

indicated that trying to fit in and adjusting to the university were issues they encountered 

especially during their first and second year at Case Study University. Another 

barrier/difficulty students reported were the large lecture classes that had up to 400 

students. Many of the participants did not feel they could get individual help in such large 

classes and they felt it was not conducive to learning. Flinn's take on this barrier was, 

"because every engineering student has to take a certain class, the classes get really large, 

and there not really learning conducive for me. I don't really learn that well in such a 

large class." These findings fit into the institutional dimensions of student success for low 

income students because the institution plays a role in shaping the environment for 

student life and experiences. 

Research Question 3 

What role if any does collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs 

play in fostering student success for low-income students? 

Based on findings from data analysis, collaborative relationships especially 

collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs played an important role in 

developing initiatives, providing comprehensive support services, and facilitating 

engagement and involvement activities that promoted student success for low-income 

students. The net effect of this collaboration was connecting the learning environment for 
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students and providing a secure, safe, and healthy environment that helped students 

acclimate and adjust to CSU so they could have the best student experience possible by 

engaging in as many experience and interests as possible. 

Collaboration for Student Success: "I don't see us as separate, I see us as after the same 

goal." 

The Vice Provost for Academic Programs (VPAP) elaborated on the need to 

ensure that low-income students are engaged in the full range of academic activities and 

that their student development needs are met. This involves looking at the student 

holistically, which is a key component in the collaborative approach that CSU uses to 

enhance overall student success. VPAP goes on to discuss the collaborative make up of a 

committee that meets to support low-income student. 

So, this committee that I mentioned a second ago has had people from financial 
aid, student affairs, and academics, both the advising Deans in the College of Arts 
and Sciences and my office. And, for a while, I chaired that committee. So that 
was a broad support group that was constantly talking about how do we make this 
work and looking for the success of those students. Success to us did not simple 
mean graduation. It meant full engagement. And so, it meant looking for 
leadership positions for those students and therefore the student's development. It 
meant are they engaged in the full range of academic activities. So, are they doing 
research with a faculty member; are they studying abroad. So it literally meant 
full engagement not just are they here and are they simply going to get out of the 
door but are they getting the maximum benefit. 

VPAP also goes on to talk about the integrated approach to supporting low-income 

student success that is inherent in the collaborative relationships that happens at the 

university. "This is integrated into the fabric of the place. Everybody here who could 

have a role does the President, the Board of Visitors, Student Affairs, the Provost Office, 

and the people responsible for undergraduate advising and within the schools. The VPAP 

also describes an encounter with an alumnus of CSU during a board meeting that 
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highlighted the need for holistic development of students in which student affairs and 

academic affairs share the responsibility for student success. 

I had a 50/50 education at CSU. And I thought, oh that does not sound good at all. 
And he said, the 50 percent in the classroom was great and I learned a lot. But, the 
50 percent outside the classroom was just as important and in fact maybe more 
important. And, I think that's...you know, in a short little story describes why it is 
so important to collaborate. Because the students here learn in those experiences 
outside the classroom, in community service, in leadership opportunities, in 
learning how to make things happen, in social relationships, that's very important 
stuff. 

Lisa sums up collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs this way: 

The vast majority of that goodwill I think comes on the front lines with those of 
us who deal with faculty every day. We have good relationships there is not a lot 
of tension. It's not perfect but it is better than a lot of places. Because the 
collaboration is pretty good at this place we got a good environment and 
foundation to launch new initiatives etc... 

In summing up the findings that answered research question three concerning the 

role of collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs in facilitating student 

success for low-income students, the Vice Provost for Academic Affairs talked about a 

formative experience that showed him the importance of student affairs and academic 

affairs collaborating and sharing the responsibility for student success. He did not 

understand the importance until he was in the Dean's Office. 

It wasn't until I was in the Dean's Office and began seeing students problems that 
otherwise I wouldn't see in the classroom, and working with my colleagues in 
student affairs, because they had protocols that knew how to deal with these and 
how to support students that my eyes opened. And, I said wow there is a whole 
other world out there that I didn't know about. And, that was a very formative 
experience for me because I realized how important it was for the total student. 
Not just the academics, but the personal development of the student and learning 
how to deal with problems, and face problems, and work through them that we 
really could do that better if both sides in the student affairs and academic affairs 
were working together, and knew what each other did and could pick up the 
phone and say what do I do about this or how do we do this better. 



Research Question 4 

What is the role of senior institution leaders in enabling or disabling 

collaborative relationships between student affairs and academic affairs in facilitating 

student success for low-income students? 

Collaboration for Student Success: "It's not perfect but it is better than a lot of places." 

In beginning to answer research question four, the last narrative summary from 

the Vice Provost for Academic Programs serves as a perfect transition. After describing 

his formative experience when he was in Dean's Office, VPAP pays special attention to 

faculty development (especially younger faculty) in educating faculty about the 

responsibilities of Student Affairs. VPAP also used faculty development opportunities to 

encourage faculty to engage in collaborative relationships with the division including 

supporting initiatives aimed at connecting faculty and students outside the classroom and 

initiatives that connects the learning experience for students. 

According to findings from this study the role of senior institution leaders in 

enabling collaborative relationships between Student Affairs and Academic Affair is 

mainly providing leadership, setting the example for collaboration, hiring and staff 

development, and motivating faculty and staff to engage as much as possible. One role 

VPAP is responsible for is giving reports to the Board concerning low-income student 

success. He reports include collaborative efforts that help support low-income students. " 

have given periodic reports to the Board about low-income students and how they are 

supported, and their success, and are they engaged." Another VPAP role in enabling 

collaborative relationships between Student Affair and Academic Affairs involve 

educating faculty about student affairs and encouraging partnerships. VPSA does this 
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because he states, "most faculty members don't know that, particularly at the beginning of 

their careers. And so, we have development programs for faculty and those programs 

emphasize those things." 

The Student Affairs philosophy of the VPS A is something that sets the 

atmosphere for her staff to collaborate with other units specifically academic affairs to 

provide students the best experience possible. She puts it this way: 

We're really here to get students to have the best academic experience they can 
have, whether that means putting them in the classroom, keeping them safe 
bottom line, or having them take time off if they are not at their best; but come 
back when they are. So, it's those kinds of things. And, on the other end is helping 
them take advantage of everything that goes on so that they can practice it outside 
and learn and get exposed. But, it's not about us, it's about them. 

VPSA goes on to further elaborate how her background guides her practice. 

It's kind of just how I've always thought. I mean it wasn't really any...my 
background has always been...I've had great mentors I guess. I've never seen it as 
separate. I've know my role and why I'm in student affairs and not sitting in the 
classroom. Um, I know that the number one thing is to produce the best students 
we can. And within that I know where we need to focus and I know what we do 
well and what um other folks do well and um...so that's kind of how we've always 
approached it. 

Lisa said that the leadership structure facilitated collaborative relationships and she 

provided some indication of the VPSA's vision encouraging collaboration. 

I think we are lucky that right now most of the leadership structure does facilitate 
that interaction. Um again, she's been around a long time. Because it feels like a 
small community because there is that effort to make it feel like a small 
community. She knows a ton of faculty we all know a ton of faculty. We interact 
with them socially; we interact with them in our work groups on a variety of 
things. Always involve faculty in search committees you know what have you. 

The relationship between the two senior leader participants in the study sets the 

example for others in both divisions. There is a genuine commitment to collaborative 

relationships between the two leaders and no sense of competition was apparent during 
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the interviews or during the data analysis. The two leaders go even further by combining 

to conduct presentations on collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs 

at national conferences: 

It could always be better but actually, we go to national meetings and talk about 
how we collaborate. Um Pat Lambkin and I just made a presentation at a national 
meeting within the last year about that. We are always looking at other institutions 
to see what their reporting lines are organizationally to see if we...does that help 
does that make a difference. I think basically it comes down to the people. 

Document Analysis 

A document analysis was conducted that included the researcher analyzing Case 

Study University's web materials related to academic affairs and students affairs 

including mission statements and other institutional documents, mission statements and 

documents from offices that provided major support for low-income students, and 

event/initiative materials that were related to supporting low-income students. Some of 

the institution documents analyzed included a brochure for the Annual Donning of the 

Chinye Graduation Ceremony (A ceremony to honor African American graduates); a 

Peer Advisor Program brochure; a Faculty-Student Mentoring Program brochure; a 

brochure from the counseling centers promoting counseling options for CSU students; a 

study abroad brochure from the International Studies Office; a School of Engineering 

brochure highlighting undergraduate research; a resource flyer on Honor Loan mentioned 

by student participants as financial support available in an emergency case for students; a 

small handout on emergency preparedness found on campus; an AidCSU brochure; 

anhonor brochure dealing with honor offenses (plagiarism, false data, false citations, 

etc.) ; an LGBT Student Services brochure; a scholarship brochure; and a Case Study 

University admissions brochure. 



109 

Data analysis of documents was in line with the findings from the one-on-one 

interviews. The documents shed light on the institution culture, support mechanisms in 

place for low-income students, and showed a connection between the major themes and 

mission/purpose statements. One connection that stood out from the rest was that a 

student participant (Flinn) who indicated faculty-student engagement was vital to her 

success at CSU was featured in the undergraduate research brochure. 

Findings from the document analysis shed light on the academic village concept 

that is at the heart of Case Study University. The researcher analyzed a diagram of the 

academic village concept and was surprised that this was an actual village designed as a 

community with faculty, students, and administrators housed all in close proximity of 

each other. Therefore, the subtheme of faculty-student engagement became even more 

profound. This quote came from one of the documents concerning the academic village at 

CSU. 

For the founder, learning was a part of life. The "academical village" is based on 
the assumption that the life of the mind is a pursuit for all constituents in the 
University, that learning takes a lifetime and is a shared process, and that 
interaction between scholars and students enlivens the pursuit of knowledge." 

Key concepts that came from the document analysis and were included in the subthemes 

include connect; learn; live; discover; inspire; and explore. These concepts were 

important to the student experience at Case Study University and weaved throughout the 

major findings. The broad themes and subthemes that the vast majority of the institutional 

documents related to were comprehensive support network, acclimation, and 

engagement/involvement. 

In reviewing the institutions website and missions and purposes of student affairs, 

academic affairs, and offices like the Office of African American Support, it became 
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apparent to the researcher that the student experience and connecting to the university's 

purpose of "enriching the minds and lives of its students" was a central institutional 

commitment. The vast majority of support mechanisms reside in Student Affairs. 

Therefore, the connection between academic affairs and student affairs is a finding the 

document analysis supports. A prominent link on the Student Affairs homepage 

encouraged support for the CSU student's experience. Once on the support homepage it 

became apparent that Student Affairs was the mail facilitator of the students experience at 

Case Study University. "Student Affairs, we are the CSU's Student Experience..." 

Observations 

The researcher's intent was to conduct observations of campus events, low-

income initiatives, and offices that primarily served low-income students. Due to the time 

of year that the study took place (week before finals), there were limited opportunities to 

observe these activities. Therefore, observations did not play a significant role in this 

study. However, the researcher was able to observe the Office of African American 

Support, a part of campus that included the two libraries, the Dean of Students Office, 

and an area that included an administration building that housed the Vice President of 

Student Affairs, Deans of schools, and other university administrators; and student 

housing. 

The observations generally supported the research findings at the beginning of 

this chapter. The researcher was only able to observe two areas at Case Study University 

and because finals were almost in session the vast majority of observations featured 

students studying in these areas. In discussions that occurred during these observations 

and based on activities occurring around the researcher at that time, the researcher 
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included noted of the observations as part of the data analysis findings dealing with 

faculty student engagement (student interacting with faculty member in the Office of 

African American Support) and academic support (students studying in the libraries and 

outside study areas). 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore the personal and institutional dimensions 

that facilitated student success for low-income students at an institution with one of the 

highest six-year graduation rates of all public four-year colleges and universities in the 

nation. This qualitative study incorporated a single-campus case study design utilizing 

seven one-on-one interviews, one focus group, observations, and a document analysis to 

answer the four research questions guiding the study. The research questions were how 

does an institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rate amongst four-year 

public intuitions in the United States support, retain, and graduate low-income students? 

How do low-income students in a public four-year institution with one of the highest six-

year graduation rates in the country describe the reasons they are able to persist through 

graduation? What role if any does collaboration between student affairs and academic 

affairs play in fostering student success for low-income students? What is the role of 

senior institution leaders in enabling or disabling collaborative relationships between 

student affairs and academic affairs in facilitating student success for low-income 

students? 

Through the process of manual axial coding, the researcher identified major 

themes and subcategories (findings). The major themes included student background and 

characteristics; expectations; peer support; barriers/difficulties; comprehensive support 



112 

network; engagement and involvement; shaping the student experience; collaboration and 

student success; and institutional commitment. The themes that answered research 

question 1 were comprehensive support network; engagement and involvement; shaping 

the students experience; collaboration and student success; and institutional commitment. 

Background and characteristics; expectations; peer support; comprehensive support 

network; engagement and involvement; and the student experience, answered research 

question 2. Research questions three and four were answered using collaboration and 

success, with the subtheme senior leaders' role helping answer research question 4. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter provides a summary of the research study, a discussion of the major 

findings from chapter 4 including the relation to the literature and theoretical 

frameworks, implications, recommendations for further research, and conclusion. 

Summary of Research Study 

The study was conducted using a qualitative research methodology that used a 

single-campus case study design to conduct one-on-one interviews, a focus group, minor 

observations, and a document analysis to explore the personal and institutional 

dimensions that facilitated student success for low-income students by studying an 

institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rates in the nation. The theoretical 

foundation for the study was Tinto's 1975 and 1987 interactionalist theories (further 

updated in 1993) and Social Reproduction Theory. The study was guided by four 

research questions: How does an institution with one of the highest six-year graduation 

rate amongst four-year public institutions in the United States support, retain, and 

graduate low-income students? How do low-income students in a public four-year 

institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rates in the country describe the 

reasons they are able to persist through graduation? What role if any does collaboration 

between student affairs and academic affairs play in fostering student success for low-

income students? What is the role of senior institution leaders in enabling or disabling 

113 
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collaborative relationships between student affairs and academic affairs in facilitating 

student success for low-income students? 

The study was conducted at a selective institution in a Mid-Atlantic State. The 

data analysis was conducted using manual axial coding (line by line) and grouping the 

data into categories and sub-categories. The categories became major themes for the 

study. Narrative passages were used to present the findings. The findings were analyzed 

and interpreted within the context of the case study site and the literature. 

Nine themes emerged during data analysis. The themes were Student background 

and characteristics, peer support, comprehensive support network, engagement and 

involvement, barriers/difficulties, shaping the student experience, expectations, 

collaboration for student success, and institutional commitment. 

Summary of Major Findings 

The major findings in this study in answering the four research questions will be 

outlined in question format below. The findings are presented via the major themes and 

the subthemes that made up each theme. 

Research Question 1: How does an institution with one of the highest six-year 

graduation rate amongst four-year public institutions in the United States support, retain, 

and graduate low-income students? 

Based on findings from the data analysis Case Study University was successful in 

supporting, retaining, and graduating low-income students based on the students' 

background and characteristics, which included individual attributes, prior qualifications, 

pre-college engagement (teachers and counselors), and other factors; a comprehensive 

support network, which included academic support, social support, financial support, 
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institution resources, referrals, and a dedicated point person; engagement/involvement, 

which included faculty-student engagement, co-curricular involvement, staff and 

administrator engagement, and undergraduate research; shaping the student experience, 

which included institutional culture, reputation, acclimation, and promoting an ownership 

of the institution; collaboration for student success, which included sharing the 

responsibility for student success, an integrated approach, and the senior leaders' role; 

and institutional commitment, which included making low-income student success an 

institutional priority, AidCSU, creating a dedicated position for low-income student 

support. 

Research Question 2: How do low-income students in a public four-year 

institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rates in the country describe the 

reasons they are able to persist through graduation? 

Based on findings from the data analysis the factors low-income students 

attributed for their success were background and characteristics, which included self-

determination, motivation, family support, prior qualifications, and pre-college 

engagement; peer support, which included support from friends, co-workers, resident 

assistants, and students in similar situations; expectations, which included high 

expectations of themselves and faculty/staff/administrators high expectations for low-

income students; engagement/involvement, which included faculty-student engagement; 

co-curricular involvement, involvement in research, relationships with staff and 

administrators, and programs that connected them with faculty (Take a Professor to 

Lunch); a comprehensive support network, which included academic support, social 

support, financial support especially AidCSU, campus resources, and adjustment and 
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acclimation mechanisms; and shaping their student experience, which included culture, 

reputation, their student experience, and ownership of CSU. 

Research Question 3: What role if any does collaboration between student affairs 

and academic affairs play in fostering student success for low-income students? 

Based on findings from the data analysis Student Affairs and Academic Affairs 

shared the responsibility for student success. The theme that answered this question was 

collaboration for student success, which included shared responsibility, integrated 

approach, collaborative partnerships, same goals, and across line staff. 

Research Question 4: What is the role of senior institution leaders in enabling or 

disabling collaborative relationships between student affairs and academic affairs in 

facilitating student success for low-income students? 

In answering research question four, the theme collaboration for student success 

was used, this included senior leaders' role, staff and faculty development, setting the 

example, hiring to fit philosophy, and setting tenure requirements for faculty. 

The most important findings for the personal and institutional dimensions of 

success for low-income students included an institutional commitment to socioeconomic 

diversity, faculty-student engagement, and financial support. An integrated approach and 

collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs were important mechanisms in 

facilitating success for low-income students. 

Discussion of Findings 

In discussing the major research findings, the researcher will discuss major 

findings using two categories, the personal and institutional dimensions that the findings 

found most important to low-income student success and the institutional mechanisms 
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most important to retaining, supporting, and graduating low-income students. The 

institution mechanism that facilitated success for low-income will be presented first 

followed by the personal and institutional dimensions that students reported as being 

import to their success at Case Study University. This will allow readers to see the 

relationship between what Case Study University does to retain, support, and graduate 

low-income students and the factors that low-income students at Case Study University 

attributed for their success. 

Institutional Mechanisms that Facilitate Student Success 

Comprehensive Support Network 

According to the findings from this study, a comprehensive support network at 

Case Study University was in place to facilitate success for low-income students. This 

comprehensive support network includes financial support, academic support, social 

support, other support, and the availability of institutional resources dedicated to a variety 

of students' interests. Case Study University also has a dedicated support person that 

provides support for low-income students. The vast majority of these support services are 

within the Division of Student Affairs. The institution makes a concerted effort to have 

institution representatives in all areas of campus to act as a support net for students. The 

intention of this safety net according to Lisa was to ensure that low-income students have 

multiple points where someone can notice if they are having an issue and provide 

referrals. Case Study University utilizes an integrated approach to make this 

comprehensive support network effective. 
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Engagement and Involvement 

Engagement/involvement specifically faculty-student engagement proved to be a 

major finding in this study. Faculty-student engagement was embedded in the culture of 

Case Study University. The institution encouraged faculty-student engagement from all 

corners. Student Affairs encouraged low-income students to engage with faculty in and 

out of class, transitional programs implemented and encouraged this relationship, the 

Vice-Provost's Office included faculty-student engagement as part of faculty 

development for new faculty members, and the institution has specific programs in place 

to facilitate this relationship. The institution is very committed to Faculty-student 

engagement. For the most part, faculty at the institution were very supportive of this 

relationship with students. They understand and buy into the culture of the institution and 

know this is an institution priority. Therefore, there is a large amount of undergraduate 

students conducting research with faculty. For the Vice Provost for Academic Programs 

success for low-income students meant full engagement, it meant they are engaged in the 

full range of academic activities, that they were getting the full benefit. The extent to 

which engagement and involvement occurred at Case Study University was a surprise 

finding by the researcher. Every participant in the study referenced this as an important 

factor for student success at Case Study University. 

Shaping the Student Experience 

The student experience is a concept that Case Study University takes very 

seriously. According to the findings many of the support mechanisms in place at the 

university are a direct result of institutional leaders, the Board, and key leaders within 

Student Affairs, Academic Affairs, Financial Services, and the Schools sitting together in 
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the same room periodically to discuss ways to make the students experience better. 

Initiatives that have come out of these meetings include AidCSU, undergraduate research 

opportunities, the position that is responsible for low-income student support, and the 

overall commitment to low-income student success. 

After the university made a commitment to increasing socioeconomic diversity, 

they looked for ways to ensure those students were supported at all levels. Shaping the 

student experience was a key component that they identified to ensure that programs, 

initiatives, and opportunities across the university were accessible to low-income 

students. Additionally, the main point person for low-income students would assess new 

initiatives and other opportunities to ensure that they considered the needs of low-income 

students and were not unintentionally creating barriers for these students. 

Collaboration for Student Success 

Sharing the responsibility for student success and utilizing an integrated approach 

to enhance student success are institutional mechanisms that the findings revealed were 

important for effective delivery for a broad range of support services aimed at promoting 

low-income student success. The institutional culture centered on creating relationships 

was an important driver of collaboration at Case Study University. The vast majority of 

collaborations were between the Provost Office, the College of Arts and Sciences and 

Student Affairs. The close relationship between the Vice Provost for Academic Programs 

and the Vice President of Student Services set the example for collaboration between the 

two units. The senior leaders' philosophy also played a role in enabling collaborative 

relationships between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs. They indicated that they 

were after the same goal, to create an environment that connected the learning experience 



for low-income students. The Vice President for Student Affairs indicated the best way to 

serve the student holistically is for both sides to work together. 

Institutional Commitment 

Perhaps the most important finding in this study is institutional commitment. At 

Case Study University, there is a clear institutional commitment to low-income student 

success. This commitment started with the President, the Board, and senior institutional 

leaders across the university who decided to make socioeconomic diversity an 

institutional priority. As part of this commitment, Case Study University created AidCSU 

a financial aid program that meets up to 100 percent cost of attendance for low-income 

students with serious financial need. AidCSU has increased the socioeconomic diversity 

of Case Study University. Because of this increase, and the institutional commitment to 

low-income student success, Case Study University implemented and enhanced other 

initiatives to help support low-income students. These initiatives included increased 

scholarships, transition programs, and ensuring low-income students were supported 

from the time they committed to attend Case Study University. Because of this 

commitment, the university also created a position that specifically supported low-

income students. This position was created two years ago. Further evidence of this 

institutional commitment, was that the position was created even thought the institution 

had reorganized and released a number of staff. 

In interviewing institutional participants, their perspective was that they had the 

resources they needed to deliver support services and provide resources to low-income 

students that will help them acclimate and deal with institutional barriers. The institution 

has been committed to socioeconomic diversity and the made it an institutional priority. 
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By being committed to low-income student success, Case Study University is reaping the 

benefits in producing high graduation rates for low-income students and underrepresented 

populations. According to Sean, based on institution data, they have been very successful 

in meeting their objectives of increasing need based Pell Grant awards and increasing the 

socioeconomic diversity on campus. 

Personal and Institutional Dimensions of Success for Low-Income Students 

Student Background and Characteristics 

Individual attributes and characteristics such as self-motivation, self-

determination, confident in themselves and their abilities, resilience, and taking initiative 

were important factors in low-income student success. Student participants generally took 

responsibility for their own success. They took initiative in creating relationships with 

faculty; staff; and administrators, seeking out involvement opportunities, pursuing 

opportunities for undergraduate research, and seeking help when they needed it. They 

were also very open to support services that helped them acclimate to Case Study 

University and overcoming difficulties. 

Another important attribute for low-income students' success were family support. 

This support was mostly positive. However, a few participants were motivated by 

negative family attributes like a mother never finishing college or being disowned by 

family. Most student participants attributed their motivation to enter college and 

overcome difficulties/barriers while enrolled to family support. 

A final element of student background and characteristics that played a role in the 

success of low-income students was their prior qualifications. Many of the participants 
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graduated close to the top of their high school class. Their academic preparation was 

solid and that gave them a sound foundation from which they could build on. 

High Expectations 

According to findings, high expectations played an important role in helping low-

income students to succeed at Case Study University. All 11 student participants had 

expectations/goals for their experience at CSU. Some of these goals were academic (get a 

high G.P.A, finish close to the top of my 2011 class, wanted to prove I measured up, 

prove I could perform at a very high level); graduation related (expected to graduate in 

three years, expected to graduate, to finish strong, I had no doubt that I would graduate); 

career and grad school related (Work then go to grad school, be an engineer, work in 

nursing then graduate school); and having a thorough college experience. 

Peer Support 

Peer support was an important factor for students especially in helping them 

overcome barriers/difficulties at Case Study University. Harmon's new family consisted 

of friends who helped her persist at CSU even though she had plenty reason to quit after 

being disowned. She had ten dollars in her possession, suffered from depression, and 

panic attacks which made it difficult to take tests. However, she was able to overcome all 

these with the help of peers and institutional support, which is the next major finding that 

was an important factor for low-income student success. 

Comprehensive Support Network 

The findings highlighted the importance of institutional support in helping low 

income students succeed at Case Study University. Based on participants' data, financial 

support played an important role in helping low-income students access Case Study 
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University and allowed them to put more focus on academics and the freedom to explore 

other areas of campus in pursuit of their interests. AidCSU is the main delivery system 

used to support low-income students financially by providing up to 100 percent cost of 

attendance for students with the greatest need. Based on participants' discussion about 

this support, they are extremely grateful for AidCSU and credits that program a great deal 

for their success because it provided them with a peace of mind and afforded them the 

opportunity to come to Case Study University. Approximately half of the participants 

said they would not be at this point of graduating without it. 

Social support was an important component for low-income students to overcome 

difficulties associated with acclimating to Case Study University and dealing with tough 

situations at home or related to family. Social support was also important for participants 

who wanted a home away from home and to connect with individuals whom they felt 

provided a safe avenue to confide in and vent about a variety of issues. Low-income 

students also used cultural support services to help them adjust to Case Study University. 

Academic support was important for participants who had difficulties with certain 

courses, and participants who wanted to take advantage of this support to excel at Case 

Study University. Even though most of the participants came in academically prepared 

and were performing well at CSU, they still sought out this support to form relationships 

with professors and engage academically. The vast majority of student participants 

reported that they mostly used faculty for their academic support. 

Engagement and Involvement 

One of the most significant finding that low-income students attributed for their 

success is engagement and involvement especially student-faculty engagement outside of 
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class. Engagement with faculty outside of class gave low-income students increased 

confidence in their abilities and allowed them to fully engage academically in class, in 

research, and a host of other academic activities. This relationship connected the learning 

experience for students. Eight of the 11 student participants credited engagement with 

faculty as one of the most important reasons for their success. The other three participants 

credited engagement with staff and administrators in the Dean of Students Office, 

engagement with staff and leaders in athletics, and extracurricular involvement as a main 

reason for their success. 

Their Student Experience 

Even though many of the low-income students encountered difficulties associated 

with the university, the factors already mentioned helped them overcome and thrive in 

this environment. The institution culture and reputation also played a role in the students' 

success because they were able to explore a vast array of opportunities that Case Study 

University provides. Experiences with faculty-student engagement, the concept of self-

governance, a comprehensive array of support services, and the reputation of the 

institution all combined to shape the student experience for low-income students. All 

student participants used terms like outstanding, absolutely phenomenal, great, exceeded 

expectations, it's an honor to graduate from CSU, and I'm proud to take ownership of 

CSU, to describe their experience at CSU. 

Relation of Findings to the Literature 

The research findings were in line with the literature presented in chapter 2. The 

conditions within colleges/universities that promote students success include institutional 

commitment, expectations, support, feedback, and involvement or engagement (Tinto, 



2005). The major findings in this study supported these conditions. Part of the major 

findings in this study was institutional commitment, engagement/involvement, 

expectations, institutional support, and feedback was part of the benefits of faculty-

student engagement. Additionally, the literature indicated that building cross-campus 

collaborations especially between student affairs and academic affairs that focused on 

integrating academic programs and co-curricular activities (Blake, 2007; Culp, 2005; 

Kinzie & Kuh, 2004; Schroeder, 1999); targeting at-risk populations by offering special 

assistance (academic, financial, and personal) to students considered economically 

disadvantaged (Barefoot, 2004); using a mix of administrators, faculty, staff, and students 

to implement and evaluate student success efforts (Kinzie & Kuh, 2004); campuses 

working together to create and sustain a caring community that supports students daily 

(Kinsie & Kuh, 2004) are mechanisms that promote retention, persistence, and student 

success. The major findings in this study supported the literature in all areas. The 

integrated nature of supporting low-income student success and the culture of 

collaboration at Case Study University were reflective of the approaches highlighted in 

the literature. 

The literature highlights the importance of combining in and out of classroom 

learning (Astin, 1993; Boggs, 2006; Chickering and Reisser, 1993; Kuh, Douglas, Lund, 

& Gyurmek, 1994; O'Hallaran, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Engagement and 

involvement especially faculty-student engagement is embedded in the overall culture of 

Case Study University. The university's foundation is built upon the concept of the 

"academic village" where faculty and students lived and learned together in the same 

community. Faculty-student engagement is encouraged in all areas of campus. 
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A study by Boggs (2006) found that institutions with high numbers of academic 

support partnerships had higher retention and graduation rates. Case Study University 

practiced collaboration on all levels. This included excellent relationships between front 

line staff and faculty. Findings from the study indicated that these relationships were 

important in ensuring low-income students received the necessary support, even through 

referrals. The literature also indicates that cross-campus collaboration that connects the 

learning environment for students and involves administrators, faculty, professionals, 

staff, and students is a great foundation to increase student success and completion rates 

(Blake, 2007; Boggs, 2006; Culp, 2005; Kinzie & Kuh, 2004; O'Hallaran, 2005). The 

major finding collaboration for student success supported these assertions from chapter 2 

of the literature. 

Tinto (2005) views institutional commitment as a primary condition for student 

success. 

First and perhaps most clearly, institutional commitment is a condition for student 

success. Simply put, institutions that are committed to the goal of increasing 

student success, especially among low-income and underrepresented students, 

seem to find a way to achieve that end. However, institutional commitment is 

more than just words, more than just mission statements; it is the willingness to 

invest the resources and provide the incentives and rewards needed to enhance 

student success, p. 321 

Institutional commitment was a major finding in this research study. Case Study 

University's commitment to low-income student success was a driving force that created 

other initiatives and awareness to support low-income students. That commitment 
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produced top down awareness of low-income student success and how to continually 

strive to better serve their needs. 

Conclusions 

This study sought to explore the personal and institutional dimensions that 

facilitated student success for low-income students by studying an institution with one of 

the highest six-year graduation rates in the nation. Results from this study indicated that 

the best way to facilitate student success for low-income students is make low-income 

students success a priority of the institution that has institutional commitment from the 

top. Once this commitment is in place, ensure that a comprehensive support network is in 

place that is connected and accessible from all parts of campus. This comprehensive 

support network should act as a safety net for low-income students that make it hard for 

them to fall through the cracks. To make this safety net work, the institution has to make 

collaboration (especially between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs) and sharing the 

responsibility for student success a vital part of the institution's culture. This will ensure 

the holistic development of low-income students and give them the best possible chance 

to succeed. In other words, low-income student success, a comprehensive support 

network, collaboration, engagement/involvement (especially faculty-student 

engagement), and shaping the student experience should be integrated into all parts of the 

institution. 

Additionally, institutions should consider making undergraduate teaching an 

essential part of the tenure and promotion process for faculty, along with research; hiring 

faculty, staff, and administrators who shares in the principles above, and infusing these 

principles in development of faculty, staff, and mid-level administrators. If resources 



permit, a position should be created that serves as the mam point person for low-income 

student success. If resources are not available to create a new position, then the institution 

should consider reorganization or position enhancement to have a mid-level or senior 

administrator in this role. Another option would be to utilize a cross campus approach 

where the institution provides extra incentives and adds providing low-income student 

support to the responsibilities of specific representatives from student affairs, academic 

affairs, financial services, admissions, counseling and psychological services, and career 

services, or any combination of these areas. 

Although this single case study explored the personal and institutional 

dimensions of student success at an institution that is selective with a low-income 

population that is generally high achieving, in the macro sense the results does give 

insight into the overall low-income student success dilemma facing many colleges and 

universities today. Institutional commitment, faculty-student engagement and a 

comprehensive support network that serves as a safety net for low-income students are 

approaches that virtually any campus can implement to enhance student success for their 

low-income student population. The key driving force behind low-income student 

success has to be institutional commitment. This commitment is an important factor in 

shaping the other components of this support net. Many institutions talk about wanting to 

increase low-income student success. However, this is more of a wish because the 

institutions generally do not commit enough resources to and put the full force of the 

institution behind these efforts. In the case of Case Study University, they committed 

necessary resources even when other budgets were being cut. 
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Another conclusion that can be deducted from this study is that effectively 

supporting low-income students require sharing the responsibility for student success. 

Sharing the responsibility for student success is possible when the institution incorporates 

collaboration especially collaboration between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs as 

part of the institutional culture. Without that, it becomes a competition between units that 

tries to split the student into parts, which each unit takes ownership for serving. This 

practice is still relatively prevalent in higher education and not very conducive to 

fostering collaborative relationships. Therefore, institutional leaders have to make a 

concerted effort to encourage collaboration across units and take proactive approach by 

setting the example and forming relationships with leaders in other units. 

Once institutional commitment to low-income student success and a culture of 

collaboration that shares the responsibility for student success is in place then the 

institution can start laying or enhancing the foundation (comprehensive support, faculty-

student engagement, and other resources) utilizing an integrated approach to support 

these students from admission through graduation. 

Tinto 's Model of Institutional Departure 

Tinto views student departure as a longitudinal process that occurs based on 

students interpretations of their experience with the formal and informal dimensions of a 

college of university (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004). Tinto's Model of Student 

Retention (1975, 1987) further updated in 1993 served as a theoretical foundation for this 

study. Tinto's Model of Institutional Departure states that, to persist, students need 

integration into formal (academic performance) and informal (faculty/staff interactions) 

academic systems and formal (extracurricular activities) and informal (peer-group 
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interactions) social systems (Tinto, 1993). Findings from this study validated Tinto's 

models with the exception of expectations. 

According to findings in this study, low-income students at Case Study University 

engaged in all these activities. Their prior qualifications included a high level of 

academic preparation, skills and abilities that gave them confidence as they entered CSU, 

and they had a great deal of family support. Additionally, the institution had mechanisms 

in place to help facilitate academic and social integration. The low-income students' prior 

qualifications also played a role in pushing these students to engage academically and 

socially while matriculating at CSU. These factors contributed to a positive student 

experience and were important in helping these students to persist. 

Social Reproduction Theory 

Social Reproduction Theory, specifically cultural capital and habitus, provided a 

good framework to look at the variables low-income and student success. In analyzing 

the findings in relation to the secondary theoretical framework Social Reproduction 

Theory, specifically Bourdieu (1973) cultural capital and habitus (background, 

knowledge, general outlook, and skills), findings from this study indicated that cultural 

capital and habitus were interrupted for the low-income student participants at different 

points in their matriculation through educational institutions. The findings showed that 

the institutions had mechanisms in place to counteract negative cultural capital and 

habitus. Low-income students in the study had superb academic skills, a great deal of 

knowledge, high expectations, and the skills required to succeed at Case Study 

University. These students overcame personal and family hardships, and some 

institutional difficulties, however, they were able to rely on a variety of support 
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mechanisms to be successful. Some had jobs lined up that will put them in better 

economic positions than their parents. The institution financial resources, the academic 

village culture of CSU, and the institutional commitment to low-income student success 

played a major role in setting them up for lifelong success. 

Implications 

Implications for Higher Education leadership/Policy 

In what can be interpreted as an attack on education nationwide, with state and 

local governments making or proposing deep cuts in higher education funding. It is 

important that higher education leaders prioritize what is important for the vitality of their 

institution. If low-income student success is a priority, then there should be an 

institutional commitment to this priority. This means that adequate resources (financial, 

personnel, planning committees) should be dedicated to this cause. This may mean 

forgoing a Performing Arts Center or cutting back on off-campus retreats, however, these 

are the difficult decisions that have to be made to increase low-income student success 

and completion rates. As Tinto (2005) implies, institutions that are committed to 

increasing low-income student success and dedicates the resources to support this 

commitment, seem to find a way to achieve that goal. 

For policy makers: the setting for this study gave the researcher insight into an 

institution that made low-income student success an institutional priority that became an 

institutional commitment and achieved great success by dedicating the resources and 

ensuring a comprehensive support network was in place to help these students 

matriculate. Although, the institution received less and less state appropriations, they 

were able to increase their commitment of resources to this underrepresented population. 



The results speak for themselves as low-income students perform on par with the general 

student populations and graduate at approximately the same rates as all students. 

However, the institution has vastly more resources than a typical state or regional 

institution. The institution also has an alumni pool that is very connected to the institution 

and in positions to give back significantly. Moreover, as many of the non-student 

participants indicated, the institution starts of at a pretty high level with the caliber of 

students increasing their chance of success. 

Significant funding cuts would disproportionately affect institutions with fewer 

resources. Typically, these institutions enroll a significant number of low-income 

students who generally need access to a comprehensive array of support services to 

enhance their chances of success. Policies that significantly cut higher education funding 

will disproportionately affect low-income students and will not address one of the 

research problems (the degree attainment gap in the population between the low and 

high-income population). 

Implications for Practice 

Because this study explored the personal and institutional dimensions of student 

success for low-income students by interviewing students, staff, faculty, and senior 

institutional leaders; conducting brief observations; and collecting supporting documents 

at one institution, the most significant implications are for practice. Seven 

recommendations for practice are presented below: 

1. Make low-income student success an institution priority and ensure the 

institution is committed to this goal. One of the institutional mechanisms cited 

by most student participants as significantly contributing to their success was 
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a university initiated financial aid program (AidCSU) that was a direct result 

of Case Study University commitment to low-income student success. If it's 

an institutional commitment then the entire institution will find ways to make 

this success happen. This commitment starts from the top. 

2. Senior leaders' in Student Affairs and Academic Affairs should implement an 

integrated approach for collaboration that shares the responsibility for low-

income student success. According to findings from this study, the Provost 

Office, Student Affairs, School Deans, and other offices engaged in 

collaborative relationships to facilitate low-income student success at Case 

Study University. The integrated approach ensured that as many areas as 

possible was part of the collaborative process including planning, 

implementation, assessment, and enhancement. Sharing the responsibility for 

student success allowed the units to hold each other accountable, to create 

initiatives that enhanced student success in any area, and connect the learning 

experience for students. 

3. Ensure that a comprehensive support network is in place that is connected 

and accessible to low-income students in all areas of campus. At Case Study 

University, collaborative relationships and an integrated approach that shared 

the responsibility for low-income student success made this all possible. A 

virtual safety net was in place that incorporated faculty, school deans, resident 

assistants, staff, and administrators to ensure that no one fell through the 

cracks. Vigilance and referrals played a key role in identifying when a student 
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might need help and knowing the right resources to refer him/her to. 

Relationships are essential for this support network. 

4. Make engagement and involvement (especially faculty-student engagement) 

part of the institution culture. Students' engagement with the formal and 

informal campus environment have been shown to increase persistence for 

students especially low-income students. At Case Study University, 

engagement and involvement were embedded in culture of the university. 

Engagement with faculty was encouraged from all parts of the university. 

Additionally, Student Affairs created initiatives that encouraged faculty-

student engagement outside of class. An example of such an initiative was 

Take a Professor to Lunch where the student could pick up a debit card from 

the department and take any professor of interest to lunch. Additionally, the 

Vice Provost for Academic Programs indicated that he hired faculty who 

bought into this culture and faculty development included educating young 

faculty on the importance of engaging with students outside of class. Finally, 

to highlight the importance of this concept, the Vice Provost for Academic 

Programs indicated that undergraduate teaching was a large part of the tenure 

process for faculty even though the institution is a research-1 institution. 

5. Have dedicated staff (individuals) that serve as point person/s for low-income 

students and support low-income students from the point of commitment to the 

institution through graduation. If low-income student success is a priority, 

then dedicated individuals should be in place to support this population. Case 

Study University's commitment to low-income students included creating an 
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associate dean position that served as their main point person. This person 

advocated for low-income students across campus and formed relationships 

across campus so individuals knew who to refer students who appeared to be 

in distress. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

The results of this study led to additional questions and methods that could 

enhance the understanding of the personal and institutional dimensions that foster and 

sustain student success for low-income students. 

1. This study chose to conduct a single campus case study at an institution with 

one of the highest six-year graduation rates in the nation. Future research can 

use a multi-campus or comparison study approach where at least one of the 

institutions had a low six-year graduation rate. 

2. An interesting finding from this study was the institutional commitment to 

low-income student success at Case Study University. A future study can 

explore the relationship between institutional commitment to low-income 

student success and graduation rates of low-income students. 

3. One question that came about during this study asked about the role of alumni 

support in facilitating low-income student success. The researcher 

recommends a future study that looks at the role of alumni support in 

facilitating low-income student success. 

4. One revelation from the Vice President of Student Affairs was that her close 

proximity to academic deans and inclusion in the executive committee of the 

university played some role in enabling collaborative relationships between 
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Student Affairs and Academic Affairs. This also came up in a related 

unpublished study by the researcher. The researcher recommends future 

research that investigates if the inclusion of the senior student affairs officer in 

the executive committee of the university plays a role in facilitating 

collaborative relationships between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs. 

5. This study's participants were low-income students who were on track to 

graduate at the end of the spring semester. This gave the researcher the 

perspectives of low-income students who were successful at an institution that 

had one of the highest six-year graduation rates in the nation. It would 

enhance the study to have the perspectives of low-income students who did 

not succeed at Case Study University. Therefore, the researcher recommends 

future studies that explored the personal and institutional factors that led to 

success and departure for low-income students at an institution with a high-six 

year graduation rate. 

Summary 

Chapter 5 provided an overall summary of the research study including method, 

findings, implications, and recommendations. This single-campus case study explored the 

personal and institutional dimensions that facilitated success for 11 low-income students 

at a four-year public institution that had one of the highest six-year graduation rates in the 

nation. Based on findings from this study, institutional commitment, a comprehensive 

support network (especially financial and social support), engagement/involvement, peer 

support, students' background and characteristics, and sharing the responsibility for 



student success were all important factors in facilitating success for low-income students 

at Case Study University. 

It is the hope of the researcher that these findings will inform higher education 

leadership and practitioners in promoting strategies for low-income student success. It is 

also the hope of the researcher that the importance of institutional commitment to low-

income student success is not overlooked. A big part of this commitment is financial 

support and a comprehensive support network that support low-income student success. 

The researcher hopes that these findings will enlighten and provide knowledge to a 

variety of individuals who play a role in facilitating success for all students, but 

especially low-income students. In closing I would like to say that creating an 

environment that facilitates student success is not a catchy slogan! It is a process I am 

committed to and inspired by daily. 
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Greetings: My name is Patrick Edwards. I am a PhD student at Mercer University hoping 
to conduct a qualitative research study for my dissertation at your institution. My 
dissertation is titled The Personal and Institutional Dimensions of Student Success for 
Low-Income Students: Implications for Collaboration Between Academic Affairs and 
Student Affairs. I spoke to ##### and a financial aid representative and was told that you 
are the best persons to contact initially about working with low-income students and 
student success. I will go through the formal IRB process for both schools to gain 
ultimate approval to conduct the study, however, in the mean time, I would love to talk to 
you both to let you know what I am doing and how you can help me in this process. I will 
submit a brief proposal to you once I am finished defending my proposal on April 19, 
2011. 

I am interested in using your institution for this study because your institution has one of 
the highest 6-year graduation rate of all public colleges and universities in the nation. It 
is my hope to gain an understanding of the institutional dynamics that foster and sustain 
student success for your low-income student. I would also like to interview some low-
income students to find out the personal and institutional dynamics that they perceive 
allow them to succeed at your institution. It is my hope that you all can participate 
in the study and recommend other key faculty, staff, and administrators who play a vital 
role in student success initiatives at your institution. 

I would love to have a phone conversation with each of you sometime this upcoming 
week if possible. My schedule is pretty open, so if you can let me know a time that works 
for you, I will greatly appreciate it. Please let me know if you are interested in 
participating in the study also. Since you are involved with a core support area I would 
love to get your insight about the institutional dynamics that facilitate success for low-
income students. 

Thank you in advance for your help in this potential study. 

Patrick O. Edwards, M.S. 
Ph.D. Candidate, Education Leadership/Higher Education, Mercer University 
Adjunct Faculty, Shorter University 
Ph.D. Intern, Office of the Sr. Vice President, Mercer University (Atlanta) 

"Creating an environment that facilitates student success is not a catchy slogan! It is a 
process I am committed to and inspired by daily" (Edwards, 2011) 
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Greetings from Student Financial Services. 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a research project studying the personal and 
institutional factors that allow low-income students to succeed at UVA. From time to 
time, we receive requests for participation in research. Recently a Ph.D, student from the 
Higher Education program at Mercer University in Atlanta, Georgia, approached us about 
interviewing current University of Virginia students who receive aid in addition to federal 
loans. Since we cannot release any data on students' financial status, we are sending this 
letter on behalf of the researcher. 

You will be asked to conduct a one-on-one interview with the researcher that will last 
approximately 45 minutes. The interview can occur at a place of your choosing. You will 
also be asked to participate in a focus group with students. The interview questions will 
specifically cover what factors have made you successful to this point in your academic 
career. 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary and will have no effect on your 
financial aid award. All interview data will be confidential, and the office of Student 
Financial Services will not see individual student responses. Participants may withdraw 
from the study at any time. The study will add to the higher education research database 
on facilitating student success for low-income students. 

If you would like to participate, and you are a senior student on track to graduate during 
the spring semester and enrolled full time, please respond to pedwards30@gmail.com at 
your earliest convenience. Interviews will be conducted the week of May 2nd. 

Thank you from Student Financial Services. 

######## 
Senior Associate Director 
STUDENT FINANCIAL SERVICES 
######### 
CASE STUDY UNIVERSITY 

mailto:pedwards30@gmail.com
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The Personal and Institutional Dimensions of Student Success for Low-Income 
Students 

Demographic Information for Student's Profile. 

1. What is your age? 
2. What is your current G.P.A? Above 3.5 3.0-3.5 2.5-2.99 under 2.5 
3. What is your Major? 
4. What do you plan to do after you graduate? 
5. What is the highest level of education completed by your parents? 
6. Are you involved in any student organizations? Yes/No 
7. Have you worked with a faculty member outside of classroom sessions? Yes/No 
8. Do you work? Yes/No If yes, how many hours per week? 
9. Do you live on campus? Yes/No 
10. How would you classify yourself? 

Arab 
Asian/Pacific Islander 
Black (includes Caribbean and African descent) 
Caucasian/White 
Hispanic/Latino 
Indigenous or Aboriginal 
Multiracial 
Would rather not say 

Other 
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Interview Protocol - Personal and Institutional Dimension of Student Success for 
Low Income Students: Implications for Collaboration between Academic Affairs 
and Student Affairs. 

Principal Investigator: Patrick Edwards (###-###-####) 
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Olivia Boggs 

Research Questions: 
1. How does an institution with one of the highest six-year graduation rates amongst 

four-year public intuitions in the United States support, retain, and graduate low-
income students? 

2. How do low-income students in a public four-year institution with one of the 
highest six-year graduation rates in the country describe the reasons they were 
able to persist through graduation? 

3. What role, if any, does collaboration between student affairs and academic affairs 
play in facilitating student success for low-income students? 

4. What is the role of senior institution leaders in enabling or disabling collaborative 
relationships between student affairs and academic affairs to facilitate student 
success for low-income students? 

Before beginning interview: Go over general consent form, engage in brief discussion 
to lighten the atmosphere. 

Interview with Senior Leaders (VPSA, Provost or Vice Provost for Academic 
Programs) 

Introductory, open-ended questions 
1. To what do you attribute the high six-year graduation rates of low-income students at 
this institution? 
2. What are the key institutional mechanisms you can point to as being most significant in 
allowing low-income students to succeed and graduate from the university? 
3. What is the role of collaboration (specifically collaboration between academic affairs 
and student affairs) in facilitating student success for low-income students? 
4. As a senior institution leader, what role do you play in facilitating student success for 
low-income students? 
5. As a senior institution leader, what role do you play is enabling collaborative 
relationships between student affairs and academic affairs to facilitate student success 
and degree completion for low-income students? 

Follow up areas: 

Personal dimension of student success for low-income students 
• What do you think are personal factors that allows low-income student to succeed 

in this environment? 
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Institutional dimensions of student success for low-income students 
• How does the institution support and retain low-income students in this 

environment (from entry to completion) to allow them to be successful? 

Student Affairs and Academic Affairs collaboration 
• How would you describe current collaborative relationships between the two 

units? 
• What role did your background and experiences play in shaping your current 

views on the need for student affairs and academic affairs to form collaborative 
relationships to enhance student success? 

Interview with program staff (faculty and staff) 

Introductory open-ended questions 
1. To what do you attribute the high six-year graduation rates of low-income students at 
this institution? 
2. What are the specific programs/initiatives/departments that are geared towards student 
success and specifically low-income student success? 
3. How are low-income students supported from admission through degree completion? 
4. What role do you play in facilitating student success for low-income students? 

Follow up areas: 
Personal dimension of student success for low-income students 

• What do you think are personal factors that allows low-income student to succeed 
in this environment? 

Institutional dimensions of student success for low-income students 
• Who is responsible for these different programs? 

• What are the key institutional mechanisms you can point to as being most 
significant in allowing low-income students to succeed and graduate from the 
university? 

Student Affairs and Academic Affairs collaboration 
• What is the role of collaboration (specifically collaboration between academic 

affairs and student affairs) in facilitating student success for low-income students? 
• How would you describe current collaborative relationships between the two 

units? 
• What role do the senior leaders of student affairs and academic affairs play in 

enabling or hindering collaborative relationships between student affairs and 
academic affairs? 



Interview with student participants 

Introductory open-ended questions 
1. Looking back at your college experience and your experience prior to college, what all 
do you think have made it possible for you to be successful to this point (about to 
graduate college)? **Give specific examples if possible** 
3. How would you describe your overall experience at the university? 

Follow up areas: 
Personal dimension of student success for low-income students 

• What were your personal goals when you started college? 

• Have you accomplished them? 
• Before college and during college, can you think of individuals, programs, or 

other factors that contributed to your success? 
• What were some personal difficulties you encountered along the way? 
• How did you persevere after encountering these difficulties? 

• How did the institution help you achieve your personal goals? 

Institutional dimensions of student success for low-income students 
• How do you feel the institution has supported you along the way? 
• Were there any experiences with institution faculty, staff, or administrators that 

were instrumental to your success? 
• Were you aware of the resources available to you as a student? Did you take 

advantage of those resources? 
• What were institutional difficulties you encountered along the way? 
• How did you overcome these difficulties? 

Student Affairs and Academic Affairs collaboration 
• Are you aware of the student affairs and academic affairs departments? 
• How would you describe collaborative relationships between the two units? 
• I am going to name you some initiatives they share responsibility for, how have 

those initiatives helped you to get to this point? 
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Document Analysis Protocol 

Programs/initiatives identified by the literature as enhancing student success: First 
Year Experience, student life programs, adjustment programs, service-learning programs, 
faculty-in-residence programs, student financial services. 
Elements of document analysis: Websites, mission statements, department/office 
materials and documents, student success materials, support services materials, student 
handbook, flyers. 
Date: Type of document: 
Origin: 
Elements of student success according to literature 
Peer to peer interactions Student -faculty interactions Civic engagement 
Academic support Student involvement campus involvement 

Required or voluntary 

Who spearheads this? 

Element of interactions: 

Who participates? 

Analysis of document: 
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Direct Observation Protocol for CSU (Case Study University) 

Programs/initiatives identified by the literature as enhancing student success: First 

Year Experience, student life programs, adjustment programs, service-learning programs, 

faculty-in-residence programs, student financial services. 

Programs/initiatives identified at the selected institution: 

Date observed: Time observed: 

Area being observed: 

Participants being observed: 

Elements of student success according to literature 

Peer to peer interactions Student - faculty interactions Civic engagement 

Academic support Student involvement Campus involvement 

Observation notes: 
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