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ABSTRACT
JOLEESA ADRIANA JOHNSON
WE DID IT! EXAMINING HOW FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS
GRADUATED FROM A FOUR-YEAR COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY THROUGH A
POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY LENS
Under the direction of CAROL A. ISAAC, Ph.D and PAMELA A. LARDE, Ph.D
More and more first-generation college students have been enrolling in colleges across the
United States; however, enrollment does not mean graduation. Research has shown that firstgeneration college students are less likely to graduate than their non-first-generation college
peers. A gap exists between first-generation college students’ enrollment rates and their
graduation rates, as well as their graduation rates and the graduation rates of their non-firstgeneration college peers. This qualitative study was conducted to understand the lived
experiences of first-generation college students. It explored how first-generation college students
graduated from a four-year higher education institution by examining their positive
characteristics, specifically their character strengths (Norrish et al., 2013).
The researcher employed a phenomenological approach to help understand the lived experiences
of first-generation college students as they relate to the character strengths they utilized to
graduate from college. The researcher used purposeful and snowball sampling to recruit
participants for this study. This studied included 10 first-generation college graduates who
attained their bachelor’s degree within the past 10 years. To collect the data, the researcher
conducted one semi-structured, virtual interview with each participant. The researcher also
followed verification procedures to mitigate researcher bias and increase the trustworthiness of
this study.
xvii

The results of this study showed that the participants faced many challenges while in college;
however, giving up was not an option as the six themes emerged: Agency, Supportive Circle,
Future-mindedness, Stick-to-it-iveness, External Motivation, and Positive Emotions illustrated
their persistence toward graduation and the desire to attain their degree. The participants
employed the following character strengths: perseverance, self-regulation, love, hope, gratitude,
bravery, and leadership to graduate from college. According to the definitions of these character
strengths, they were found to demonstrate the six themes and the six themes gave context to the
realization and utilization of these seven character strengths. The results of this study
demonstrate the possibility of higher education institutions creating an environment that includes
interventions that encourage and empower their students, especially first-generation college
students, to identify and use character strengths to assist in the persistence and graduation of this
population. Recommendations for future research include conducting more qualitative studies to
explore how first-generation college students graduated from college. Also, conducting mixedmethod studies that use the Values in Action (VIA) Survey to increase the accuracy of
identifying first-generation college students’ character strengths.

xviii

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
“Not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces
perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope”
Romans 5:3-4 (New International Version)
Becoming a college graduate for some is an expectation, something that is reachable, but
for others, such as first-generation college students, graduating from college is a dream that may
seem inaccessible and unachievable. Since many perceive attainment of a college degree as a
way to ascend the social mobility ladder, obtain the job one desires, and gain an opportunity to
earn more money over a lifetime (Abel & Deitz, 2014; Carnevale et al., 2015), the number of
first-generation college students pursuing and enrolling over the years have increased and
remained high. First-generation college students are those whose parents or guardians do not
have at least a baccalaureate degree or any college experience; thus, they and who will be the
first in their families to graduate from college (McCarron & Inkelas, 2006).
According to Jacimovic (2020), first-generation college students comprise half of the
college student population in the United States. A college degree is not only necessary to help
someone like a first-generation college student ascend the social mobility ladder, it is also a
requirement in many instances for more job opportunities. Carnevale et al. (2014) and Khine
(2019) predicted a bachelor’s degree was a requirement for approximately 35% of job openings
in 2020. In order to obtain a college degree, one must have adequate access to a college
education, but history shows that access to higher education was limited—access that still
remains a hurdle for some groups in the United States in the 21st century (Dache-Gerbino, 2016;
1

Elliott et al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2019). First-generation college students are a historically
marginalized population (Kaufman et al., 1992; O’Shea, 2016). Furthermore, these students are
often referred to as an at-risk population because of their parents or guardians’ low educational
attainment and/or because they may have one or more pre-college characteristics that interfere
with their academic success, such as low family income, academically underprepared, low
motivation, and self-efficacy (Horton, 2015; Glossary of Education Reform, 2013). According to
the Glossary of Education Reform (2013), at-risk students are those who “have a higher
probability of failing academically or dropping out of school” (para. 1).
History of the Problem
Historically in the United States, higher education has not been accessible for everyone,
except for males who were training to become ministers and priests, as well as the affluent
(Goldin & Katz, 1999; Snyder, 1993). As time passed, higher education became more accessible
to women (Snyder, 1993); African Americans and other minorities (Baker et al., 2018; Harper et
al., 2009; Snyder, 1993); lower income students (Fry & Cilluffo, 2019; Haycock, 2006; St. John
& Noell, 1989); students with disabilities and mental illnesses (Lipson et al., 2015; Thomas,
2000); and first-generation college students (Cataldi et al., 2018; Everett, 2015; Ward et al.,
2012).
In the last two decades, scholars have increasingly focused on college accessibility for
first-generation college students (Inman & Mayes, 1999; Jenkins et al., 2013; Pascarella et al.,
2004; Schwartz et al., 2018). Although access to higher education for many populations
including first-generation college students has increased, first-generation college students still
experience challenges as they relate to enrolling in and graduating from a postsecondary
2

institution (Cataldi et al., 2018; Garcia, 2010; Tate, Caperton et al., 2015; Wilbur & Roscigno,
2016). These challenges include financial, social, academic, and transition difficulties,
intensified by the lack of knowledge and experience from their parent(s) or guardian(s) (Darling
& Smith, 2007; Dennis et al., 2005). Knowing that this population has difficulties with college
access, the government has made investments to aid in increasing college access for firstgeneration college students and other at-risk populations. One of the investments made about
five decades ago was implementing the Higher Education Act of 1965.
Higher Education Act of 1965
To target financial challenges that low-income students and some first-generation college
students face, former President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Higher Education Act (HEA) of
1965 (TG Research and Analytical Services, 2005). The establishment of this law afforded firstgeneration and low-income college eligible students the opportunity to attend college and work
to break the low-income and low educational attainment cycle that existed in their immediate
families (Higher Education Act of 1965; TG Research and Analytical Services, 2005). The HEA
focused on providing funding for students to be able to attend a postsecondary education
institution, as well as providing quality education throughout the United States. More
specifically, Title IV of the HEA targeted students considered first-generation and low-income
by introducing low-income specific financial aid and TRiO Programs, which are federally
funded programs created to serve students and families who needed assistance, specifically with
enrolling in higher education (Higher Education Act of 1965; TG Research and Analytical
Services, 2005). TRiO consists of four programs: Upward Bound, Talent Search, Student
Support Services, and Educational Opportunity Center (U.S. Department of Education
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[USDOE], 2011). These resources made higher education more accessible for college students,
especially for first-generation and low-income students.
Introduction to First-Generation College Students
Research has also shown that first-generation college students differ from their non-firstgeneration college peers in their transition to college, family support, cultural and social capital,
academic preparation, college enrollment rates, college persistence and graduation rates, and
social and academic integration (Jenkins et al., 2013; Pascarella et al., 2004; Tym et al., 2004).
Even though all these challenges pose issues for first-generation college students, low
persistence and graduation rates continue to perpetuate the cycle of low degree attainment, as
well as impact policies for higher education institutions and their graduation rates (Pike & Kuh,
2005, Warburton et al., 2001, Schwartz et al., 2018); thus, they are the impetus and focus of this
study. Psychological assistance can help combat these challenges by building and identifying
strengths; improving well-being; increasing flourishing; and enhancing optimism, hope, and
happiness, which have the ability to lead to academic and college success (Browning et al., 2018;
Lounsbury et al., 2009; Seligman et al., 2009; Snyder et al., 2002). Positive Psychology
facilitates the explanation of the steps to address the challenges that first-generation students
face; thus, it served as a lens to understand participants’ narratives in this study.
Positive Psychology
Positive psychology, rooted in “Aristotelian tradition” (Jørgensen & Nafstad, 2012),
dates back to the works of William James, Gordon Allport, and Abraham Maslow (Froh, 2004;
Gable & Haidt, 2005; Linley et al., 2006). Many refer to William James as the “first positive
psychologist” (Taylor, 2001, p. 17) because of his writings on “healthy mindedness” (Gable &
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Haidt, 2005, p. 104). Gordon Allport’s work in personality psychology and Abraham Maslow’s
work in self-actualization also serve as foundations for positive psychology (Jørgensen &
Nafstad, 2012), as their work gave rise to humanistic psychology. Martin Seligman, credited as
the father of positive psychology (Linley et al., 2006), and other positive psychologists
acknowledged humanistic psychology as “pioneering the territory of positive psychological
research and practice” (Robbins, 2008, p. 97).
Positive psychology is not just the study of a person’s mind or behavior, for it also
focuses on how human beings overcome adverse situations and flourish (Froh, 2004; Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Duckworth et al. (2005) defined positive psychology as “the scientific
study of positive experiences and positive individual traits, and the institutions that facilitate their
development” (p. 630). Both explanations of positive psychology point to the positives in people
and the strengths that they possess that help them succeed.
Jolly (2006) explained, “The topics of research in positive psychology include human
strengths, explanatory style, optimal engagement (flow), positive emotions, and meaning” (p. 3).
Three levels of positive psychology relate to the functioning of human beings: personal
experiences, the individual, and the group (Jolly, 2006). More specifically, the individual level of
positive psychology includes character strengths and virtues. Peterson and Seligman (2004)
clarified, “Virtues are the core characteristics valued by moral philosophers and religious
thinkers: wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence” (p. 13). In
addition, they defined character strengths as “the psychological ingredients processes or
mechanisms that define the virtues” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 13).
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Although positive psychology is a lens rarely used in the higher education sector to help
explain student success or explore its potential influence on student persistence and graduation,
its implementation in this study was appropriate due to the interest of gathering more data on
how first-generation college students persist to graduation. Use of a positive psychology lens,
specifically the character strengths framework, adds to the conversation on successful firstgeneration college graduates. Furthermore, it increases steps toward narrowing the gap between
this population’s enrollment and graduation rates, as well as the gap that exists between firstgeneration college students’ graduation rate and the rate at which their non-first-generation
college peers graduate.
Statement of the Problem
As previously stated, first-generation college students represent at least half of enrolled
college students in the United States (Cahalan et al., 2019; First Generation Foundation, 2020;
Jacimovic, 2020). However, first-generation college students are not graduating at the same rate
they are enrolling. Cahalan et al. (2018) reported that students considered first-generation but not
low-income completed college with a bachelor’s degree at 54%, and students considered firstgeneration and low-income completed college with a bachelor’s degree at 41%. Both of these
percentages are significantly lower than that of their non-first-generation college peers, as
depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1
Bachelor’s Degree or Higher Within Six Years for Low-income and First-Generation Status

Note. Reprinted with permission from Indicators of Higher Education Equity in the United States: 2018 Historical
Trend Report, by M. Cahalan, W. L. Perna, M. Yamashita, J. Wright, & S. Santillan, 2018, p. 106 . Copyright 2018
by The Pell Institute, Council for Opportunity in Education, and Alliance for Higher Education and Democracy of
the University of Pennsylvania.

Low graduation rates are the results of low persistence rates for this population. Firstgeneration college students’ attrition rates are higher than the attrition rates of their non-firstgeneration college peers. According to Cahalahan et al. (2019), students who identified as a lowincome and first-generation college student had an attrition rate of 36%, which is two times
higher than the attrition rate of students who identified as neither first-generation college student
or low-income, which was shown to be 15%. This statistic alone shows that the financial
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challenges and the challenge of being first in one’s family to attend college are issues that
continuously impede the success and progress for first-generation college students toward degree
completion.
Since the 1960s, more first-generation and low-income college students have enrolled in
college because of the demand of college degrees and the availability of external assistance
(Field, 2015; Snyder, 1993). For example, federal aid, pre-college, and other transition programs
include academic enrichment and academic advisors and offer remedial courses. However, with
the availability of these initiatives to help first-generation college students persist, this population
is still not persisting at a rate comparable to their non-first-generation college student peers,
especially if they also identify as low-income. Because of continued low persistence and
baccalaureate degree attainment rates of first-generation college students even after the creation
and implementation of external assistance, there remains a need to seek other explanations in
order to determine how to help this population persist towards graduation. Therefore, this study
fills a gap in the literature that has not acknowledged successful first-generation college
graduates and identified the character strengths that contributed to their successful graduation
from college.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study was to allow first-generation college graduates the
opportunity to describe their lived collegiate experiences in order to discover what character
strengths facilitated their persistence to graduation. The researcher used a positive psychology
theoretical lens to identify and analyze the experiences in which this population used character
strengths and understand how these character strengths impacted their persistence to graduation.
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The researcher sought to add an anti-deficit approach to the conversation on first-generation
college students and demonstrate the strengths that first-generation college students possess. This
study also showed how higher education professionals can assist in helping first-generation
college students cultivate their character strengths and use them to overcome their challenges and
persist towards graduation. This information will help administrators and student affairs
professionals enhance advocacy and highlight strategies to promote graduation attainment of
first-generation college students.
Research Questions
Using a positive psychology concept, this qualitative study sought to capture the lived
experiences of first-generation college students who graduated in order to identify their character
strengths. The following research questions guided the design of the study:
1. What college experiences have helped first-generation college students realize their
character strengths?
2. What assets or strengths did first-generation college students employ to persist to
graduation?
3. How did first-generation college students utilize their character strengths to graduate
from college?
Significance of the Study
Much of the research on first-generation college students is quantitative (DeFreitas &
Rinn, 2013; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Jenkins et al., 2013; Quinn et al., 2019; Ramos- Sánchez &
Nichols, 2007; Woosley & Shepler, 2011). Furthermore, the research representing the lived
experiences of first-generation college students as to their positive attributes for higher education
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completion is sparse (Havlik et al., 2020; O’Neal et al., 2016). In addition to much of the
research being quantitative in nature, the research has also focused on the deficits of firstgeneration college students (Atherton, 2014; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Gibbons & Woodside,
2014; Pascarella et al., 2004; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). For example, the research conducted on
first-generation college students highlights the barriers they face before, during, and after
college, and why they do not persist in and graduate from college (Atherton, 2014; Dumais &
Ward, 2010; Gibbons & Woodside, 2014; Pascarella et al., 2004; Soria & Stebleton, 2012;
Stephens et al., 2014; Warburton et al., 2001; Terenzini et al., 1996). Thus, this study is
significant in that it contributes qualitative research that focuses less on the deficits and barriers
of first-generation college students and more on their character strengths and college success. It
is the researcher’s hope that this study will motivate first-generation college students who have
not yet enrolled in college, those who are currently in college, and those who have dropped out
of college to use their character strengths to enroll or re-enroll, persist, and graduate from a fouryear postsecondary institution. In addition to the potential benefits to individual first-generation
college students, this study provides needed knowledge about first-generation college students
that will assist institutions in the creation of policies and implementation of other initiatives to
help first-generation college students become aware of their character strengths and utilize them
to persist and graduate with a baccalaureate degree.
Theoretical Framework
The purpose of this study was to focus on how the individual first-generation college
student aided in their success through having positive characteristics. This study was framed by
the character strengths concept, which contributes to the area of positive psychology. While
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research has shown that strengths of character play a role in the academic achievement and
educational success of students, it is not known how this positive psychology concept impacts
first-generation college students’ educational success and them attaining a college degree. As
previously stated, the notion of character strengths is explained through the area of positive
psychology; and the research that has been done on strengths of character aids in the advancing
of human thriving and well-being, specifically in the area of education. To understand how
character impacts the flourishing of an individual, Peterson and Seligman (2004) conducted a
project that led to the classification of character strengths, which is referred to as the Values in
Action (VIA) Classification. Their three-year project yielded a list of 24 character strengths,
which are listed in a chart in chapter two. They then situated the 24 character strengths within
“six virtues that are said to be core and moral, the six virtues include wisdom and knowledge,
courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence” (Peterson and Seligman, 2004, p.
13).
In order to give context to the 24 character strengths, Peterson and Seligman (2004) first
discussed the notion of character in their book. Peterson and Seligman (2004) wrote, “We are
comfortable saying that someone is of good character if he or she displays but 1 or 2 strengths
within a virtue group” (p. 13), which represents a choice made by the individual to display these
character strengths. Saunders et al. (2015) asserted, “The purpose of interpretivist research is to
create new, richer understandings and interpretations of social worlds and contexts” (p. 140).
Therefore, the paradigm or worldview that the researcher used in the current study was a
constructivist paradigm in which she utilized the procedures discussed in detail in Chapter 3 to
understand and interpret the experiences of the participants. Ultimately, the researcher sought to
11

explore and understand the lived experiences of first-generation college graduates to determine
the role character strengths played in facilitating their graduation.
Procedures
This qualitative study used the phenomenological method to explore the lived
experiences of first-generation college graduates at a four-year college or university and
investigate the role character strengths played in their success. The researcher selected
participants who met the delimitations of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018) through purposeful
sampling. The researcher disseminated a demographic questionnaire on social media and within
social networks to assist in selecting the initial participants. Following identification of the
participants, the researcher used snowball sampling in which she asked the selected participants
to provide names of other individuals who met the delimitations. This study included 10
participants who identified as first-generation college students and who had graduated with a
four-year baccalaureate degree within the last 10 years. The demographic questionnaire used to
select participants through confirming that they met the study’s criteria also included open-ended
questions that focused on the participant’s experience as another way to collect data. Using two
methods of data collection assisted in increasing the credibility of this study (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). The researcher also used bracketing to help set aside her biases and thoughts concerning
this phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).
Prior to participant selection, the researcher gained approval to conduct the study from
the Mercer University Institutional Review Board (IRB) application. After identifying
perspective participants by using social media and social networks, the researcher sent each
willing participant a consent letter. Upon receipt of each participant’s permission, the researcher
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conducted one semi-structured video conferencing interview, which utilized open-ended
questioning. The interviewing process took place over the course of a month.
The interviews contained questions designed to assist the participants in reconstructing
the reality of their experiences with character strengths and how they used them to help them
graduate from college. The questions also provided the researcher with the context of the
experience (Bevan, 2014). Using the data analysis guidelines as discussed in Hycner (1985), the
researcher engaged in transcribing each recorded interview with the assistance of transcription
software. To help increase the accuracy of the collected data, the researcher took interview notes
by hand and transcribed by hand. The researcher used horizontalization while analyzing the data,
in which every significant statement receives equal value (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Specifically,
the data were analyzed using Initial, In Vivo, (Saldaña, 2016). The researcher also used Hycner’s
(1985) procedures to help narrow in on themes and draw conclusions for the research questions
of this study.
Limitations
This study had several limitations. The researcher of this study identified with the firstgeneration college student population, as she is a member of the population. Therefore, the
researcher’s role and biases possibly posed limitations for this study. To address this, the
researcher made her role and biases clear to the reader, and she engaged in epoche and memoing
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Another limitation was the self-reporting of the participants;
therefore, the researcher used member-checking and other verification techniques to aid in
furthering the credibility of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In
addition to the previously stated limitations, due to the specificity of each participant’s
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experience and interview, the results are not widely generalizable; however, they are transferable
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Thus, to increase the chances of transferability, the researcher used
thick descriptions of the participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Delimitations
The first delimitation for this study is the sample, for the study focused on firstgeneration college students who had graduated from a four-year college or university. Four-year
college graduates were the target, as the gap between enrollment rates and graduation rates for
first-generation college students exists largely at four-year colleges and universities.
Furthermore, the researcher chose this population because she wanted to investigate the role, if
any, character strengths played in the graduating of first-generation students. The researcher also
wanted to gain more knowledge about how first-generation college students succeeded in
graduating with a baccalaureate degree. College graduates provided the results needed for an
anti-deficit perspective.
Another researcher-imposed restriction was that the participants must have graduated
from college within the last 10 years. The maximum number of 10 years since a first-generation
college student had graduated was chosen because the researcher felt participants would still had
a good memory of their college experiences. These delimitations influence on the transferability
of the results.
Definitions of Key Terms
The following definitions are provided to assist the reader:
Character strengths are “different processes and mechanisms that individuals use to
display the six universal virtues” (Peterson & Seligman, 2004, p. 13).
14

College Graduate, in this study, refers to someone who possesses a four-year
baccalaureate degree.
First-generation college student, in this study, “is someone whose parents/guardians have
not attended college or have not attained at least a four-year baccalaureate degree” (Engle, 2007,
p. 25).
Graduation refers to the completion of all required credit hours for a particular degree.
Persistence, in this study, refers to “an individual’s continuous enrollment in any higher
education institution” (Burrus et al., 2013, p. 2).
Positive Psychology is “the scientific study of positive experiences and positive
individual traits, and the institutions that facilitate their development” (Duckworth et al., 2005, p.
630)
Virtues “are the core characteristics valued by moral philosophers and religious thinkers:
wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence” (Peterson & Seligman,
2004, p. 13).
Summary and Dissertation Organization
This chapter presented the problem that the graduation rates for first-generation college
students continue to lag behind their enrollment rates. First-generation college students make up
half of the college student population; however, they are graduating at a rate that is not
comparable to their enrollment rate and the graduation rate of their non-first-generation college
peers. This study is significant in that it adds more research and information to the anti-deficit
conversations related to this specific population and advances research on the impact character
strengths have on the educational success of first-generation college students. This study
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increases the research on successful first-generation college students with hopes of providing
data to higher education professionals that will assist in creating and implementing initiatives for
this population, and work to help them realize the character strengths they possess and utilize
them to help them persist to graduation. Again, this qualitative study used semi-structured
interview with participants, then the researcher analyzed the data using several coding methods
for themes and conclusions.
Chapter 1 serves as an introduction to the study by presenting the background, history
and statement of the problem, purpose, research questions, significance, an overview of the
theoretical framework and methodology, limitations and delimitations, and definitions of key
terms. Chapter 2 is the review of literature that includes research and concepts that relate to the
research questions, as well as an in-depth discussion of the theoretical framework of the research.
Chapter 3 explains the research design and methodology used to collect and analyze the data.
Chapter 4 provides descriptions of the sample of the study and reports the findings from data
collection and data analysis. Chapter 5 discusses the interpretation of the findings in relation to
the theoretical framework and research questions. Chapter 5 also presents implications of the
study and suggestions for future research to further the conversation and understanding of
increasing the graduation rate for first-generation college students.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The diversity of higher education is changing. For example, the demography of the
student populations that postsecondary institutions serve are diversifying; thus, institutions must
assess and meet the different needs of these student populations to help them persist towards
degree attainment. One of the populations whose presence is increasing on college campuses is
first-generation college students. As noted in Chapter 1, first-generation college students are
students whose parent(s) or guardian(s) do not possess a baccalaureate degree at the time the
student enters college. Research has shown that first-generation college students have many
barriers to obtaining a college degree (Cataldi et al., 2018; Garcia, 2010; Tate, Caperton et al.,
2015; Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). However, in spite of many of these barriers, several firstgeneration college students persist to successfully graduate and receive a bachelor’s degree
(Cataldi et al., 2018; O’Shea, 2015; Richardson et al., 2012).
The goal of this study was to examine the lived experiences of first-generation college
students’ persistence to degree attainment at a four-year college or university. Much of the
previous research conducted on first-generation college students has used a deficit approach as a
lens to explore this population. Therefore, this study sought to use an anti-deficit lens because of
the need for another approach to help increase persistence to degree attainment for firstgeneration college students.
This chapter includes a major section dedicated to first-generation college students that
includes their demographic characteristics and the challenges they face while in college. The
second major section is a discussion of persistence to graduation and the ideas that impact
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persistence to graduation, especially for first-generation college students. The third major section
focuses on positive psychology. Specifically, this section discusses the integration of positive
psychology within the higher education context, noting positive psychology constructs, positive
psychology’s impact on well-being, positive education, and the case on why positive
psychology. Lastly, this chapter includes information regarding the theoretical framework of this
study.
First-Generation College Students
Over the years, although the number of first-generation college students enrolling in
colleges and universities has been increasing (Cataldi et al., 2018; Everett, 2015; Ward et al.,
2012), they are not completing and graduating with a degree. First-generation college students
are students whose parent(s) or guardian(s) do not have any college experience or students whose
parent(s) or guardian(s) do not have a baccalaureate degree (Dumais & Ward, 2010; McCarron
& Inkelas, 2006; Stephens et al., 2014). Several characteristics describe first-generation college
students, as discussed in the following section.
Characteristics of First-Generation College Students
Research has identified several characteristics that first-generation college students share
and that distinguish them from their non-first-generation college peers. For example, firstgeneration college students tend to be female, minority, and from a low-income family (Jenkins
et al., 2013; Nomi, 2005; Pelco et al., 2014). Research has also shown that these characteristics
tend to affect other areas of their college experience, which may then impact their college
success (Calcagno et al., 2007; Chen & Carroll, 2005; Saw, 2019). This section contains two
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demographic characteristics, socioeconomic status and race/ethnicity, that consistently emerge in
the results of studies of first-generation college students.
Socioeconomic Status
One of the common characteristics among first-generation college students is that they
tend to come from a family with limited income (Jenkins et al., 2013). Inman and Mayes (1999)
conducted a study to investigate if first-generation community college students were different
from other community college students; in what ways they were different; and the impact of the
differences on first-generation college students. Inman and Mayes (1999) found that firstgeneration college students have unique characteristics. One of those characteristics was that
first-generation college students tend to come from families that have lower incomes. Inman and
Mayes wrote, “Firsts were likely to earn slightly more personal income, but also more likely to
have substantially lower family incomes and work slightly more” (p. 9).
Jenkins et al. (2009) also conducted a study that examined the differences between firstgeneration college students and their non-first-generation college peers. Jenkins et al. (2009) also
found that first-generation college students’ socioeconomic level was lower than that of their
non-first-generation college peers. Among the numerous research studies of the factors that make
first-generation college students different from their non-first-generation college peers, lower
socioeconomic level was prominent.
Jenkins et al. (2009) also found that, due to the socioeconomic status of their family, firstgeneration college students worked more than their non-first-generation college peers did. This is
important because studies have also shown that first-generation college students who worked
more hours had lower academic achievement and subjective well-being (SWB) (Bradbury &
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Mather, 2009; Pretorius & Blaauw, 2020). These consequences increase the chances of firstgeneration college students dropping out of school.
It is important to note that when one typically thinks of socioeconomic status, one may
often think of finances; however, according to the American Psychological Association (APA)
(2021), socioeconomic status also includes “educational attainment, financial security, and
subjective perceptions of social status and social class” (para. 1). Those who tend to have lower
socioeconomic status also identify as a marginalized race/ethnic group (APA, 2021; Noël, 2018;
Williams et al., 2016). The following section reveals that first-generation college students are
also more likely to be a member of a minority race/ethnic group. APA (2021) reported the strong
correlation of race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status and its influence on mental and physical
health, well-being, quality of life, degree attainment, and other injustices.
Race/Ethnicity
Another characteristic that consistently shows up in research as a common characteristic
among first-generation college students is race/ethnicity. The American Association of
Community Colleges (AACC) and ACT conducted a study that examined the experiences of
first-generation college students attending a community college. The results yielded that firstgeneration community college students were more likely to come from a minority background
than were their non-first-generation college peers. Nomi (2005) reported, “Approximately 36
percent of first-generation college students are members of minorities, compared to 27 percent of
MPE and 29 percent of HPE students” (p. 3). More specifically, the majority of the firstgeneration college students who participated in the survey were identified as Hispanic, followed
by Native American, then Black, as depicted in Figure 2.
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Figure 2
Distribution of First-Generation Students and Their Peers by Race/Ethnicity

Note. Reprinted with permission from “Faces of the Future: A Portrait of First-Generation Community College
Students,” by T. Nomi, 2005, p. 3 (https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED493531.pdf). Copyright 2005 by American
Association of Community Colleges.

Similar to the AACC and ACT study (Nomi, 2005), Pelco et al. (2014) conducted a
quantitative study that focused on service-learning and comparing the growth that firstgeneration and non-first-generation college students experienced. In regard to demographic
characteristics, the results showed that minority students were more often than not firstgeneration college students. In this particular study, 48% of the minorities in the sample
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identified as first-generation college students, and 31% of the minorities in the sample identified
as non-first-generation college students (Pelco et al., 2014).
Furthermore, the relationship between these two common characteristics of firstgeneration college students consistently creates disparities between them and their non-firstgeneration peers especially within education. Many minority students tend to be first-generation
college students due to their parent(s) or guardian(s) not attaining a baccalaureate degree because
they could not afford the education or have other financial obligations, which cycles back to
being in the low socioeconomic status bracket.
As shown in several studies, first-generation college students mostly identified as female,
a minority, and a member of lower socioeconomic households. It is important to note that these
demographics may also impact the challenges first-generation college students face leading up to
and while they are attending college. For example, race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status may
directly and indirectly impact their lack of being academically prepared and transitioning to
college (Pelco et al., 2014).
In addition to the lack of academic preparation, low socioeconomic status and minority
identification may also influence how well first-generation college students integrate
academically and socially, which ultimately influences their persistence. Pelco et al. (2014)
reported research conducted by Stephens et al. (2012), who found the following: “Firstgeneration students often experienced a cultural mismatch between the independent norms
institutionalized in American universities and the relatively interdependent norms that firstgeneration students are socialized with in working-class home contexts” (p. 62). The following
section is a discussion of some of these challenges.
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Challenges Faced By First-Generation College Students
Demographic characteristics are not the only differences between first-generation college
students and non-first-generation college students. Another difference between these two groups
are the challenges that first-generation college students face as they relate to their college
enrollment and college success. The following sections address the academic and transition
challenges of first-generation college students.
Academic Challenges
Academic challenges impact first-generation college students before they enroll and
while they are in college. Some of the academic challenges that first-generation college students
encounter are the result of lack of exposure or participation in a rigorous high school curriculum
(Pelco et al., 2014; Stephens et al., 2012). Existing research of first-generation college students
report they are not as academically prepared as their non-first-generation college peers (Engle,
2007; Warburton et al., 2001).
In a statistical analysis of a longitudinal study of first-generation college students,
Warburton et al. (2001) found that first-generation college students were less likely to participate
in a rigorous high school curriculum that would help prepare them for college. When they
compared first-generation college students and their non-first-generation college peers, only 9%
of first-generation college students participated in a rigorous high school curriculum, as
compared to 20% of their non-first-generation college peers. This likely contributed to the fact
that first-generation college students were more likely to score lower on the college entrance
exams than were their non-first-generation college peers (Warburton et al., 2001). College
entrance exams are important in college acceptance decisions. The higher the college entrance
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exam scores are in conjunction with other performance indicators, the more likely one is to gain
acceptance into college and attend college.
In 2005, Chen and Carroll examined the habits of courses taken by first-generation
college students to determine if there was a correlation between their course taken habits and
their educational outcomes. The results showed that first-generation college students were less
likely to graduate with a bachelor’s degree than their non-first-generation college peers. In
addition, first-generation college students took more remedial courses than their non-firstgeneration college peers, which research indicates is an impediment toward attaining a
bachelor’s degree (Calcagno et al., 2007; Saw, 2019). Chen and Carroll (2005) also found that
first-generation college students had lower first-year GPAs (grade-point averages), as well as
lower GPAs throughout the rest of their college career before the researchers controlled for other
variables. This supported Warburton et al.’s (2001) analysis that lack of academic preparedness
can lead to a low cumulative college GPA.
One influential area of academic preparedness is mathematic course enrollment in high
school. The more rigorous mathematic courses successfully completed by first-generation
college students, the more likely they are to be academically successful in college (Choy, 2001;
Engle et al., 2006; Garcia, 2010; Horn & Nuñez, 2000). Warburton et al. (2001) found that this
population did not take calculus in high school as often as their non-first-generation college peers
did: only 20% of first-generation college students took calculus in high school in comparison
with 34% of non-first-generation college students. Engle (2007) claimed, “A rigorous high
school curriculum, particularly one that includes advanced math, can greatly improve the
chances that first-generation students will go to college” (p. 28).
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Research in this section showed that the lack of academic preparedness for firstgeneration college students poses academic challenges for them as it relates to academic success
and cumulative GPAs. The academic challenges that first-generation college students face
negatively impact their academic and social integration, which is important since academic and
social integration are necessities for the persistence of this population (Pelco et al., 2014;
Stephens et al., 2012).
Transition Challenges
Transition from high school to college may be stressful and difficult for many students
(Goldrick-Rab et al., 2007; Parker et al., 2006; Perry et al., 2001). McCoy (2014) discussed that
first-generation college students, along with students of color are the populations that are
affected most by the transition to college. There are many factors that play a role in the
transition from high school to college, including family, student’s educational background, peers,
institutional mission, faculty, and personality (Terenzini et al., 1993) that play a role in how
challenging the college transition can be for students. These factors intensify as they relate to
first-generation college students.
Research shows that parental involvement and support have either a positive or negative
influence on students’ transition, academic success, stress levels, and overall educational
experience (Irlbeck et al., 2014; Sy et al., 2011; Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). To further examine
the college transition and parental involvement and support, Sy et al. (2011) conducted a study to
explore the relationship between the level of parental support and the amount of stress the
student experienced. The results of this study share similar results with other studies (Napoli &
Wortman, 1998; Suwinyattichaiporn & Johnson, 2020) in that parental or familial support
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influenced the amount of stress a student experienced during their college transition. Sy et al.
(2011) concluded the disjunction between home life and school life, the culture shock of the new
environment, the lack of social and cultural capital, and other factors may increase the stress that
first-generation college students’ experience. Specifically, Sy et al. (2011) found that emotional
support from parents helped to decrease stress for first-generation college students, but
informational support from parents did not have a significant impact on their stress. Thus,
parental support is important in the decreasing of stress for first-generation college students.
In another study, Terenzini et al. (1993) examined how students got involved on campus
through their transition from high school to college and identified several interrelated factors that
impacted student learning and whether they persisted or not in college. Terenzini et al. (1993)
also found that the participants valued having their experiences validated, as it aided in their selfefficacy and self-esteem. However, the results also showed that attending college for firstgeneration college students created a disconnect with their life, as attending college was not a
“norm” for their family and put some strain on relationships with family and friends from their
home. Furthermore, high school friendships also served as hindrances to a first-generation
college student’s academic and social transition, especially if the friends did not attend college.
This disconnect between their home life and college life impacted the students’ well-being and
stress levels; however, if supported properly, the students’ self-efficacy and self-esteem could
increase and aid their persistence toward graduation (Terenzini et al., 1993).
Inkelas et al. (2007) also conducted a study that also examined the academic and social
transitions of first-generation college students to postsecondary institutions by exploring the
relationship between living-learning programs and the transition to college for first-generation
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college students. The researchers found that being a part of the living-learning program enhanced
a student’s academic transition. In addition to an easier academic transition, first-generation
college students who lived in a living-learning area appeared to have an easier social transition to
college. Inkelas et al.’s (2007) results supported the purpose of living-learning programs in that
their design targeted a specific academic focus or specific theme, which assisted in bringing
students together with similar interests and easing academic and social integration for residential
students, thus increasing their likelihood of college success.
Although all college students may face the challenges mentioned in this section, these
challenges are amplified for first-generation college students. First-generation college students’
challenges with academic and social integration have a strong likelihood of negatively impacting
their persistence at their institution of higher learning. Therefore, it is important to understand
persistence and ways to support it in order to deter first-generation college students from
dropping out of college.
Persistence to Graduation
Although first-generation college students are increasingly enrolling in colleges and
universities, their dropout rate is still higher than that of their non-first-generation college peers.
Research shows that first-generation college students have been difficult to retain, especially
between sophomore and junior years (Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Radunzel, 2018);
consequently, highlighting the need to address persistence to graduation for first-generation
college students. Persistence refers to the year-to-year enrollment of students at an institution of
higher education (Burrus et al., 2013; Reason, 2009). Although not often used in this context in
higher education research, the psychological concepts of languishing and flourishing, discussed
27

in detail in a later section, seem to have strong connections to student success (Darling & Smith,
2007; Engle, 2007; Engle et al., 2006; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh,
2005; Redford et al., 2017; Terenzini et al., 1995).
Much of the research focused on first-generation college students discussed the
languishing and lack of persistence for this population and the factors that play a role in this
population’s failure to thrive. For example, researchers have investigated this population’s lack
of financial stability; academic preparedness; support; knowledge or capital for the college
culture; motivation and self-efficacy; and the pre-college characteristics that negatively impact
their persistence; thereby leading them to languish and eventually drop out from an institution.
This section provides an overview of some factors that lead to more persistence among the firstgeneration college student population. More specifically, this section highlights research on
social capital, academic and social integration, transition programs and support, and faculty and
staff relationships on the persistence and degree attainment of first-generation college students.
Social Capital
Numerous studies report that first-generation college students lack the social capital that
is necessary for them to succeed, persist, and flourish in college (Johnstonbaugh, 2018; Martin et
al., 2020). Social capital refers to the connection to people or a network that can help people gain
other types of capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Similar to cultural capital, social capital has often been
used to research attrition and success for marginalized populations. For example, Wells (2008)
investigated the effects of social capital on the persistence of first-generation college students at
two- and four-year colleges. The results showed that students with higher levels of social and
cultural capital were more likely to persist from their first year to their second year.
28

As Wells (2008) showed that social capital aids in the persistence from first year to
second year for first-generation college students, Palmer and Maramba (2015) also conducted a
study on the effects of social capital, specifically if it had any influence in the college access,
transition and adjustment, and success of Southeast Asian American students. Palmer and
Maramba (2015) reported two themes that emerged after data analysis: “caring agents and
supportive organizations and student services” (p. 50). To further explain, caring agents were
those who helped the students acquire the necessary social capital for them to be successful in
college. For example, the participants named counselors, family, teachers, and mentors as
specific caring agents (Palmer & Maramba (2015).
The other theme that emerged was the assistance of student organizations and student
services (Palmer & Maramba (2015). The results for the second theme showed that the
participants attributed the acquiring of social capital to the pre-college programs in which they
participated, such as Talent Search and summer bridge programs. In addition to pre-college
programs, participants also talked about how participating in academic and social student
services, as well as ethnic specific student organizations, were helpful in their success and
increasing their social capital (Palmer & Maramba (2015).
The importance of having social capital for college success has led other researchers like
Schwartz et al. (2018) to evaluate interventions that aid in the building of social capital for firstgeneration college students. Schwartz et al. (2018) found that participation in the program
assisted first-generation college students in forming more relationships with their instructors,
more intentional interactions and relationships with faculty and staff members, more belief in the
importance of having support, and less avoidance in seeking help when needed. The students in
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this program enhanced their social capital, which also resulted in increased academic integration
and GPAs.
Research shows that social capital is an important factor in the persistence and
flourishing of students, especially first-generation college students. As previously stated, capital
is passed from one person to the next. Not only is capital seen as an influential factor in a
student’s transition to college, but it has also been found to play a role in their academic and
social integration within the college environment (Moschetti & Hudley, 2015; Palmer &
Gasman, 2008). Because social capital is the acquisition of knowledge through social contacts
and support, it shows a direct connection to the importance of building and sustaining positive
relationships with others. This is a factor within positive psychology, as positive psychology
highlights positive relationships as an important concept that aids in students flourishing and
academically succeeding, especially with building relationships with faculty and staff.
Faculty and Staff Relationships
Many contend that relationships with faculty and staff members help students create
connections to the college or university they attend. For example, Komarraju et al. (2010) wrote,
“Student-faculty interactions can be crucial in developing students’ academic self-concept and
enhancing their motivation and achievement” (p. 332), which demonstrates the notion that
interacting and connecting with faculty members play a positive role in a student’s college
experience and success. Connecting with faculty and staff members and building relationships
are factors that increase flourishing in students, specifically first-generation college students.
Kim and Sax (2009) conducted a study to explore the relationship between studentfaculty interactions and a student’s characteristics, more specifically gender, race, socioeconomic
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class, and parental educational attainment. Findings indicated that first-generation college
students tend to have challenges with interacting with their professors and were less likely to
interact with their professors as compared with their non-first-generation college peers (Kim &
Sax, 2009). Even though first-generation college students struggled with interacting with
professors, Kim and Sax (2009) discovered that it is important for first-generation college
students to interact with their professors as it enhances their college GPA, increases their sense
of belonging, and increases college satisfaction, which enhances well-being and flourishing.
In a similar study, Komarraju et al. (2010) conducted a study that examined whether a
positive relationship existed between seven various aspects of student-faculty interactions and a
student’s motivation, self-concept, and achievement. The results of this study showed that the
relationships students have with their faculty members were important in whether a student had a
positive or negative academic outcome. Students who had a positive relationship with their
professors and found them to be approachable, respectful, and available increased their
confidence in their academic prowess and their motivation. On the other hand, students who felt
their professors were distant and made them feel as if they did not belong decreased their
motivation and confidence in their academic abilities. These results show that the relationship
students have with their faculty members is a factor on whether they have positive experiences,
positive emotions, and persistence in college (Komarraju et al., 2010). First-generation college
students who built relationships with their faculty and other staff members increased their social
capital and bettered their transition to college.
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Academic and Social Integration
During his study of student attrition, Tinto (1975) created and explained academic and
social integration. Tinto (1975) defined academic integration as the interaction and involvement
a student has with their academic environment, exemplified by them forming meaningful and
positive relationships with faculty and staff members inside and outside of the classroom.
Successful academic integration can be represented by academic performance and grades. The
other academic environments refer to study groups and interacting in tutoring.
Conversely, social integration is the interaction and involvement a student has with their
social environment, such as interacting in peer groups, on-campus activities, orientation, and
relationships with faculty and staff. Tinto (1975) created a conceptual diagram that explained
why students drop out of college:
In brief, this theoretical model of dropout, argues that the process of dropout from college
can be viewed as a longitudinal process of interactions between the individual and the
academic and social systems of the college during which a person’s experiences in those
systems (as measured by his normative and structural integration) continually modify his
goal and institutional commitments in ways which lead to persistence and/or to varying
forms of dropout. (p. 94)
So according to Tinto, a student’s decision to drop out of college is because of the experiences
that the student has had within their academic and social environments.
More specifically, the conceptual model that Tinto coined includes both academic and
social integration and shows that a student’s background, social identity, and pre-college
education have influence on the educational commitments the student has, which in return affects
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their involvement and interactions in and outside of the classroom. The lack of academic and
social interaction and integration can result in academic problems and cause distress and anxiety
in college students, especially first-year students, which have been shown to indicate languishing
(Knoesen & Naudé, 2018). As previously stated, first-generation college students who
successfully integrate academically and socially will have more positive experiences that will
then lead to more positive emotions, which are also a factor that falls within positive psychology.
Failure to integrate successfully will cause more distress and anxiety, thereby lowering their
subjective well-being and interfering with their persistence.
Interactions with and the involvement in a student’s academic and social environments
represent academic and social integration, which then impact a student’s educational
commitments and also influence their decision to remain or leave college. Severiens and Schmidt
(2009) wrote, “According to Tinto’s model, students who persist in college and graduate
successfully participate in the student culture, both within and outside the immediate context of
the learning environment” (p. 60). Therefore, the more students interact with their academic and
social environments, the more likely they are to persist or flourish in college and graduate.
Forbes et al. (2018) conducted a study to examine the impact that social integration had
on high school students’ persistence in a psychology introductory course. Because academic and
social integration were their own concepts, the researchers conducted this study using the
hypothesis that social integration of the students in the psychology course would interfere with
their academic integration. Forbes et al. (2018) found that the scores for social integration were
higher for students who dropped out of the course, which confirmed the hypothesis for the study.
If there is too much social integration, then there is a likelihood that it can interfere with the
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academic integration of the student. The researchers concluded that there is a need for both;
however, the two integrations must be collaborative in nature and exist at similar levels. These
results agree with the findings of other researchers (Knoesen & Naudé, 2018; Miller, 2017) in
that academic and social integration is important for students to engage in at proportionate levels.
Tinto’s (1975) model for student attrition shows that academic and social integration are
required to exist together for persistence. They may not need to exist at similar levels all of the
time; however, they must exist together to help the student increase their chances of persisting
and graduating. Both academic and social integration play roles in the positive experience of
students, especially first-generation college students, as they do not have parent(s) or guardian(s)
with first-hand experiences of college. Therefore, this population needs more assistance in
acclimating and integrating into the institution’s culture by utilizing faculty and staff
relationships, study groups, tutoring, programs, and getting involved on campus.
Transition Programs and Support
Programs and other initiatives implemented by higher education institutions to assist
increase of students’ academic and social integration, which impacts how first-generation college
students flourish and persist, supplement the transition of first-generation college students.
Colleges and universities create transition programs and provide support for first-generation
college students to help them acclimate with the college culture, as it can be a culture shock for
them when they get to their institution of choice. This culture shock can increase feelings of
isolation on a college campus and interfere with the building of a sense of belonging (Jack, 2014;
Means & Pyne, 2017), which ultimately plays a role in their well-being and persistence to degree
attainment.
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One of the programs created as a part of the Higher Education Act of 1965 to assist firstgeneration college students in persisting was Student Support Services (SSS), which targets
college students who were either low-income, first-generation, or had a disability specifically.
The concept of the SSS program was much like the concept of the TRiO pre-college programs in
that the design of the program was to assist participants academically, personally, socially, and
financially by way of financial aid (Higher Education Act of 1965). In addition to institutions
having an SSS program, they also implement other programs that aid in the high school to
college transition for first-generation college students, such as orientation, summer bridge
programs, mentoring programs, and tailored academic advising
Colleges and universities often create and implement summer bridge programs to further
assist students in their transition to the college environment. The summer bridge programs,
usually held on campus for several weeks, are typically for a specific population of students.
Grace-Odeleye and Santiago (2019) explained, “Many bridge programs provide the opportunity
for selected students, who have struggled academically to demonstrate that they are prepared for
college and committed to their own success” (p. 39). Generally, the students selected for the
summer bridge programs are first-generation college students and other students considered atrisk (Grace-Odeleye & Santiago, 2019). Several of these bridge programs are mandatory, and the
student’s full acceptance to the college or university is contingent upon their successful
completion of the program (Grace-Odeleye & Santiago, 2019). Summer bridge programs usually
incorporate some of the same components as that of an orientation program and some academic
advising; thus, many perceive them as extended orientations. They also encourage academic and
social integration by offering opportunities for the participants to build relationships with peers,
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mentors, and faculty, and to build time management, study, and other academic and social skills
that are necessary for students to persist, succeed, and flourish in college.
Research of summer bridge programs reveals they increase the sense of belonging the
participants may feel on campus (Cabrera et al., 2013; Hicks, 2005). For example, Suzuki et al.
(2012) examined the Pathways Summer Bridge (PSB) to determine if the program was
accomplishing its goals. The results of this study showed that the PSB positively impacted
students in the treatment group. The results also showed that this program specifically increased
the students’ knowledge of the resources on campus, familiarity with the expectations of college,
and their sense of belonging, which all play a role in enhancing a student’s subjective well-being
and, in turn, persistence in college (Suzuki et al., 2012).
One reason first-generation college students struggle with their transition to college is the
lack of knowledge they possess about college, possibly due to not having people in their
immediate family who have gone to college (Hooker & Brand, 2010; Jehangir, 2010). Therefore,
first-generation college students need access to other institutional resources to help them
navigate college, such as academic advisors. Academic advisors serve as extensions of the
university who provide career counseling and assist students in understanding college
expectations and college terminology; assessing other college resources, setting goals, and
getting more comfortable with the academic and social culture of the college or university.
Sickles (2004) wrote, “Many first-generation students seek to build a trusting relationship with
their advisors, a relationship that is based on their advisor’s understanding of their background”
(para. 3). Thus, first-generation college students need the expertise and knowledge from their
academic advisor to help make up for their lack of cultural and social capital. Furthermore, the
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relationship between the first-generation college student and their academic advisor works better
if the advisor understands who they are as first-generation college students, their challenges and
needs.
Darling and Smith (2007) discussed strategies on how academic advisors can best help
first-generation college students. One of the strategies focused on the advising techniques
academic advisors should use when advising first-generation college students. For example,
academic advisors should help first-generation college students understand the importance of
finding smaller communities by getting involved in academic or social clubs or organization.
Academic advisors should also help them reduce the size of the campus, motivate them to
diversify their course takings, and assist them in making meaning of their college experience as it
relates to their transition and first year of college. These recommendations aid them in
integrating academically and socially in the college or university’s environment and culture.
These recommendations also promote the potential for first-generation college students to have
positive experiences, positive emotions, and positive relationships with their peers and others on
campus, which are all within positive psychology and symptoms of a flourishing student.
Integration of Positive Psychology and Higher Education
Positive psychology focuses on the potential of individuals and the practices that help
them thrive. Researchers have used this approach as a lens to examine the flourishing and
languishing of students as a practice within K-12 education, but not within the higher education
context. Therefore, more research is necessary to explore flourishing in first-generation college
students in college and the ways positive psychology, specifically character strengths, influence
their persistence to graduation. Therefore, this section includes an overview of positive
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psychology, positive psychology constructs, positive psychology and well-being, positive
education, other positive psychology theories, and a rationale for the need to integrate positive
psychology into the higher education culture.
Overview of Positive Psychology
Prior to World War II, the goal of psychology was largely to correct what was wrong
with people; however, since World War II, psychologists have focused on well-being and being
proactive in helping people live good lives. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) declared,
“Psychology has, since World War II, become a science largely about healing. It concentrates on
repairing damage within a disease model of human functioning” (p. 5). The concern for mental
health and the need to treat mental illness gave rise to positive psychology.
In 1998, Martin Seligman introduced the concept of positive psychology. According to
Boniwell (2012), “Its aspiration is to bring solid empirical research into areas such as well-being,
flow, personal strengths, wisdom, creativity, psychological health and characteristics of positive
groups and institutions” (p. 1). Positive psychology has three levels: subjective, individual, and
the community (Gable & Haidt, 2005; Linley et al., 2006; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).
The subjective level encompasses positive emotions, well-being, and satisfaction. The individual
level focuses on positive traits, such as character strengths and virtues. At the community or
group level, the focus is on social responsibilities, work ethic, and other positive civic ethics that
assist in the development of awareness of civic duties and citizenship (Boniwell, 2012; Kim et
al., 2012; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). This study specifically focused on the individual
level of positive psychology as the researcher wants to understand what within the firstgeneration college students aided them to persist and graduate from college.
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Positive Psychology Constructs
Several concepts within positive psychology have been empirically tested and found to be
interconnected with character strengths, as well as beneficial in enhancing one’s happiness and
well-being. Research has found the constructs of hope (Feldman & Kubota, 2015; Scioli et al.,
1997; Snyder et al., 2002); self-efficacy (Baier et al., 2016; Bandura, 1995; Blaney & Stout,
2017; Majer, 2009; Tate, Fouad et al., 2015); motivation (Blackwell & Pinder, 2014; Flannery,
2017); and resilience (Alvarado et al., 2017; Chung et al., 2017) are beneficial to first-generation
college students and their academic success. Researchers have investigated these positive
psychology constructs in relation to well-being, happiness, and positive experiences, which
affect the persistence of college students. For the purposes of this study, this section reviews the
following constructs of hope, self-efficacy, motivation, and resilience and their connection to the
thriving of first-generation college students.
Hope. Hope and optimism have been regarded as cognitive variables (Scioli et al., 1997;
Snyder et al., 2002). In addition to hope being thought of as a cognitive positive psychology
construct, hope has also been considered an emotion with some cognitive components (Scioli et
al., 1997). According to Snyder (1995), hope is a cognitive thought or emotion that is goal
driven. As human beings, our desires and needs drive us to use this cognitive thought to help us
move toward our goals and determine how to get the goal achieved.
Synder et al. (2002) examined the relationship between hope and a student’s academic
success, as well as whether or not hope had the ability to be a predictor of a student’s academic
performance (i.e., GPA and degree attainment). Snyder et al. (2002) found that the more hope the
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students had, the higher their GPA, the more likely the student was to graduate, and the least
likely they were to drop out of college.
Similar to Snyder et al. (2002), Feldman and Kubota (2015) also found that having hope
is beneficial in a student’s academic achievement. The results of this study showed that those
who had generalized hope led to them having academic hope, which predicted their GPA
(Feldman & Kubota, 2015). It is important to mention that the results of this study showed that
self-efficacy did not serve as a direct predictor for GPA, rather general hope directly predicted
self-efficacy, which led to academic efficacy and then eventually predicted GPA. Gallagher et al.
(2017) also found similar results regarding the influence of hope on a student’s GPA. Not only
did the researchers find that hope predicted academic achievement, but they also found that hope
was the only positive psychology construct that also predicted college enrollment and degree
attainment.
These studies have shown that hope rather than self-efficacy directly predicted academic
and college success, thereby showing that the desire or anticipation for something to happen is a
more directly correlated than believing in one’s abilities. One must first have a desire to be
successful and anticipation for academic success and degree attainment to be successful, but one
will also then need to believe in their ability to attain what they desire. Although first-generation
college students struggle with self-efficacy and may experience some guilt in their choice to
attend college, they do have hope to attend college and finish. Their families also have hope for
them to be better and do better than they did; therefore, first-generation college students employ
grit, resilience, and other strengths to help them persist in college. Furthermore, as the first ones
in their family to attend college and attain a degree, first-generation college students can also be
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seen as the hope for their families—hope that graduating from college is possible even though
their parent(s) or guardian(s) have not.
Self-Efficacy. Albert Bandura (1995), who developed the theory of self-efficacy, defined
self-efficacy as the belief one has in their abilities. Research of self-efficacy occurs mainly
within the context of education. Considered a cognitive resource, self-efficacy can be compared
to the cognitive strengths under the wisdom and knowledge virtues in relation to character
strengths. This construct influences an individual’s thoughts, behaviors, and feelings similarly to
character strengths. Bandura (1995) delineated four ways to facilitate the building of one’s
efficacy: “mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, social persuasion, and physiological and
emotional states” (pp. 3-4); however, Bandura emphasized mastery experiences as the most
effective way for it helps individuals increase their opportunities for successes to continue to
help build efficacy. Bandura (1995) further explained that “developing a sense of efficacy
through mastery experiences is not a matter of adopting ready-made habits. Rather, it involves
acquiring the cognitive, behavior, and self-regulatory tools for creating and executing
appropriate courses of action to manage ever-changing life circumstances” (p. 3). Therefore, it is
possible to consider self-efficacy as a resilience prediction factor and a necessary construct for
first-generation college students to overcome academic challenges.
Several studies have examined the impact of self-efficacy on first-generation college
students (Baier et al., 2016; Blaney & Stout, 2017; Majer, 2009; Tate, Fouad et al., 2015);
academic achievement (Affuso et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2016; Merolla, 2017); and a student’s
college outcome (Drago et al., 2018; Gore, 2006; Robbins et al., 2004; Zajacova et al., 2005).
Altermatt (2019) and Zander et al. (2018) also conducted studies similar in nature with similar
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findings of self-efficacy and academic performance. Altermatt (2019) found that peer support
was important in helping increase an individual’s positive academic efficacy. The results also
showed that having a positive academic efficacy led to an individual experiencing positive
emotions and ultimately academic success. Altermatt (2019) wrote, “Consistent with this
‘broaden and build’ theory of positive emotions, there is ample evidence that academic selfefficacy is associated with a range of cognitions, behaviors, and emotions that promote academic
success” (p. 32). In addition to finding similar results, Zander et al. (2018) found that
participants’ academic efficacy enhanced a growth mindset and increased their confidence in
being an academic resource for their peers.
As previously stated, self-efficacy is the belief in one’s abilities, and it is specifically
useful when it comes to academic resilience and success. First-generation college student
struggle with integrating academically and making the grades necessary to persist through
college; therefore, this population can benefit from more self-efficacy. Thus, for first-generation
college students to better combat the challenges they face, especially academic challenges, they
need to strengthen their self-efficacy, for it enhances motivation and autonomy and leads to an
increase in the chance of persisting to graduation.
Motivation. The concept of motivation is rooted in the Self-Determination Theory
(SDT), as the theory assisted in the differentiation between the two motivations of extrinsic and
intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007). The link between
motivation and SDT is the notion that people, especially students, are motivated by autonomy
(Blackwell & Pinder, 2014; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Researchers have explored
motivation and autonomy to understand how they impact individuals in an educational setting.
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For example, Patall et al. (2018) investigated how the strategies for perceived autonomy used by
teachers impacted students’ autonomous motivation. The results showed that the relevant
strategies that teachers used did predict autonomous motivation. Therefore, students exposed to
strategies demonstrated motivation.
In their study of first-generation college students, Blackwell and Pinder (2014) reported
that motivation and other internal factors influence one’s behavior. Flannery (2017) also
determined that motivation drove change in behavior. Therefore, when one considers academic
achievement and how students, especially first-generation college students, persist and do well in
school, and eventually graduate, one must consider motivation. As research has shown, intrinsic
motivation aids in autonomy, which is a predictor for academic achievement. Academic
achievement is also interchangeable with academic success, and academic achievement often
equates to high grades, high GPA, and integration within the academic community, which help
students persist and graduate (Letkiewicz et al., 2014; Mamiseishvili, 2012; Ward et al., 2012).
Próspero and Vohra-Gupta (2007) investigated what influences motivation and academic
and social integration had on first-generation college students’ academic achievement. The
results revealed that motivation and academic integration positively impacted first-generation
college students’ GPAs, whereas external motivation and amotivation negatively impacted firstgeneration college students’ GPAs. These results mirrored the data discussed on the importance
of academic and social integration previously discussed. The challenges with academic and
social integration in their new environments that first-generation college students usually
encounter make it more difficult for them to persist and easier to drop out of college. However,
research has shown that academic and social integration are vitally important to the academic
43

success, persistence, and graduation of first-generation college students (Chen & Carroll, 2005;
Engle, 2007; Garcia, 2010; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007). The positive relationship between
motivation and higher GPAs essentially shows that motivation is connected with academic
integration. More specifically, Clark et al. (2014) found that academic integration served as the
mediator between motivation and a student’s GPA. Therefore, Clark et al.’s (2014) results
supported other studies that highlighted the importance of motivation for changing behavior and
enhancing academic success and academic integration for first-generation college students.
Similar to the previously related definitions or explanations of motivation, Resnick et al.
(2011) wrote, “Motivation refers to the need, drive, or desire to act in a certain way to achieve a
certain end” (p. 202). Resnick et al. (2011) also maintained that motivation is a behavior that is
specific, which also lends itself to show the need for motivation when one is being resilient.
Because motivation is a key component in achieving a goal and changing behavior, motivation is
also a key component in one exhibiting and building resilience (Resnick et al., 2011).
This section presented research that indicated an individual needs motivation to do well
and overcome challenges. Because first-generation college students experience more academic
and transition challenges than their non-first-generation college peers, and they are more likely to
dropout due to these and other challenges, it is important for first-generation college students to
increase their motivation to help them overcome challenges so that they can persist to
graduation.
Resilience. When one experiences adversity, a positive response to that adversity is
resilience, which Carver (1998) defined as the return to the previous condition of homeostasis
after experiencing an adverse situation. Similarly, Smith et al. (2008) defined resilience as “the
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ability to bounce back or recover from stress” (p. 194). Resilience usually produces a positive
outcome after experiencing the adverse situation (Debb et al., 2018). There are different
responses to adversity related to resilience. One response to adversity is thriving, which is much
like flourishing. Thriving involves resilience by recovering, but it also consists of adaptation. It
can evolve into one being better than one was before, which is referred to as thriving (Carver,
1998; Smith et al., 2008).
Chung et al. (2017) utilized a sample that consisted of nontraditional students and
traditional students to examine the differences in resilience levels between the two groups. The
results showed that the two groups of students had a difference in resilience scores. In fact, the
nontraditional student group had a higher perceived mean resilience score than did the group of
traditional students. Nontraditional students in this study were more likely to be someone who
worked full-time, have children, and rely on financial aid, which shares similarities with
common characteristics of first-generation college students. The results for this study were not
surprising, as nontraditional students usually have more adversities to get through; therefore,
they build more resilience.
Nontraditional students can be viewed as a disadvantaged population, similar to ethnic
minorities, international students, and first-generation college students. Therefore, one can make
the connection that other disadvantaged populations may have similar levels of resilience, as
compared to populations that have less risk. This is true for the results reported by Alvarado et
al. (2017) after exploring the difference in resilience and emotional intelligence for firstgeneration college students and their non-first-generation college peers. Data analysis revealed
that, although first-generation college students had lower levels of emotional intelligence, they
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had significantly higher resilience levels than that of their non-first-generation college peers.
While research showed that resilience does help in academic success, Alvarado et al. (2017)
found that the participants’ resilience did not have a relationship with their GPA. The researchers
concluded this could be due to first-generation college students discovering how to prevent their
life adversity to interfere with their academic performance (Alvarado et al., 2017).
Summary of Positive Psychology Constructs. The research on the positive psychology
constructs of hope, self-efficacy, motivation, and resilience clearly showed that they positively
impact and influence a student’s academic and educational journeys. These constructs are
important in the success of first-generation college students in higher education, as they provide
them aid to overcome the adverse situations they face. Furthermore, these constructs increase
positive college experiences and feelings of academic and social confidence for first-generation
college students. A review of the literature of these positive psychology constructs revealed
research contexts are mainly within educational contexts and in relation to students’ academic
performance, well-being, life satisfaction, and purpose (Turner et al., 2017; Wang & CastañedaSound, 2008; Wnuk & Marcinkowski, 2014).
Positive Psychology and Well-Being
Well-being and happiness are interchangeable (Efklides & Moraitou, 2013; Lambert et
al., 2015) and represent positive emotions that lead to positive effects. According to Wong
(2011), “Well-being is concerned with both objective assessments of wellness and the subjective
judgment of how satisfied one is with their life in terms of physical, mental, social, economic,
and emotional well-being” (p. 83). In 1967, Warner Wilson introduced the notion of well-being.
Wilson (1967) stated that a happy person is someone who has positive characteristics, such as
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high self-esteem, married, well-paid, extroverted, in good health, and religious—characteristics
that were the criteria of a happy person during the time of Warner Wilson. However, since
Wilson, there has been less focus on what the person is and more focus placed on other positive
things in people’s lives.
Well-being pushes people to have a better quality of life, better academic performance,
and better college transition (Bowman, 2010; Dvorákova et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2020). When
referring to well-being and mental health, Keyes (2003) discussed that subjective well-being
(SWB) is present when one is mentally healthy. To further define SWB, Keyes (2003) summed
up SWB as the perception one has of their own quality of life, subject to the influence of
symptoms of depression and other mental health illnesses. Therefore, this section focuses on two
concepts found to be related to one’s well-being, languishing and flourishing, and how they
impact one’s educational success.
Languishing. According to Keyes (2002), languishing is “the absence of mental health”
(p. 208). Keyes (2006) defined mental health as a syndrome that includes positive feelings,
emotions, and functioning as symptoms or as representations of a mentally healthy person.
Keyes (2006) also described mental health as “a complete state of subjective well-being” (p. 7).
Therefore, someone who has low social, psychological, and emotional well-being and low
subjective well-being are deficient in mental health, otherwise known as languishing (Westerhof
& Keyes, 2009). Keyes (2002) stated that languishing also looks like someone who is stagnate
and may feel “empty” or “hollow” (p. 210), which can describe some of the feelings firstgeneration college students feel when they transition to their new college environment. These
feelings are caused by their lack of knowledge about their new environment and their uncertainty
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of how to assimilate and adapt to the college culture, which causes them to feel out of place and
without a sense of belonging (Kim et al., 2020).
Keyes (2002) further explained languishing in terms of someone who essentially is not
functioning well. Someone who is languishing is not often categorized as someone who has a
mental illness or who is mentally well (Keyes, 2002). To further conceptualize languishing,
Grant and Cavanagh (2007) wrote, “Whereas those low in mental health are designated as
languishing, either with or without depression” (p. 249). Therefore, languishing is not necessarily
viewed as a mental illness, but as a state of being that disrupts someone’s mental health, which
can be seen as a precursor to mental illnesses, such as depression. It is worth reiterating that
someone who is labeled as languishing is not mentally ill nor mentally healthy (Keyes, 2002,
2003; Knoesen, 2014).
First-generation college students struggle with the high school to college transition, as
well as academic and social integration, which are both important in the persistence of firstgeneration college students (Engle, 2007; McCoy, 2014; Pascarella et al., 2004). The feelings of
not belonging, not being academically prepared, experiencing survivor’s guilt, and dissonance
between home and school all play a role in the mental health of first-generation college students.
Transition and academic and social integration challenges also have the ability to lead to
languishing if not handled in a way that can lead the student to flourishing. These feelings have
also been linked to minority status. Earlier in the chapter, the presented research showed that
first-generation college students were more likely to be a minority, specifically African
American or Hispanic, and according to Hudson et al. (2012), African Americans face more
challenges with discrimination, which may lead to more depressive symptoms. As previously
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stated, languishing individuals tend to display symptoms of depression and anxiety more so than
flourishing individuals. Therefore, when a minority student faces discrimination, the
discrimination and the challenges that accompany the discrimination increase their risk of
experiencing depressive symptoms that also increases their risk of experiencing languishing.
Since discrimination also plays a role in, or may amplify feelings of, not belonging for minority
students, especially those who are first-generation college students, it also may lead to an
increase in languishing for them.
Although languishing does not mean the presence of a mental illness, people considered
as languishing tend to have more mental illness symptoms or illnesses. This was evident in the
results of a study Keyes et al. (2012) conducted to explore whether positive mental health and
mental illness are predictors of suicidal behavior and whether they impact a student’s academic
performance. Keyes et al. (2012) found that students with languishing mental health had the
highest percentages of suicidal behavior and low academic performance; those who had more
positive and complete mental health and who were flourishing had lower levels of suicidal
behavior and academic impairment. The results also showed that participants considered
languishing had more anxiety, depression, or panic disorders (Keyes et al., 2012). Therefore, to
help decrease suicidal behavior and academic impairment and minimize the impact of mental
disorders, one must better their mental health to increase flourishing and the ability to cope with
difficulties and challenges.
Despite the fact that it may be difficult to identify students who are languishing, there are
signs. A student is experiencing languishing when they are feeling unfulfilled and out of place.
They may have symptoms of depression, anxiety, panic disorder, and other mental illnesses. As
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for first-generation college students, they may experience more languishing than their non-firstgeneration college peers because of facing more adverse situations. The languishing they feel
may be a result of feeling overwhelmed by trying to meet academic expectations, working on or
off campus, and facing other challenges as discussed earlier in this chapter. Therefore, it is
important for colleges and universities to develop initiatives and plans on how to identify
languishing students earlier and establish a plan to assist students in flourishing. This requires
ensuring focus is on helping these students integrate academically and socially, assessing their
mental health, and developing and enhancing their positive traits, emotions, and relationships.
Higher education institutions can also help first-generation college students develop other skills
for coping and overcoming their adverse situations (Brown, 2018) to move them closer to
flourishing.
Flourishing. As previously discussed, languishing is the absence of mental health;
therefore, it is reasonable to believe then that the presence of mental health is how people
flourish. Unlike languishing, flourishing does include the absence of mental illness, but that is
not the only way to explain flourishing. According to Keyes (2002), flourishing means that one
has high levels of well-being, specifically subjective well-being. To further define and explain
flourishing, Huppert and So (2013) discussed flourishing as the “combination of feeling good
and functioning effectively” (p. 838). To put it differently, flourishing involves positive
emotions, optimal human functioning, and positive characteristics (Huppert & So, 2013). The
aforementioned positive effects, life satisfaction, happiness, meaning and purpose, and personal
growth—all help conceptualize hedonic and eudaimonia well-being, which serve as two concepts
that further explain flourishing and mental health (Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2016).
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Someone who is mentally healthy is seen as flourishing. More specifically, someone who
is flourishing has positive emotions, has meaning and purpose, and positive engagement. A
flourishing individual also has at least three of the following, “self-esteem, optimism, resilience,
vitality, self-determination, and positive relationships” (Seligman, 2011, p. 26). These character
traits were are necessary to academic success and achievement. In order for one to flourish,
“positive affect or positivity” (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005, p. 2) must be present. According to
Howell (2009), flourishing students demonstrate high self-control and low procrastination, earn
high grades, and adopt a goal-oriented approach to learning. Flourishing students also seek out
opportunities and resources that assist them in developing their skills, strengths, and other
abilities. People who flourish are more resilient and hopeful, and they possess increased selfefficacy and motivation, which aid them to flourish in other areas of their life.
Knoesen and Naudé (2018) discussed examples of flourishing as they related to first-year
college students. The researchers mentioned that the feelings of excitement and positivity that
students felt as they began college were examples of flourishing, since they related to the
student’s social well-being. Along with positive emotions, Knoesen and Naudé (2018) further
noted that mastering academic and social skills and experiencing cognitive and personal growth
also represented flourishing because they show good well-being.
It is important to note that all students do not begin college with excitement and
positivity, which is usually indicative of first-generation college students, as this population of
students tend to be nervous and overwhelmed by their new environment. However, Knoesen and
Naudé (2018) found that although students began college with negative emotions, they
eventually developed positive emotions as they learned more about their environment, the
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expectations, and the challenges of being a first-year student. As a result, their satisfaction with
their first year increased. Knoesen and Naudé (2018) also discovered that, as the students’
satisfaction and happiness with their first year increased and as they gained more control of their
emotions, the participants experienced greater resilience, less negative emotions, continued
motivation toward their goals, and enhanced psychological well-being. The results further
showed that participants improved their self-confidence, efficacy, and acceptance through
developing and realizing their strengths and weaknesses, which led to increased resilience and
motivation. Although the participants in Knoesen and Naudé’s (2018) study reported their
struggles with social integration at the beginning of their first year, later in the year, their social
integration into the class and community increased with family support and help from their
friends and peers. As the participants integrated socially and academically, the likelihood of
them languishing and dropping out decreased, thereby improving their likelihood to flourish and
persist to graduation.
Summary of Positive Psychology and Well-Being. The research presented in this
section revealed that depression and anxiety affect a person’s well-being (Dambrun & Dubuy,
2013; Goodman et al., 2018; Miller & Duncan, 2015). Additionally, the less depression and
anxiety an individual experiences, the better their well-being is, which increases their chances to
persist school. Howell (2009) wrote, “Well-being was systematically associated with indicators
of successful academic self-regulation, including higher self-reported grades” (p. 9), which are
indicators for persistence (Hyers & Joslin, 1998; Stephen et al., 2020; Travis & Bunde, 2020). In
a study to investigate the relationship between the dimensions of well-being and academic
achievement, Waqas et al. (2018) found that economic, social, psychological, physical, and
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cognitive well-being affected academic achievement in a positive way. The higher the
participants scored in the aforementioned well-being areas, the higher their academic
achievement. Therefore, improvement in well-being leads to increased academic achievement.
Research indicates an individual needs a positive well-being in order to flourish, which is a key
ingredient in educational success, especially in persisting in college (Boyraz et al., 2016; Howell
2009; Mather, 2010; Schwitzer et al., 2018). In order to further understand and enhance a
student’s persistence and academic achievement, scholars have integrated positive psychology
constructs into the educational context, thereby creating this idea of positive education.
Positive Psychology and Education
Positive education is an area that is gaining traction and attention as more studies have
examined the impact positive psychology techniques and frameworks have on students and their
education. For example, research has revealed a relationship between positive psychology and
well-being (Dambrun & Dubuy, 2013; Goodmon et al., 2016; Lambert et al., 2015; Miller &
Duncan, 2015; Wong, 2011); motivation (Bye et al., 2007; Fredrickson, 2001); academic
success, which is usually studied using self-determination and self-efficacy theories (Field et al.,
2015; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002); and human and character strengths (Neff et al., 2007; Park
et al., 2004). Researchers have conducted studies with these constructs to determine how they
interact with positive psychology and impact education.
According to Norrish et al. (2013), the goal of combining positive psychology and
education is to foster an atmosphere where students’ mental health can flourish within a school
community. Seligman et al. (2009) defined positive education as the concept of education as a
venue to help students develop traditional skills, as well as happiness. Norrish et al. (2013)
53

explained, “Positive Education seeks to combine principles of Positive Psychology with bestpractice teaching and with educational paradigms to promote optimal development and
flourishing in the school setting” (p. 147). This statement highlight the importance of
understanding the relationship positive psychology has with education, and how individually and
collaboratively positive psychology increases a student’s chances of flourishing.
Norrish et al. (2013) also focused on defining flourishing—what it looks like and how to
promote flourishing. The researchers discussed the Geelong Grammar School (GGS) Model as a
framework to further explaining the importance and benefits of positive education. Norrish et al.
(2013) cited the following the six dimensions as crucial to well-being: “positive emotions,
positive engagement, positive accomplishment, positive purpose, positive relationships, and
positive health” (p. 150). Norrish et al. (2013) added that the six dimensions stem from, or are
supported by, the idea of character strengths, an idea discussed in more detail in the Theoretical
Framework section.
To explore the relationship between subjective well-being (SWB) and academic
achievement further, Suldo et al. (2011) examined the role of SWB in predicting academic
achievement of students. The results showed that SWB is significant in the predicting of
academic achievement, specifically GPA. Suldo et al. (2011) also found that it was not enough
for students to lack symptoms of depression or anxiety to flourish; they must also have a positive
SWB to flourish and succeed academically, which resonates with other research findings
(Boyraz et al., 2016; Howell 2009; Mather, 2010; Schwitzer et al., 2018). Suldo et al. (2011)
reported that students with low levels of anxiety and depression and high SWB had the highest
GPAs and the highest math skills. These particular results show that positive psychology, with a
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focus placed on well-being, is important to a student doing well academically and persisting
toward graduation, as persistence in college includes good grades and a good GPA.
Researchers have been borrowing from positive psychology for years, as it relates to
studying educational success for students by way of positive education. One of the earliest
theories used to relate positive psychology and education was self-determination theory (SDT).
Specifically, researchers have used SDT to help explain the role of motivation and personality in
positive outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2000). As mentioned earlier, SDT is one of the positive
psychology constructs, for it strongly correlates with motivation. Motivation and SDT are strong
predictors of a student’s academic success, and both are necessary for students to continue to
persist towards graduation.
Another model associated with positive psychology is the PERMA model, developed by
Martin Seligman in 2011 to understand how humans thrive. In recent years, researchers have
been exploring positive outcomes and positive well-being as they relate to the PERMA model to
give clarity and explanation for student persistence. Researchers have investigated the SDT and
PERMA theories in the context of education, thereby adding to the positive education
conversation (Chirkov, 2009; Deci et al., 1991; Gray et al., 2020; Kern et al., 2015) and giving
understanding to student well-being, persistence, and educational success.
One specific theory or framework that both theories give context to is character strengths.
Although there is no direct connection between SDT and character strengths, researchers have
explored the use of human strengths and SDT (Kong & Ho, 2015), and Pasha (2020) stated that
character strengths link to the PERMA model in that the human strengths serve as mediums for
expressing and accomplishing the five dimensions of the model. Solano and Cosentino (2016)
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wrote, “. . . character strengths are an essential component for achieving life fulfillment” (p. 65).
As seen in the section on positive psychology and well-being, positive well-being, experiences,
emotions, and relationships, all play a role in a student’s life satisfaction or life fulfillment,
which influences the persistence of a student.
The Case for Positive Psychology
To reiterate, the reason for the creation of positive psychology was to help people beyond
just fixing them. Its intent is to help people to cope and build the resilience needed to overcome
adverse situations by helping them enhance their life satisfaction, experience more positive
emotions, build more positive relationships, and develop more positive traits. Although positive
psychology may seem as if it is only focusing on the positive and forgetting the negative, that is
not the case. Positive psychology acknowledges the challenges and negative situations, takes
note of an individual’s well-being, and helps the individual develop positively and flourish.
The reported research studies in this review have shown that the field of positive
psychology and the constructs positively impact one’s well-being, which ultimately has bearing
on the languishing and flourishing of students, specifically those who identify as first-generation
college students. More specifically, positive psychology assisted in increasing academic
achievement and GPAs (Field et al., 2015; Howell, 2009; Suldo et al., 2011) and academic and
social integration. These variables play an important role first-generation college students’
persistence toward graduation.
Although investigations of positive psychology have occurred within educational
contexts, these contexts typically did not include higher education contexts where students tend
to feel the most stress, depression, and anxiety, which cause them to struggle more with
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persisting towards graduation. Therefore, this study used the character strengths framework to
examine how they individually impact the graduating of first-generation college students. The
researcher chose character strengths as the lens because it focuses on an individual’s innate
strengths and does not only acknowledge what the strengths are, but also how the participants
utilized them to persist towards graduation. The results of this study have the potential to assist
colleges and universities in the development of new practices and initiatives that will help firstgeneration college students understand the benefits of positive psychology, as well as develop
and enhance their positive emotions, traits, and relationships to help them flourish and graduate.
Theoretical Framework: Character Strengths and Virtues Theory
Character strengths is a branch of positive psychology created and researched by
Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman in 2004. Researchers have studied the concept of
character strengths in several different ways: in relation to youth development; K-12 students
and academic performance; adults and adults from different nations; trauma; those diagnosed
with illnesses; life satisfaction; college students’ academic success; and school adjustment.
However, review of the literature did not yield any studies of the concept of character strengths
in relation to first-generation college students and their persistence to graduation. Therefore, one
goal of this study was to attempt to fill this gap in research and further add to the conversation
centered on first-generation college students from an anti-deficit approach. Due to the lack of
empirical studies that focus on first-generation college students and the potential effects
character strengths have on this population, this study explored how character strengths
influenced the graduation attainment of first-generation college students. To further the
conversation and examine whether or not character strengths impact the persistence to graduation
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for first-generation college students, this study used the character strengths and virtues theory as
the framework to assist with answering the research questions of this study.
Peterson and Seligman (2004) conducted a three-year long project that concluded in the
identification of 24 character strengths and six universal virtues. To understand character
strengths, Peterson and Seligman first unpacked character. Park et al. (2006) claimed, “Good
character is essential for individuals and societies to thrive” (p. 118). Depending on the lens one
is using, definitions vary. For example, Peterson and Seligman (2004) discussed several
viewpoints of character. They stated that it is possible to think of character as an orientation to
reality or one’s sense of autonomy or view it as simply a social construct that takes on meaning
based on the observer’s values and not necessarily the values of the person or the thing under
observation. In another example, Nucci (2018) wrote, “Traditionally, character has been defined
in terms of virtues that emerge from socialization practices fostering culturally valued qualities
that guide behaviors” (p. 1). These two examples, which show that character is subject to
different definitions, support Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) point that character is plural, for it
is multifaceted with multiple layers. In other words, individuals do not possess and exhibit only
one character strength; instead, individuals possess more than one character strength and display
them in a combination (Niemiec, 2018). Park and Peterson (2009) also discussed character and
character strengths and how having good character leads someone to achieve their desired
outcomes and helps them to develop the drive to do the right thing, which closely aligns with the
concept of flourishing.
Park and Peterson (2009) described character strengths as “the foundation of optimal lifelong development and thriving” (p. 1). Several authors have sought to distinguish character
58

strengths from talents and abilities (Norrish et al., 2013; White & Waters, 2015). To clarify the
differences between character strengths and talents and skills, Park et al. (2004) provided a
summarization of criteria for character strengths, as depicted in Table 1.

Table 1
Criteria for a Character Strength
Criterion

Explanation

1. Ubiquity

Widely recognized across cultures

2. Fulfilling

Contributes to individual fulfillment, satisfaction, and
happiness broadly construed

3. Morally valued

Valued in its own right and not for tangible outcomes it
may produce

4. Does not diminish others

Elevates others who witness it, producing admiration, not
jealousy

5. Nonfelicitous opposite

Has obvious antonyms that are “negative”

6. Traitlike

Is an individual difference with demonstrable generality
and stability

7. Measurable

Had been successfully measured by researchers as an
individual

8. Distinctiveness

Is not redundant (conceptually or empirically) with other
character strengths

9. Paragons

Is strikingly embodied in some individuals

10. Prodigies

Is precociously shown by some children or youth

11. Selective absence

Is missing altogether in some individuals

12. Institutions

Is the deliberate target of societal practices and rituals that
try to cultivate it

Note: Adapted with permission from “Strengths of Character and Well-Being” by N. Park, C. Peterson, and M.
Seligman, 2004, Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 23(4), p. 605
(https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/0918/c0f8c5a88398ca82653ebf5faf5fe263fb7b.pdf). Copyright 2004 by Guilford
Press.
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To further verify the validity and impact of character strengths, Park et al. (2006)
conducted a study to examine how common the 24 character strengths are among adults from
“54 nations and all 50 US states” (Park et al., 2006, p. 118). The self-reported results showed that
the most common character strengths were gratitude, honesty, kindness, fairness, and judgment.
The least common character strengths were prudence, modesty, and self-control. Although these
were the most common and least common strengths, several other studies found other strengths
to be more impactful based on the variables under study, such as flourishing, well-being,
academic success, coping behavior, and living with mental illnesses.
Character Strengths and Virtues
Peterson and Seligman (2004) wrote a handbook that dedicated a chapter to each of the
character strengths and further defined them as “the psychological ingredients—processes or
mechanisms—that define the virtues” (p. 13). Peterson and Seligman (2004) wanted to explore
and develop a study that measured what was right with people instead of what was wrong with
people. As a result of this classification project, they delineated 24 character strengths shown to
play roles in thriving and living a good life, categorized by six broad virtues: “Wisdom and
knowledge, Courage, Humanity, Justice, Temperance, and Transcendence” (Peterson &
Seligman, 2004, p. 13). Character strengths are a compass for good character. They aid in one’s
character, which also direct one’s behavior. Character strengths play a major role in academic
success, well-being, life satisfaction, and the flourishing of students in their educational pursuits.
Figure 3 displays the six virtues and 24 character strengths identified by Peterson and Seligman
(2004).
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Figure 3
Six Virtues and 24 Character Strengths
1. wisdom and knowledge
• creativity: thinking of novel and productive ways to do things
• curiosity: taking an interest in all of ongoing experience
• open-mindedness: thinking things through and examining them from all sides
• love of learning: mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge
• perspective: being able to provide wise counsel to others
2. courage
• honesty: speaking the truth and presenting oneself in a genuine way
• bravery: not shrinking from threat, challenge, difficulty, or pain
• persistence: finishing what one starts
• zest: approaching life with excitement and energy
3. humanity
• kindness: doing favors and good deeds for others
• love: valuing close relations with others
• social intelligence: being aware of the motives and feelings of self and others
4. justice
• fairness: treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice
• leadership: organizing group activities and seeing that they happen
• teamwork: working well as member of a group or team
5. temperance
• forgiveness: forgiving those who have done wrong
• modesty: letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves
• prudence: being careful about one’s choices; not saying or doing things that might
later be regretted
• self-regulation: regulating what one feels and does
6. transcendence
• appreciation of beauty and excellence: noticing and appreciating beauty,
excellence, and/or skilled performance in all domains of life
• gratitude: being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen
• hope: expecting the best and working to achieve it
• humor: liking to laugh and joke; bringing smiles to other people
• religiousness: having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of life
Note: Reprinted from “Character Strengths: Research and Practice” by N. Park and C. Peterson, 2009, Journal of
College and Character, 10(4), pp. 2-3 (https://doi.org/10.2202/1940-1639.1042). Copyright 2009 by Nansook Park
and Christopher Peterson.
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According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), virtues are morally valued and universally
accepted. Like the 24 character strengths, Peterson and Seligman explained the six core virtues in
their handbook. It is important to reiterate that the 24 character strengths are categorized within
these six virtues.
Wisdom
According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), wisdom is not similar to IQ or academic
intellect. Instead, it is knowledge gained through life experiences and adversity, then passed on
to help do good for oneself and for others. The collection of character strengths that fall under
wisdom are known as the cognitive strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
Courage
Courage is known collectively as emotional strengths where the character strengths
classified under courage demonstrate physical and moral courage in which adversity and
challenges are willfully overcome. Courage is also seen as the desire to achieve goals to
overcome external or internal challenges (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
Humanity and Justice
Humanity and Justice are the two virtues connected to being concerned with the welfare
of others and improving it. Peterson and Seligman (2004) stated that humanity is the virtue that
contains the interpersonal character strengths. Humanity also refers to altruistic behavior that
someone exhibits, such as doing more than what is fair with generosity and kindness, even if it is
not reciprocated. Justice, on the other hand, is fairness, equity, and equality for everyone. The
character strengths categorized under justice are labeled as civic strengths, thereby contributing
to community and building civic responsibility (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
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Temperance
The category of temperance contains character strengths like forgiveness, humility,
prudence, and self-regulation. Peterson and Seligman (2004) described the virtue of temperance
as being able to control excess and help minimize over-indulgence. More simply, temperance is
self-regulation of pleasures, emotions, and behavior.
Transcendence
The last of the virtues is transcendence, which Peterson and Seligman (2004) defined as
the belief in meaning and purpose, and a connection with something beyond self. Therefore, the
character strengths categorized under transcendence are known as the strengths that connect one
to a larger purpose and assist in giving the connection and purpose meaning. The character
strengths within transcendence assist in the developing of the meaning and purpose of life, as
well as assist in helping one overcome daily concerns and challenges (Peterson & Seligman,
2004).
Character Strengths and Well-Being
A search of literature on character strengths yielded numerous studies that examined the
impact of character strengths on subjective well-being (Park et al., 2004; Proctor et al., 2011).
Many of these studies found a positive correlation between character strengths and well-being.
For example, Margelisch (2017) conducted an exploratory study that examined the phenomenon
of character strengths and their impact on the well-being of middle and older age adults. The
results showed that the top five character strengths that had the strongest positive correlation
with life satisfaction were “hope, zest, self-regulation, love, and humor” (p.14), which partially
agrees with previous research.
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Much like Margelisch (2017), Bachik et al. (2020) conducted a quantitative study that
explored the relationship between character strengths and well-being, more specifically, life
satisfaction, resiliency, academic success, and several other dependent variables. The results of
this study showed similar character strengths that Margelisch (2017) found. The top five
character strengths the researchers found in this study were zest, hope, gratitude, love, and
spirituality.
In their exploration of the relationship between character strengths and subjective wellbeing, Yasmin and Khan (2017) found similar results with positive correlation to well-being;
however, their identification of character strengths differed slightly from those of Margelisch
(2017) and Bachik et al. (2020). Yasmin and Khan (2017) discovered 15 character strengths with
a strong positive correlation with subjective well-being. Like Margelisch (2017) and Bachik et
al. (2020), Yasmin and Khan (2017) identified zest, self-regulation, hope, and spirituality as
highly correlated with well-being. In fact, zest and hope continued to show up no matter the
study, which leads to the conclusion that having an excitement for life and feeling optimistic and
positive about the future are two of the best strengths to have if one desires to be well and
flourish. Researchers also highlighted hope as one of the positive psychology constructs in an
earlier section (Browning et al., 2018; Lounsbury et al., 2009; Seligman et al., 2009; Snyder et
al., 2002). They found it to be vitally important in a first-generation college student’s persistence,
for it served as the positive desire and thought for students to persevere through adverse
situations and challenges.
Well-being is important to the way people flourish, and it increases the probability of
people flourishing instead of languishing. The greater an individual’s well-being, the more
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positive impact it will have on their achievement and their ability to thrive. These studies
identified several impactful character strengths that positively influence one’s well-being and
consequently strengthening the possibility of one flourishing in educational pursuits.
Character Strengths and Education
While the idea of character strengths is a relatively new concept within positive
psychology, several studies have examined character strengths and their effects on academic
achievement or performance (Choudhury & Borooah, 2016; Kern & Bowling, 2015; Loundsbury
et al., 2009), resiliency (Boe, 2015; Ochinowski, 2017) and development (Majid et al., 2014;
Park, 2004). There has also been research in other areas related to character strengths. However,
much of the research for character strengths has occurred in K-12 education settings.
Character strengths in relation to education may also be seen or described as character
education, which is closely tied to positive education. According to Lavy (2019), the concept of
character education has only been around for a few decades, a fact that demonstrates the need for
further research in this area. Lavy (2019) also discussed how character education assisted in
developing character, although there is no consensus on a clear definition of “good character” (p.
575). Lavy (2019) maintained, “Values in Action (VIA) classification of character strengths can
provide a helpful, cross-culturally valid, inclusive roadmap of the components of ‘good
character’ and the potential goals of character education” (p. 575). However, in the same article,
Lavy (2019) stated that although the use of character strengths and character education are
similar, they are different because the framework or the premise behind these ideas is different.
One of the main differences is that character education stems from the perspectives of Aristotle,
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and character strengths use in education stems from the more recent positive psychology
movement.
Weber and Ruch (2012) examined the role of good character in the classroom with the
intent to discover whether character strengths had a place in school. The results revealed
character strengths played a positive role in students having positive school experiences, positive
academic self-efficacy, positive school success, positive behavior, and increased grades. The
researchers concluded that students who had good character also had positive school success. For
example, the results specifically showed that character strengths related to the mind, love of
learning, perseverance, and prudence had the greatest impact on school success (Weber & Ruch,
2012). Thus, students who possessed character strengths within the virtues of wisdom and
knowledge, courage, and temperance had stronger school success. This study demonstrates that
character strengths play a vital role in the flourishing of students, as Weber and Ruch (2012)
found that character strengths impacted the character and behavior of the students.
In another study of the role that character strengths play in students having positive
feelings about school and at school, Weber et al. (2016) found “perseverance, zest, love of
learning, perspective, hope, prudence, and social intelligence” (p. 349) showed positive
correlations with positive school functioning, which was similar to previous research (Weber &
Ruch, 2012) . Weber et al. (2016) also explored the outcomes of these positive feelings and
found that “perspective, leadership, love of learning, perseverance, hope, social intelligence,
prudence, and humor” (p. 349) were all positively correlated with school achievement. Weber et
al. (2016) concluded that “zest, love of learning, perseverance, and social intelligence” (p. 341)
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were the four crucial character strengths that students needed to positively affect their school
achievement or flourish academically.
In another study of character strengths, Saldaña et al. (2014) conducted a study that
examined students’ signature strengths and how they impacted the students’ optimal professional
and academic performance, which again resonates with flourishing as discussed earlier. Like
Weber et al. (2016) and Weber and Ruch (2012), the character strengths that related to academic
performance were teamwork, honesty, perseverance, prudence, and self-regulation. However, the
strengths shown to be beneficial in optimal professional performance were more similar to the
character strengths in previous studies that impacted academic or school success. The results of
Saldaña et al.’s (2014) study showed that hope, self-regulation, perspective, curiosity, and social
intelligence were all signature strengths that benefited the participants’ optimal professional
performance. From the results of this study, one can conclude that the character strength that
coincided with both academic and professional performance was self-regulation, which could
mean that the idea of being disciplined and able to control emotions, essentially protecting
oneself from excess, is also important to one flourishing academically, personally, and
professionally.
The research presented in this section demonstrates the presence of several strengths that
were consistent in the studies: perseverance or persistence, love of learning, prudence, hope, and
self-regulation (Saldaña et al., 2014; Weber & Ruch, 2012; Weber et al., 2016). Regardless of
the differing character strengths revealed in the results, these studies show that students who use
their character strengths feel greater satisfaction with life and college or K-12 experiences,
possess better well-being, and achieve increased GPAs, academic achievement, and school
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success. The positive results of character strengths show that this area of positive psychology
warrants further research and incorporation in educational settings, specifically higher education
institutions. Since research has shown that first-generation college students come to college with
assets and strengths that have assisted in their college persistence and transition (Hands, 2020;
Havlik et al., 2020; O’Neal et al., 2016), this study sought to determine what definitive character
strengths impacted first-generation college students graduating from college. Therefore, it
focused on the positive factors that aided in the success for this population of students.
Criticisms of Character Strengths and Virtues Framework
Although a plethora of research reveals that character strengths are beneficial, there are
several criticisms of this framework. Miller (2019) identified five concerns of the character
strengths and virtues framework. One of the major concerns was the omission of the opposites or
weaknesses of the 24 character strengths proposed by Peterson and Seligman. Miller (2019)
contended this was a contradiction of one of the criteria of character strengths. As depicted in
Table 1, number 5 of the criteria for character strengths is that the character strengths have
obvious opposites, but none of the research centered on the character strengths listed or provided
the opposites. However, before Christopher Peterson passed away, he was working on
researching the opposites of character strengths while using the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders to help inform the antonyms of the 24 character strengths (Piner,
2013). In order to establish the opposites of the character strengths and ensure the opposites are
credible, Miller (2019) posited that the same amount of work and research that Peterson and
Seligman put into establishing the 24 character strengths would be necessary to establish those
opposites or build on other’s research, such as Christopher Peterson. Establishing the opposites
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of the 24 character strengths can aid educational professionals in their identification and work
with students to develop helpful character strengths that promote academic success.
Another concern or criticism of the framework of character strengths and virtues is the
unknown or unclear relationship character strengths have with the six virtues (Miller, 2019).
Peterson and Seligman (2004) admitted in their handbook that, after conducting their three-year
research project, their project was not to focus on the six core virtues and their connection with
the character strengths that fall under them. They specifically measured the character strengths;
therefore, they recognized that it is possible to categorize several character strengths under
multiple virtues. Because the direct relationship between character strengths and the six core
virtues it unknown, some have criticized that it is probable to view those two ideas as two
distinctively different concepts, rather than two linked ideas. Therefore, it is possible to argue
that a person with good character has both the virtue and the character strengths, rather than
having the virtue because of the character strengths (Miller, 2019). The following statement
made by Peterson and Seligman (2004) supports this argument: “Remember that this vertical
dimension is one of abstractness, and it would be a category mistake to ask if curiosity causes
wisdom. Instead, curiosity is an instance of a virtue category that revolves around knowledge and
its use” (p. 28). Furthermore, Peterson and Seligman (2004) referred to character strengths as
processes that explain the six core virtues. Therefore, character strengths are not mutually
exclusive of the virtues they fall under; instead, they are the ideas that help describe and give the
virtues more consistent meaning, as well as a position within the field of positive psychology.
In response to the concerns with the character strengths and virtues framework,
researchers have begun studies to address these concerns, thus helping to continue to build the
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credibility and authenticity of the character strengths and virtues framework. The criticisms or
concerns of researchers regarding the framework do not negate the studies that have found
character strengths to play a prominent role in the academic success and achievement of
students. Hence, the framework is appropriate for this study that sought to help broaden the
conversation on the persistence of first-generation college students, expand the research base of
the framework to higher education, and assist in the narrowing of the gap between firstgeneration college student four-year college and university enrollment rates and graduation rates.
Summary
First-generation college students are enrolling in colleges and universities at higher rates
than they did in past years. Jacimovic (2020) reported that 50% of undergraduate students in U.S.
colleges and universities are first-generation college students. However, the rate of bachelor’s
degree attainment is only 20% for first-generation college students, and only 24% for the rate of
them attaining a certificate or an associate degree (RTI International, 2019b). Threfore, firstgeneration college students are not attaining a four-year degree at a rate that is comparable to the
rate in which they are enrolling in postsecondary institutions. Consequently, more research is
necessary to gain a greater understanding of the first-generation college student population and
the reasons this population is not persisting to graduation at similar rates of their non-firstgeneration college peers. Although numerous studies have addressed this population for decades,
most of the research used a deficit approach that identified and examined the barriers and
challenges this population faces. Conversely, this study is examined persistence to graduation for
first-generation college students using character strengths as a framework to employ an antideficit lens.
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As seen from the research in this chapter, first-generation college students face several
challenges and barriers when enrolling and persisting in a postsecondary institution, specifically
four-year colleges and universities. Despite these challenges, some first-generation college
students do persist and attain a bachelor’s degree. Thus, this study will assist in advancing the
conversation on first-generation college student persistence by using a positive psychology
framework to explore first-generation college students’ persistence to graduation. Research
reveals positive psychology assists students in flourishing in school and increasing academic
achievement; thereby increasing persistence. Flourishing, which refers to the state of an
individual being well or having positive well-being through positive emotions, relationships, and
experiences, correlates with a student’s academic success and achievement.
One way students flourish is through character strengths. Character strengths is a
framework that falls under positive psychology, and it can positively impact academic
achievement, well-being, and school success. Due to the lack of research on the thriving and
flourishing of first-generation college students, this study addressed the existing gaps regarding
how first-generation college students flourish and persist to graduation. More specifically, this
study investigated how character strengths played a role in the persistence to graduation of this
population. This study sought to determine how first-generation college students utilized their
strengths, how they realized their strengths, and how they employed those strengths in college.
The following chapter, Chapter 3, provides descriptions of the research design, participants, data
collection and analysis, and the study’s trustworthiness.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The topic of first-generation college students has been researched for over 50 years.
Much of the research that focuses on first-generation college students focuses on the why and the
how first-generation college students do not persist to graduation (Devi, 2020; Gibbons &
Woodside, 2012; Hicks, 2003; Ishitani, 2006; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). According to RTI
International (2019a), first-generation college students whose parents did not possess a four-year
degree made up 56% of the undergraduate population nationally during the 2015-2016 academic
year. Furthermore, students whose parents had no postsecondary education experience made up
24% of the undergraduate population during the same academic year. However, only 20% of
first-generation college students received their bachelor’s degree in six years (RTI International,
2019b).
College attrition is common among first-generation college students. One of the main
factors that plays a role in first-generation college student attrition rates is the low educational
attainment of their parents. Research has shown that students who have parents with little to no
college experience have greater attrition rates than their non-first-generation college peers
(Billson & Terry, 1982; Engle & Tinto, 2008; O’Shea, 2015). Although first-generation college
students graduate from a four-year college or university at a lower rate than their non-firstgeneration college peers, first-generation college students do graduate from a four-year college
or university (Cataldi et al., 2018; O’Shea, 2015; Richardson et al., 2012). Therefore, this study
sought to highlight more of the successes experienced by first-generation college graduates using
an anti-deficit approach. More specifically, this study used a positive psychology lens by way of
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character strengths and virtues created by Peterson and Seligman (2004). Due to first-generation
college students dropping out of school at a higher rate than their non-first-generation college
peers, this study sought to study the role character strengths play in helping first-generation
college students attain a baccalaureate degree. This chapter begins with a reiteration of the
purpose of the study and the research questions. Following this is an explanation of the research
design and participant selection. Next is a discussion of the researcher’s role and her
subjectivities. The chapter then presents the data collection procedures and data analysis
techniques. The chapter ends with an explanation of the measures taken by the researcher to
promote trustworthiness.
Reiteration of Study Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences of firstgeneration college students and their persistence to graduation. To this end, this study sought to
understand how first-generation college students perceived their own persistence to graduation.
The following research questions guided the study:
1. What college experiences have helped first-generation college students realize their
character strengths?
2. What assets or strengths do first-generation college students employ to persist to
graduation?
3. How did first-generation college students utilize their character strengths to graduate
from college?
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Research Design
Researchers conduct qualitative research to address a problem or issue that exists in an
effort to find a solution (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In confronting these
problems or issues, qualitative researchers work to help participants in the study give meaning to
their experiences (Berg, 2001). More specifically, the researcher used a phenomenological
approach to collect details about first-generation college students’ experiences from their
perspectives, which will help advance the conversation about low graduation rates for firstgeneration college; and help colleges and universities create and implement initiatives to increase
the graduation rates of first-generation college students. As stated earlier, the current
conversation centered around first-generation college students is from a deficit viewpoint, and
much of the discussion is about their barriers, departure, and low persistence. Thus, this study
attempted to give meaning to first-generation college students’ experiences with four-year
college persistence towards graduation, and from their experiences, determine what character
strengths played a role in their persistence to graduation.
The researcher used social constructivism, also referred to as interpretivism (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), as a philosophical perspective. According to Creswell and
Poth (2018) and Merriam and Tisdell (2016), constructivists view reality as something that is
socially constructed, where individuals must interact with their world to understand their reality.
This philosophical perspective was useful for the researcher, as it allowed the participants to
explain their experience with the phenomenon using their own words and understanding.
The researcher chose a phenomenological approach due to the nature of the study. It was
important to interview the participants, for interviews allowed the researcher to add to the anti74

deficit conversation centered on first-generation college students. Participants’ responses helped
provide a deeper and more specific understanding of how the first-generation college students in
this study managed to defy the stereotype of not graduating with four-year college degree.
Research Participants
Initially, the researcher used purposeful sampling to locate and select participants.
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that
the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a
sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 96). To find participants that would help meet
the goals of this study, the researcher used criterion sampling. The participants of this study had
to meet the following criterion: (a) a first-generation college student, (b) a college graduate from
a four-year college or university, and (c) graduated from a four-year college or university within
the past 10 years. As previously stated, first-generation college students were the focus of this
study. The criterion for being a graduate was important because it allowed the researcher to focus
on an anti-deficit approach and the success of first-generation college graduates.
To find participants, the researcher asked colleagues and other first-generation college
students to recommend students who met the specified criteria. More specifically, the researcher
utilized email and social media to recruit the initial group of participants. Following this, the
researcher utilized snowball sampling, in which earlier identified participants recommended
more participants who meet the criteria (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Criterion sampling and snowball sampling as resulted in the selection of 10 firstgeneration college graduates who had earned at least a baccalaureate degree within the last 10
years. Although qualitative research does not designate an exact number of participants to
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include in a study (Vasileiou et al., 2018), 10 participants were a good size for the study, with the
understanding that the sample size could have changed to reach the point of saturation (Marshall,
1996; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Vasileiou et al., 2018), or until the data yielded answers to the
research questions (Marshall, 1996). To keep the participant pool wide, the participants in this
study were graduates from any college or university, any age, any race or ethnicity, and any
major. The researcher also used a demographic questionnaire to gather more information about
the participants’ experiences and to confirm that the participants met the study’s criteria.
Role of the Researcher and Subjectivity Statement
The key instrument for qualitative research is the researcher, for the researcher is the one
who collects and analyzes the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). With that role come
responsibilities. As Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated, social constructivism or interpretivism is
the “describing, understanding, and interpreting” (p. 12) of the data and the experiences of the
participants. These are the responsibilities of the researcher. To remain in line with these
responsibilities, in Chapter 4, the researcher recounted the narratives of the participant’s
experiences in detail, explained the collected data, and presented the participant’s experiences by
giving them meaning as they related to the phenomenon. The researcher also used nonverbal
communication expressed by the participants as data to interpret, which assisted in the
understanding of the participants’ reality and experience with the phenomenon.
Although serving as the key instrument has benefits, the researcher must remain vigilant
to avoid bias during the process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Peshkin (1988) discussed
subjectivity in the sense that it is always present in research whether researchers consciously
think about it or not, and that someone conducting research can never really be objective. Since
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the researcher can never really be objective, Peshkin (1988) stated that the researcher must
inform the readers of their subjectivity and its potential to play a role in the describing,
understanding, and interpreting of the data.
As an African American woman who entered college as a traditional-aged student and a
first-generation college student, I was aware of the potential bias that might impact the
describing, understanding, and interpretation of the collected data. As a member of the firstgeneration college graduate community, I often reflect on my educational journey. The purpose
of this study was to examine the role character strengths play in first-generation college students
graduating from college. Not only am I a member of the first-generation college student
community, I also meet the predetermined criteria for the participants for this study, as I have
graduated from college with at least a baccalaureate degree. In addition to being a member of the
first-generation college graduate community, I have worked with, and was working in some
capacity at the time of this study, with first-generation college students who were persisting in
college for their first degree and others who were pursuing a graduate degree.
Due to my involvement in and with the community, I recognized that I needed to be more
aware of my experiences. Thus I bracketed and bridled them to help me be aware of my
assumptions and biases by setting them aside, so that they did not influence or interfere with data
collection and data analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Vagle, 2018; Peshkin, 1988). To help
keep my biases out of the data analysis, I bracketed and bridled my experiences and thoughts in
an electronic memo within the data analysis software. The process of bracketing and bridling
helped me keep in mind my role as a researcher, which was to describe, understand, and interpret
the essence of the experiences with the phenomenon from the point of view of the participants.
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Ethical Considerations
The primary sample for this study was humans; therefore, a level of ethical standards had
to upheld and taken into consideration. Due to the ethical standards that must be followed when
working with humans, the researcher completed a Mercer University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) application to ask for permission to use human participants who meet the criteria for this
study. After obtaining IRB approval (see Appendix A), the researcher began to gather
participants who met the criteria for this study. Each participant received a formal emailed
invitation and a consent form to participate in this study. Data collection ensued after each
participant signed a consent form. The researcher assigned pseudonyms to participants and their
institutions to ensure their anonymity
Data Collection
Following the selection of participants and the signing of consent forms, the researcher
began interviewing interested participants. The researcher conducted and recorded the interviews
using Zoom video conferencing software. Each participant participated in one semi-structured
interview, which allows for greater flexibility in the questions and questioning than found in a
highly structured interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Although the researcher had created
specific questions to ask the participants during the semi-structured interviews (see Appendix B),
the questions were adaptable, and other questions were able to develop as the interviews
continued (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The questions asked by the researcher during the
interviews provided the context, details, and clarification of the participants’ experiences (Bevan,
2014) as first-generation college students and how they persisted to graduation.
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Interviews took place over a period of a month. The researcher used the recording and
transcription capabilities of zoom to aid in accurate transcribing and to further the
trustworthiness of the study. In addition to recording the interviews, the researcher took field
notes during the interviews to capture verbal and nonverbal information the participants shared.
Data Analysis
Following the conclusion of each interview, the researcher used the Zoom audio
transcription software to transcribe the recordings into text for clearer and more accurate
analysis. Corbin and Strauss (2008) advised, “The idea behind the first reading is to enter
vicariously into the life of participants, feel what they are experiencing and listen to what they
are telling us” (p. 302). Therefore, the researcher thoroughly read each transcript—first to get a
sense of what the participants said, and then for an in-depth analysis of each transcript coding
sections as necessary.
After the first reading of the transcripts, the researcher employed a combination of data
analysis guidelines as outlined by Creswell and Poth (2018) and Hycner (1985). Thus, the
researcher began by engaging in “phenomenological reduction” (Hycner, 1985, p. 280) through
bracketing and epoché by suspending her experiences with the phenomenon, so that she could
approach the participants’ experiences with openness to what meanings emerged. After
suspending her interpretations, the researcher read through the text several times to get a sense of
the participant’s experience as a whole. While listening to the interviews, the researcher engaged
in analytic memoing by taking notes in the memoing section of NVivo.
The fourth step was to delineate units of general meaning (Hycner, 1985). After each
interview, the researcher analyzed the data using a series of coding methods. Bazeley (2013)
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cautioned, “Coding is not an end in itself, but a purposeful step to somewhere. It provides a
means of access to evidence; it is a tool for querying data, for testing assumptions and
conclusions” (p. 125). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) also discussed the process of coding, asserting
that it is the way for the researcher to begin to build categories from interpretation of the data.
Specifically for phenomenology, the researcher used horizontalization to begin the coding
process by treating every statement equally, as well as using initial or In Vivo coding to stay
close to the words of the participants (Hycner, 1985; Saldaña, 2016).
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “Collection and analysis should be a
simultaneous process in qualitative research” (p. 195). Following their recommendation, the
researcher collected data, analyzed the data, collected more data, and then analyzed that data.
Collecting data and analyzing the data simultaneously allowed the researcher to ask other
participants non-prescribed questions that would yield more information related to the
phenomenon under study. In addition to coding by hand and keeping tangible copies of
transcripts and coding, the researcher used qualitative data analysis (QDA) software to manage
the data. For example, the researcher used the software to keep track of the transcribed
interviews and the codes for each of the interview transcripts.
For the fifth step of the analytic process, the researcher kept in mind the purpose of the
study and the research questions and made notes of relevant data and codes (Hycner, 1985). As
previously stated, the researcher first coded mostly using initial-open and in vivo coding. Initial
coding, or open coding, “involves applying codes that are derived from the text (emergent
codes)” (Blair, 2015, p. 17). Initial coding helped the researcher begin the process of interpreting
the interview transcripts and making sense of each participant’s words, thoughts, or feelings
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(Hycner, 1985). Miles et al. (2014) defined in vivo coding as “words or short phrases from the
participant’s own language in the data record as codes” (p. 80). Using in vivo coding assisted in
the representation of the individual experiences of each participant and the capture of what each
participant wished to convey about their unique college experience. This led to emerging themes
in the data.
Saldaña (2016) suggested, “As you progress toward second cycle coding, you might
rearrange and reclassify coded data into different and even new categories” (p. 460). Upon
completion of initial coding, the researcher reviewed the data again while reducing codes, or
“units of general meaning” (Hycner, 1985, p. 282). After reviewing the data and reducing the
units of general meaning down to “units of relevant meaning” (Hycner, 1985, p. 284), the
researcher assessed the codes and moved towards finding common themes across the units of
relevant meaning. The researcher used her committee to verify the units of relevant meaning and
to eliminate redundancies (Hycner, 1985).
The rearranging and reclassifying of the units of relevant meaning led the researcher to
develop “clusters of relevant meaning” (Hycner, 1985, p. 287) and themes that answered the
research questions. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), this is synonymous to taking the
remaining relevant statements, after removing redundant and unclear statements, and clustering
them into larger themes. The researcher then described clustering units of relevant meaning by
narrowing each transcript of codes down to preliminary categories and determined themes from
these clusters that emerged from each participant’s interview (Hycner, 1985). The researcher
then summarized the interviews as a group and included the themes that emerged through data
analysis. After summarizing the interviews, the researcher conducted a “validity check” (Hycner,
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1985, p. 291) of the summaries by asking the participants to read the summary to ensure the
researcher captured the accurate meaning and the spirit of their experiences. Lastly, the
researcher reviewed the themes from the across the interviews and narrowed then down to the
common relevant themes that connected the phenomenon among the participants and related
them back to the research questions (Hycner, 1985; Groenewald, 2004).
A Pilot Study
The researcher tested proposed data collection procedures and the proposed data analysis
process by conducting a pilot study. According to Polit and Beck (2003), a pilot study “is a
small-scale version or trial run of the major study” (p. 51). Therefore, the researcher conducted
the pilot study much in the same way that she conducted this study. The researcher engaged in
purposeful sampling and selected two participants based on the criteria of this study. The
researcher also created a list of interview questions to ask the participants. Testing the interview
questions allowed the researcher to assess whether the interview questions were valuable and
addressed the research questions. After completing the interviews, the researcher reviewed the
answers to the questions and conducted some preliminary data analysis using the first four steps
of Hycner’s (1985) data analysis guidelines. Engaging in the data analysis process also aided in
assessing the interview questions by seeing what answers the students gave, and the researcher
reviewed the codes to see how they related back to the research questions. The researcher also
conducted the pilot study to aid in increasing the dependability of the study.
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness of a qualitative study is often one of the most important parts of a study
because it assures the audience of the validity and reliability of the study (Golafshani, 2003;
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Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Shenton, 2004). According to
Shenton (2004), people often question the quality of the work done in qualitative research more
than that of naturalistic or quantitative research. This is because there is more room for
subjectivity in qualitative research since the researcher is the one who collects and interprets the
data. To address this issue, Lincoln and Guba (1985) introduced four concepts of trustworthiness
tailored for qualitative research to help increase the reliability and validity of a qualitative
research study: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
Credibility
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that credibility refers to the extent to which the process
of conducting this study and the process of analyzing the data relate to the realities of the
participants’ worlds. The researcher promoted credibility through triangulation. Patton (1999)
stated, “The logic of triangulation is based on the premise that no single method ever adequately
solves the problem of rival explanations” (p. 1192). Triangulation helps combat credibility issues
and decrease the possibility of bias and subjectivity. To ensure more credibility, the researcher
used different methods of data collection. The researcher used in-depth interviews with each
participant to collect data. The researcher also collected data using a questionnaire that gathered
demographic data and included some open-ended questions about their college experience (see
Appendix C). These two methods of data collection helped the researcher capture the true reality
of the participants’ experiences.
In addition to triangulation, the researcher conducted member checking to increase the
credibility of the study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) maintained, “Member checking is both
informal and formal, and it occurs continuously” (p. 314). Once the researcher transcribed each
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transcript, the researcher shared each participant’s transcript with them, as well as shared the
summary of the interviews and themes to make sure she captured what each participant wanted
to convey about their college experience.
Transferability and Dependability
Lincoln and Guba (1985) wrote, “If there is to be transferability, the burden of proof lies
less with the original investigator than with the person seeking to make an application
elsewhere” (p. 298). The applicability of the study to another site or another sample of
participants is not the responsibility of the original researcher, but the responsibility of the one
trying to apply the study elsewhere. Therefore, to help ensure that this study is transferable or
applicable to another site or another sample of participants, the researcher reported contextual
and structural thick descriptions of the participants and their college experience in Chapter 4.
According to Shenton (2004), thick descriptions are detailed descriptions that give real accounts
of the experiences of the participants. Similarly, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described thick
descriptions as highly detailed and descriptive accounts of the background and the participants’
experiences with the phenomenon.
In addition to ensuring transferability, the researcher also ensured dependability. Bitsch
(2005) explained, “Dependability answers the question whether research results would be the
same, were the study replicated with the same or similar participants in a similar context” (p. 86).
Thus, dependability focuses on the consistency of the study. To ensure dependability, the
researcher used an audit trail, which Korstjens and Moser (2018) defined as “transparently
describing the research steps taken from the start of a research project to the development and
reporting of the findings. The records of the research path are kept throughout the study” (p.
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121). The researcher kept the audit trail that described how the study was conducted. More
specifically, the audit trail included how the data was collected, how the researcher decided on
what to code and the final categories, and the researcher’s thought process while conducting this
study. The audit trail was kept in the memo section of NVivo. The researcher also created
analytic memos periodically prior to data collection, throughout data collection and data analysis,
and after data analysis, which served as one of the main parts of the audit trail. The audit trail
will help guide other researchers in replicating this study.
Confirmability
The last concept of trustworthiness in qualitative research, as stated by Lincoln and Guba
(1985), is confirmability. Confirmability refers to the extent that the study can be confirmed, the
results represent what the participants wanted to convey, and the results are not a fabrication of
the researcher (Anney, 2015; Bitsch, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher also used a
detailed audit trail to help confirm the results of the study. Included in the audit trail were
analytic memos that detailed the researcher’s thought processes and reflections on the collected
data. The researcher also included reflections on the data during the coding process.
In addition to the audit trail and the reflexive journal, the researcher made a subjectivity
statement in this chapter to help enhance the confirmability of the results in this study. As a
member of the population under study, the researcher engaged in bracketing her thoughts and
presumptions about the study to help decrease her biases from interfering with data collection
and data analysis and kept an electronic reflexive journal. The method of triangulation as stated
in the credibility section also served to enhance the confirmability of this study. According to
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Polit and Beck (2003), “Bracketing (in phenomenological studies) and maintaining a reflexive
journal are methods that can enhance confirmability” (p. 435).
Summary
The researcher conducted a phenomenological study using a social constructivist or an
interpretivist lens to explore the role character strengths played in the persistence of firstgeneration college students to graduate. The researcher selected participants through purposeful,
criterion sampling. Participants provided information about themselves and their college
experience through a demographic survey and individual interviews conducted on Zoom video
conferencing software. The researcher utilized Hycner’s (1985) guidelines for data analysis
while maintaining an audit trail of her steps and thought processes. The experiences as presented
by the first-generation college graduates in this study will provide more information for colleges
and universities to help improve first-generation college graduation rates. Chapter 4 presents
descriptions of participants and the results of data analysis through narratives, quotes, and tables.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of first-generation
college graduates. As previously stated, first-generation college students are enrolling in fouryear colleges and universities, but they are not graduating with baccalaureate degrees at a
comparable rate with non-first-generation college students. Therefore, this study examined how
10 first-generation college students graduated with their baccalaureate degree within the last 10
years through a positive psychology lens. To accomplish this, the researcher utilized a qualitative
design with a phenomenological approach to provide a medium for first-generation college
students to share their college experiences and to examine what role character strengths played in
the participants’ persistence to graduation.
Much of the research on first-generation college students uses a deficit perspective
(Atherton, 2014; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Gibbons & Woodside, 2014); therefore, the researcher
used positive psychology as an anti-deficit lens to study how first-generation college students
graduated from a four-year college or university focusing on their character strengths. Three
research questions that guided this study:
1. What college experiences have helped first-generation college students realize their
character strengths?
2. What assets or strengths did first-generation college students employ to persist to
graduation?
3. How did first-generation college students utilize their character strengths to graduate
from college?
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Description of the Sample
The researchers interviewed participants virtually and asked each participant to complete
a demographic survey where they answered a Likert-scale question about their college
experience and two open-ended questions that allowed the researcher to understand their
background contextually. Although 26 first-generation college graduates answered the
demographic survey and expressed interest in being a part of the study, only 10 participants
completed interviews. The sample for this study was 80% females and 20% males; thus, it was
consistent with the studies conducted on first-generation college students in that majority of the
participants identified as females (Engle, 2007; Pelco et al., 2014). In addition to sharing their
gender identification, the participants shared their race/ethnicity designation through the
demographic survey. Of the 10 participants, three identified as African American or Black, one
identified as Hispanic/Latino/a/x, one identified as Multiracial, and five identified as White or
European American.
In addition to the diversity in the participants’ race/ethnicities, the type and location of
the participants’ institutions were diverse. Of the 10 participants, eight graduated from a public
higher education institution, and two graduated from a private higher education institution. The
institutions were located in four different regions. The survey responses showed that two of the
participants graduated from a college located in the East Central region, one graduated from an
institution located in the Midwest region, one graduated from an institution located on the Pacific
Coast, and six graduated from an institution located in the Southeast region.
The participants in this study had attained various degrees, and some were currently
pursuing other degrees. Of the 10 participants, four had attained a bachelor’s degree, and two of
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those participants were currently pursuing a graduate degree. Sixty percent of the participants
had attained a master’s degree, and one was currently pursuing a doctorate degree. Table 2
displays the demographic information of the participants, identified by pseudonyms.

Table 2
Participants’ Demographic Information
Participant’
s
Pseudonym

Gender

Age
Rang
e in
Years

Race/
Ethnicity

Type of
Institution

Undergrad
Graduatio
n Year

Kacey

Femal
e

17-22

African
American
or Black

Small/Public in
the Southeast
region

2020

Bachelor’s
Degree

No

Lindsey

Femal
e

29-34

White or
European
American

Small/Private/
Liberal arts in
the SE region

2015

Master’s
Degree/Master’s
+

Educational
Opportunity
Center

Shelly

Femal
e

29-34

Multiracia
l

Small/Public in
the SE region

2014

Upward
Bound

Sara

Femal
e

23-28

White or
European
American

Small/Public in
the SE region

2017

Master’s
Degree/Master’s
+
Master’s
Degree/Master’s
+

William

Male

23-28

White or
European
American

Medium/Private
/ in the East
Central region

2014

Master’s
Degree/Master’s
+

No

Kathleen

Femal
e

23-28

White or
European
American

Large/Public/
Research in the
Midwest region

2014

Master’s
Degree/Master’s
+

No

Bethany

Femal
e

23-28

White or
European
American

Medium/Public/
HBCU in the
East Central
region

2019

Bachelor’s
Degree

Gear Up

Javier

Male

29-34

Hispanic
or
Latino/a/x

Large/Public
Land-grant
institution in the
Pacific Coast
region

2020

Bachelor’s
Degree

Center for
Community
College
Partnerships
, EOP

Dana

Femal
e

23-28

African
American
or Black

Large/Public/
Research in the
SE region

2017

Bachelor’s
Degree

Educational
Talent
Search,
Upward
Bound

Vanessa

Femal
e

23-28

African
American
or Black

Small/Public in
the SE region

2018

Master’s Degree/
Master’s+

No
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Participant Profiles
The 10 participants in this study were all first-generation college graduates from a fouryear college or university. The participants also all graduated with their bachelor’s degree within
the last 10 years. However, each participant had unique pre-college and college experiences of
the phenomenon of graduating from college.
The following sections present descriptions of each participant’s childhood attitudes
towards education, their transition from high school to college, and their first-generation college
experience. Each profile includes horizons of relevant expressions, combined into modified
textural and structural descriptions often used in phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994). These
textual and structural descriptions promote the trustworthiness of the study. The detailed
descriptions of the participants and their experiences allow the reader to get a sense of the
participants’ context and their experience, as well as increase the transferability of the
methodology to other samples and contexts (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). The research assigned
each participant a pseudonym at the time of scheduling interview. The pseudonyms, used
throughout the rest of this chapter and the next, assist in keeping the participants’ identities
confidential and anonymous.
Kacey: “Always Been a School Girl”
Kacey, whose bubbly, jovial, and positive personality shone during her interview,
described herself as “always been a schoolgirl.” It was apparent through her answers to the
interview questions and her personality throughout the interview that she enjoyed school and that
attending college was always in her future. Since the very beginning of her school career, her
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family was very influential in her educational outlook by encouraging her to get good grades and
go to college.
As a first-year student, Kacey had difficulty in transitioning to college. She stated, “Let’s
see . . . my transition from high school to college was . . . whew… (laughs) it was a little rocky at
first, I’m not gonna, I’m not . . . it was a little rocky.” Kacey did not know what to expect during
her first year of college. Kacey also described her transition to college and experience as a firstgeneration college student as “a lot of pressure” and “overwhelming.” However, she did
acknowledge that attending college and graduating was in the end a good experience for her, as
she was able to accomplish several of the goals she set beforehand and learn more about herself.
It was apparent through Kacey’s answers that her family, especially her younger siblings, served
as some of her external motivators to continue to maneuver through college.
Kacey described herself as someone who always kept her mind on her future goals of
working with children and who wanted to make her family proud. Even though she struggled
with her math course and getting out of her “comfort zone,” Kacey relied on what had always
helped her reach success, familial support, and goal setting. As a result of Kacey’s college
experience as a first-generation college student, she advised other first-generation college
students to “find yourself, remain focused, connect with others, and have great relationships with
your professors.” At the time of the study, Kacey was working with disadvantaged youth and
pursuing a master’s degree.
Javier: “I Stand on the Shoulders of Giants”
It was apparent during Javier’s interview that he was confident in the decisions he made
throughout his educational journey and he appreciated the lessons his parents taught him in his
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childhood and adolescence. Javier’s positive attitude toward school began at an early age, as he
enjoyed reading for fun. He attributed most of his learning and teachings to his dad:
I was just talking to my dad a couple of days ago. We were talking about how when I
started school I knew how to read and write, and I knew my ABCs in kindergarten
because my dad taught me at home.
Because Javier was advanced in school, he was also bored due to not being challenged. In
an early stage in his education, he encountered a teacher who he described as “a badass and an
amazing Black woman.” This teacher was one of the first teachers to challenge him as never
before in his school career; she challenged him to be better and learn. Although Javier viewed
education as “the ticket out,” he had plans of going into the army, and it was not until his track
coach “threatened him with detention” that he completed a college application and began
thinking about college. When Javier began college, his only interest was in “running track,”
since his identity was closely tied to being an athlete.
During college, the coach dismissed Javier from the team after he got hurt. As a result of
his injury, Javier struggled with his identity and purpose for being in college; therefore, he left
college. Eventually he went back to a community college and enrolled in the University of South
Beach (pseudonym). His work supervisor encouraged him to enroll and attain his bachelor’s
degree while continuing to work for the office. That was a true pivotal moment for him because
it changed his career trajectory. In addition to struggling with his injury, Javier also struggled
with financial aid and making plans for his future. Just as Kacey said, Javier also advised firstgeneration college students to “surround yourself with people that will listen to you, that will
validate what you’re feeling, and will also hold you accountable to graduate.”
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William: “I Do Not Think I was Given Skills by the Education System”
William mentioned that he loved school growing up. He loved it so much that he wanted
to be a bus driver as a profession, and to this day, he still enjoys “everything about school.”
William grew up in a single-parent household with his mom, who placed a high value on a
college degree. Because of this, William “didn’t have a choice, like, I was going to college
whether I liked it or not;” therefore, he did not think about anything else other than going to
college.
William described his transition from high school to college as being “smooth.” One of
the things that helped the smoothness of his transition was his participation in a transition
program at Maple University (pseudonym) as a way to get to know other peers and become more
socially integrated within the university. Ultimately, the program earned his interest and desire to
attend. William stated that he did well academically his first year of college and began his
leadership career during that time. William did not have many thoughts about academics his first
year due to not having the autonomy to choose his classes, but he enjoyed his time in college.
During his interview, William discussed several challenges that he faced. One of the
challenges was the realization that although he loved biology and math, he did not want to
pursue a degree in this field. He recognized that he never had a conversation about the things he
for which he felt passion; therefore, he did not have the opportunity to choose a major that was
right for him. However, he discussed being grateful for the intervention of two professors who
offered to help after they noticed his struggle. Because of the challenges that William faced
while in college, he advised other first-generation college students to “seek out resources.” He
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also stated, “If there was a way for me to like wave a magic wand, I wish that I could get people
in high school to think about things they are passionate about.”
Vanessa: “I was Always Intimidated by School”
During Vanessa’s childhood, the perceptions she had about her intellectual abilities
impacted how she felt about school, as she was “intimidated by school.” Even though she was
not sure about her intellectual capabilities, she mentioned that being one of the “nicest” persons
in school compensated for what she lacked academically and intellectually. On the other hand,
her parents taught her to “strive for her best” always and expected her to earn good grades and
get an education.
Vanessa’s perception about her intellectual and academic abilities also impacted her
transition from high school to college, since it translated into her being “complacent” her senior
year and not putting forth effort to apply to colleges and universities. Vanessa stated, “I always
felt like I wasn’t good enough to get into certain institutions.” Due to this perception, her
freshman year was especially difficult; however, she pushed herself academically throughout the
rest of her college career, which her transcript reflects. Vanessa described her undergraduate
years as “not being that bad” because of the people she connected with and who were a part of
her circle. However, she did struggle with not knowing about how to apply for financial aid.
Vanessa found that her leadership roles during college assisted her in getting through
college, which resulted in her recognizing her leadership opportunities as her accomplishments.
Therefore, Vanessa advised other first-generation college students to “keep moving forward.”
She also advised them to, “applaud and celebrate yourself for what you have accomplished,”
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which is one thing she had learned to do during her undergraduate college career that helped her
keep going toward her educational goals.
Sara: “Hated School”
While Sara was growing up, she did not have a good attitude about school and said she
“hated school.” She did not enjoy school because she thought she was an “awkward kid and kept
to herself.” She mentioned that her third-grade teacher intervened and advised her to change her
negative outlook about school, because if she did, she “would do exceptionally well.”
Her negative outlook on school impacted her academically, which impacted her high
school to college transition. Sara described her transition to high school to college as “quite
different” because she did high school virtually; therefore, she found that it was particularly
important for her to get involved and connect with the university. Despite Sara entering college
on probation and having an uncle who told her that “she would go one semester and she’d come
back home,” she was able to accomplish her goal of graduating. These challenges served as
motivation to prove people wrong. Sara related that her first encounter with her advisor had a big
impact on her college journey in that the conversation with her advisor assisted her in changing
to a major that she “absolutely loved” and where she thrived. Sara also mentioned that she did
not know that she was a first-generation college student, which led her to be more empathetic
and relatable with the first-generation college students with whom she worked, as well as more
helpful to them.
Sara struggled with math and not being able to rely on some of the people who she used
to rely on for academic assistance. She also struggled with being overly involved on campus,
which was a result of her wanting and needing to be connected to the university. Therefore, she
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took advantage of developing a support network that took time to mold her and push her to grow
academically, professionally, and personally. Like Javier, Sara talked at length about how
beneficial her support system was in her college success: “I surrounded myself with great people,
some of it by accident, some of it by purpose academically I feel like I got through those
challenges by surrounding myself with fantastic faculty members.”
Sara’s positive experience with her support system influenced the advice she gave other
first-generation college students. Sara advised other first-generation college students to “find
your people” and find programs and resources that would assist them in better understanding
their first-generation college journey. Because of her college experiences, Sara served as an
academic and career advisor at the time of the study. She assisted students daily in reaching their
academic and professional goals.
Lindsey: “I’m an Observer”
Growing up, Lindsey described herself as very shy; however, she did like school.
Because she was “painfully shy,” her mom had frequent meetings with her school counselors. It
was not until high school that Lindsey became more sociable. Her mom played a huge role in the
building of her educational values and her understanding, telling her that she needed to do what
she was supposed to and go to college or enter the workforce after graduating from high school.
Lindsey’s transition from college was not what she thought it was going to be. Lindsey
had plans of going away to college and living on campus right after graduating; however, family
challenges hindered her transition. Therefore, she remained near her mom and realized, “I’m just
mentally and physically just not ready” to venture out on her own. She experienced most of her
challenges before she transferred to Bird College (pseudonym). One of the challenges she faced
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was with financial aid and the awarding of scholarships, but she expressed thankfulness that she
had a mother who asked questions and could rectify the situation with one of her scholarships.
Lindsey stated, , “Honestly, thankfully for my mom, she was so involved and so she questioned
everything; she literally, like, she will come with lines of questions in her mind to ask.” Lindsey
also expressed gratitude for not having as many difficult experiences as a first-generation college
student as other students who identify as a first-generation college student.
Lindsey enjoyed attending Bird College and found it to be important in her development
of better communication skills, writing skills, and time management skills. One of her
realizations that she was grateful for was that she was stronger than she ever thought she was or
could be:
I’m really grateful that I went there for undergrad and grad. Because I just love being
surrounded by strong people. I never considered myself a strong person, I never
considered myself an assertive person in any way. I always thought I was just quiet and
timid, I was very shy growing up . . . umm . . . but being around those people, I found
my backbone.
This statement by Lindsey showed her that she was capable of more, and she was appreciative.
Another thing that was apparent throughout Lindsey’s interview was her dedication and
focus on her academics and her grades, which she was proud to discuss when asked about her
accomplishments. As a former participant in a TRiO program, she advised other first-generation
college students to “know more about TRiO programs” and to use them. She also advised firstgeneration college students to keep going despite of obstacles: “I just don’t want them to give
up.” One way she advised first-generation college students to keep going and have a more
successful transition to college was to ask questions. Lindsey stated, “I want them to question, I
want them to question everyone and anyone.” At the time of the study, Lindsey worked with a
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TRiO program as an advisor working with high school students to help them prepare for their
college transition.
Kathleen: “I’m Going to Prove You Wrong”
Kathleen “really enjoyed school” growing up. When it came to educational values,
Kathleen stated that because her parents did not go to college, they did not help her develop
much educational values, but she went to school knowing that school is “ultimately preparing her
to, in hopes to get a good job.” Although Kathleen was excited to attend college and for the
transition, she was nervous about the rigor of the coursework. In the beginning of her college
career, Kathleen did not know what she desired to do career wise until she took an introductory
psychology course and declared that as her major. Psychology was a major she enjoyed, even
though she did not know how she wanted to use this degree.
Regarding her college experience as a first-generation college student, Kathleen
discussed having to “figure things out on her own.” According to Kathleen, her parents were
excited for her, but that is as much support as they could give because they did not have college
knowledge. In addition to having to figure things out on her own, another challenge Kathleen
experienced was social integration since she was a commuter student and a working student.
Even though Kathleen worked, she always managed to keep her academics first. Therefore, she
spent most of her time studying and working to assist in paying her tuition.
In addition to not having help from her parents, Kathleen also felt she did not have much
assistance in college as to what questions to ask and what opportunities were available for her.
However, she did not allow those challenges to interrupt her success. She told herself, “I really
hope I succeed, I’m going to try hard, but I don’t know what the outcome is going to look like.”
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As a result, she graduated with honors and achieved the Dean’s list every semester except for
one. Kathleen advised other first-generation college students to “ask questions, find a mentor,
and get involved” to help them persist to graduation.
Dana: “Shout out to Upward Bound”
Dana described her childhood perceptions of school as follows: “I loved school, loved
learning new things, and being around my friends.” However, she still felt the pressure of school
because of her strong desire to achieve her dreams and aspirations of attending medical school.
She explained:
Now I will say I did feel a lot of pressure, um, just kind of regarding postsecondary
education stuff, like just because I knew I had these certain dreams, and like I kind of
learned at an early age that like alright, “My parents don’t really have that much money,”
and college and Med school and all that stuff is expensive, so if I’m going to get in here, I
gotta do what I gotta do, and it’s going to be basically on me to get there.
Growing up, Dana was taught that school was her job, essentially her priority and main
responsibility. During her transition from high school to college, she quickly realized that she
had to do the work and that college was not as easy as high school was for her. She stated:
I also would say my first year was the first time I ever I think really struggled in a class,
um, I took this Spanish class, and I really thought I was going to fail, and so like it really
just kind of like let me know that like you know this ain’t really as easy as it was, I kind
of, that kind of sounds like, “Okay, well duh,” but like school always came easy to me
and I . . . even classes like certain classes, even in college a lot of them I will actually say
like it was . . . I just kind of had to look over a little bit, and I’d be fine, but like that one
class like my first year was like, this is not one of them classes like there are, you gon’
come across some classes where you must work, like it’s not as easy.
Dana also discussed the importance of being a former participant in the Upward Bound
program and having relatable peers as a part of her first-generation college experience. She said,
“I will say though, shoutout Upward Bound, TRiO programs super lit, um, I really felt like they
had my back, and they prepared me for a lot of things that I didn’t know.” When Dana began
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college, she “did not realize it was such big deal” until she befriended peers who were legacies to
the institution. Then she realized that as a first-generation college student, there were struggles
she was not aware of that she would experience because she could not question her parents about
the college experience. Therefore, she worked to figure out solutions to situations and other
challenges she faced by relying on and connecting with her support system.
Because of her college experience, Dana reminded first-generation college students that
they are able to succeed in college. She said, “You can do this, you’re not alone, it’s hard, but
like you’re there for a reason, you belong there. We got you. Other people are rooting for you,
whether you know us or not. We got your back.” Dana’s love for education and desire to
accomplish her dreams motivated her to take advantage of her educational opportunities. At the
time of the study, Dana was working on her Doctor of Philosophy from the University of Coast
(pseudonym).
Bethany: “I Mean Even at Both Universities Kind of Fitting in”
Bethany described her childhood perceptions of school as indifferent. Sometimes
Bethany liked school and sometimes she did not; it just depended on the year. Growing up, no
one pushed or encouraged her to attend college due to her dad being a part of the military, and
neither of her parents had attended college. She began to think about college when she
participated in the Gear Up college readiness program. She related, “When I was in actually in
middle school, I started, um, a, the TRiO program, Gear Up, and that was like my first exposure
to higher ed.”
Bethany discussed experiencing challenges at her first college with peers who she did not
relate with in terms of socioeconomic status, which she referred to as the “privilege majority.”
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This caused her to feel excluded and as if she did not belong at the Methodist college
(pseudonym). When Bethany transferred to Land State University (pseudonym), she still
struggled with belonging, but she felt that Land State University was more personable, and “it
was even the vibe of the campus atmosphere, it was more family.”
Bethany utilized several resources, counseling, and other programs that provided
assistance to students who were first generation or who learned differently. These resources
helped her cope with the challenges she faced. Although Bethany experienced several challenges
when it came to completing math and her research in the McNair Program, she said that it was
“probably resilience” that helped her get through all the challenges she faced during college and
to “still bounce back anyways.” Because of the resilience Bethany showed in college, she
advised other first-generation college students to “not give up.”
Shelly: “Financially was Another Big One, Because I Didn’t Come from Money”
Shelly described herself as having “a pretty positive attitude” while growing up and
going to school. She also described herself as a “social kid,” which one can conclude that she
was an extrovert. However, even though she was social, she talked about how “making friends
was a little difficult” for her because her family moved around a lot due to her parents being in
the military.
After she moved to the South, she mentioned feeling like a “unicorn” because she was biracial and one of the few multiracial students in the town. In addition, she had a difficult time
focusing in school and understanding certain concepts; however, she did it. Because her parents
joined the military right after they graduated high school, they did not establish the expectation
of her attending as something she should or had to do. Shelly explained, “College really was
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almost like a foreign language or like it wasn't even really brought up.” This lack of expectation
meant that Shelly did not plan to attend college until she enrolled in an Upward Bound program.
Shelly stated that her transition from high school to college was “not hard in the sense of
the transition from high school to college,” because she was used to multitasking and balancing
different areas of her life, since she had worked multiple jobs while in high school. Therefore,
she was able to bring those skills with her to college. Shelly transitioned to college as an athlete
who juggled academic, athletic, work, and family responsibilities.
Similar to the other participants in this study, Shelly discussed “figuring it out” on her
own when asked what her first-generation college experience was like. What made the “figuring
it out” part more difficult was maneuvering financial aid without much guidance and assistance,
as well as understanding college tuition. Even though Shelly struggled and experienced
challenges as a first-generation college student, she determined how to manage the college
environment and requirements as her college experience unfolded. One of the accomplishments
she spoke highly about was that “she graduated in four years” while being a mother and an
athlete, working multiple jobs, and striving to keep her grades up.
As a result of her college journey, Shelly advised other first-generation college students
to “pick a person, like end up with a person.” She also reminded them that it was acceptable to
change their major or mind about their career. She said, “You can change your mind, you can
change.” At the time of the study, Shelly served as an assistant track and field coach where she
worked collaboratively with several campus departments. She stated that she enjoyed assisting
students in finding out what they want to do and what they want out of life.
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Findings
As discussed in Chapter 3, data analysis began with transcribing each of the 10
interviews using Zoom transcription software. Following interview transcription, the researcher
employed Hycner’s (1985) method of data analysis, which included beginning with in vivo and
open coding. In vivo and open coding resulted in what Hycner (1985) called units of general
meaning, or horizons by some scholars. After narrowing the units of general meaning down to
relevant units of meaning, the researcher eliminated redundancies and clustered the relevant units
of meaning. Clustering the relevant units of meaning yielded six themes: (1) Agency, (2) Futuremindedness, (3) Supportive Circle (4) Stick-to-it-iveness, (5) External Motivation, and (6)
Positive Emotions.
Each of these themes include at least one cluster of meaning, and each of the clusters of
meaning include several units of relevant meaning or codes. According to Hycner (1985), units
of relevant meaning are those units of general meaning or codes that “address the research
questions” (p. 284). Hycner (1985) then described the clusters of meaning as those common
themes that emerged among the units of relevant meaning after the researcher eliminates
redundant units of relevant meaning. As previously stated, the theme is made up of the clusters
of meaning. Hycner (1985) stated that the researcher should use the clusters of meaning “to
determine if there is one or more central themes which expresses the essence of these clusters
(and that portion of the transcript)” (p. 290).
The following sections detail each of the themes, accompanied by the direct quotes from
the participants that informed the theme. The sections also include tables that give a clear and
concise depiction of the relationship among the theme, clusters of meaning, and units of relevant
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meaning. The researcher defines the finding, introduces supporting excerpts from the
participants, and follows with an analysis of the relationship between the finding and the
supporting excerpts.
Theme 1: Agency
Agency is a concept that is seen mostly in social science; however, it has also been
discussed within the context of education. Bandura (2017) explained, “Agency refers to the
human capability to influence one’s functioning and the course of events by one’s actions” (para.
1). In comparison to Bandura’s definition of agency, the working definition provided by Duranti
(2004) seems to be more in depth:
Agency is here understood as the property of those entities (i) that have some degree of
control over their own behavior, (ii) whose actions in the world affect other entities’ (and
sometimes their own), and (iii) whose actions are the object of evaluation (e.g., in terms
of their responsibility for a given outcome). (p. 453)
The theme of Agency illustrates the choices that the participants made to act in ways that
would help them accomplish their goals and overcome some of the challenges they faced.
Therefore, this term was used as a theme for the following clusters of meaning that emerged
during data analysis: (a) seeking assistance, (b) being a leader, (c) learning new things and skills,
(d) figuring it out, (e) but still I, and (f) getting it done. Table 3 displays the units of relevant and
general meaning, as well as the number of participants who reported each.
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Table 3
Theme 1: Agency
Theme

Unit of
Relevant Meaning

Number of
Participants

Agency

Seeking assistance
(Taking advantage of opportunities)

7

Sought counseling
Utilized TRiO support;
Sought extra academic help

Being a leader
(Stepping up when needed, being
involved, or holding a leadership position)

6

Getting involved on campus
Taking the lead
Taking charge or control
Lead by example

Learning material and skills
(Enjoying learning or taking the
opportunity to learn something new)

6

Breaking down tasks and
challenges;
Continuous learner;
Focusing on learning &
education;
Learned how to get stuff
done early;
Learned excel to plan
schedule

Figuring it out
(Participant discussed figuring something
out of ten times without help or using
thought & decision making to come up
with a solution.)

7

Figure out what you can
Figured out how to work
around math struggles
Figuring it out on own
Have to figure it out
Figuring out a game plan
Finding the solution

But still i
(Something happened or transpired,
and the participant still accomplished
their goal)

5

Had a lot going on , but I still
passed;
Didn’t feel prepared, but I
still excelled;
Didn’t know how to study,
but I still graduated with a
3.9 GPA;
In spite of it, I did it

Getting it done
(Doing what is needed or what it takes to
get through or complete the task.)

8

Get it done;
Did what had to be done;
Stepping up;
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Unit of
General Meaning

Used the last amount for bill
payment

The first cluster of meaning, seeking assistance, addressed the first and third research
questions, which are as follows: What college experiences have helped first-generation college
students realize their character strengths?, and How did first-generation college students utilize
their character strengths to graduate from college?
The second cluster of meaning, being a leader, addressed all three research questions,
which are as follows: What college experiences have helped first-generation college students
realize their character strengths?, What character strengths did first-generation college students
employ to persist to graduation?, and How did first-generation college students utilize their
character strengths to graduate from college?
The third and sixth clusters of meaning, learning material and skills and getting it done,
address the second and third research questions, which are as follows: What character strengths
did first-generation college students employ to persist to graduation?, and How did firstgeneration college students utilize their character strengths to graduate from college?
The fourth and fifth clusters of meaning, figuring it out, and but, still I, do not directly
address the research questions. Instead, they relate to the participants’ experiences as firstgeneration college students.
Seeking Assistance
In relation to seeking assistance, this cluster of meaning was used to group the codes that
showed the participants’ willingness to reach out to and utilize resources on campus or in the
community. Six of the 10 participants (Bethany, Sara, Kathleen, Javier, Dana, and William)
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discussed utilizing resources to improve their academic, personal, and social development. All
the excerpts demonstrated each participant’s willingness to take advantage of a resource offered
to them, specifically counseling. Through reaching out and utilizing counseling, it helped them
realize some of their strengths, as well as assisted them through a few of their tough situations.
Three of the participants (Bethany, Javier, and William) found helpful was counseling. For
example, William sought counseling to help him cope with the ambiguity of working towards a
degree he was no longer excited about attaining. He explained:
I started to get really depressed at the end of my second year into my junior year. I started
seeing counselors on campus, I had a psychiatrist, I was taking medications, just because
I just could not figure out how to cope with “I’m getting a degree, but what’s the point?”
Like William, Bethany specifically pointed out that she “went to counseling for a little while” to
overcome or manage her difficulties with math and the feelings of not belonging while attending
Land State University (pseudonym). During her interview when asked about how she realized
her strengths, Bethany stated, “I think one of the big things probably was counseling, just
fundamentally that was just one thing we tended to focus on.”
Likewise, Javier also utilized counseling to assist in his mental health when it came to
academic and life challenges. He stated:
I’ve learned to ask for help. My first quarter at University of South Beach for finals week,
I didn’t sleep for three days straight. I slept maybe a total of four hours over three, four
days and I had one 25-page paper due, I had a one 12-page paper due, and I had two 5page papers due, so 5, 10, 20 . . . 45 pages due all in the span of like three or four days
like Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, so I didn’t sleep for four days. And I was
like, “Yeah, I’m not gonna, I’m not going to survive this without help.” So that’s when I
went to the counseling center, and I’ve been seeing my therapist since.
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It was apparent through Javier’s answers that he was proud of his choice to seek counseling. It
was evident during his interview that counseling kept—and still keeps—him leveled and
mentally strong to keep moving forward.
In addition to seeking counseling, participants also sought assistance from other
resources, specifically for their academics. Sara struggled with academic integration early on in
her college career. Sara explained:
It was my first semester. I sat down with my advisor ,and I explained to her like, “Hey,
like, I want to prove these people wrong; that you know I’m having a hard time adjusting
from high school to college. I’m having an issue, you know how do I properly study?
You know where do I go for resources? You know I can’t fail because if I fail my class
my first semester, I’m gonna have to sit out a semester and go home.” And so, that was a
very real thing my first semester. I was a nursing major, I was horrible at math, and I was
failing algebra, and my advisor look at me and was like, you know, hey, you know, it’s
very real thing for us to look at here and what the circumstances are, if you do fail this
class, you know you could be looking at sitting out a semester, and from there that one
conversation actually had a very big impact and why I wanted to be an academic advisor
post-graduation.
Sara found this one experience beneficial for her academically, socially, and personally as it set
her on a new course academically with a new major and career goal. It was evident during her
interview that she was grateful for this first conversation with her advisor. Like seeking
assistance through counseling, Sara sought assistance for her academics by reaching out to
specific resources that could give her feedback or specifically help her succeed in the academic
area of her life. Again, the participant noticed that she needed assistance and reached out to the
resources that could help.
In a different scenario, Dana spoke of using a resource that assisted her in high school
and proved to be beneficial to her during college:
I could reach out to them, they would help me with, like, I got this letter regarding this
scholarship, “What I need to do for this or who do I reach out to about this?” And even
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just from certain things like those experiences or those struggles is like… school is this,
and I had to balance all this, like I felt like because the people in, I guess, over Upward
Bound and stuff like had been to college, and it was their job, like, to help us.
Dana remembered a resource that assisted her in graduating from high school and enrolling in
college; therefore, she continued to reach out to her TRiO connections while in college to help
her through some medical challenges, as well as other college challenges.
Being a Leader
Leadership development often occurs through social integration (Preston-Cunningham et
al., 2017). As stated previously, social integration is the interaction a student has with their social
environment, which includes getting involved in clubs or organizations, attending events on
campus, and working with peers. Students who socially integrate successfully increase their
chances of thriving and persisting in college. This theme included the clusters and units of
relevant meaning where the participants specifically talked about “stepping up” to get things
done, getting involved on campus, holding leadership positions, and leading by example.
For example, Sara discussed getting involved on campus as a resource to assist in
overcoming her challenges:
Being involved on campus, I was able to have people that saw me on a daily basis,
outside of the classroom as the person that I was, as the friend that I was, as the club
member that I was.
Like Sara, Kathleen also utilized her leadership skills to help her through a couple of her
academic challenges, specifically group projects. Kathleen stated, “Getting a group project done,
I tried to take the lead I think a lot of times to make sure things got completed.”
Vanessa discussed her being a leader as one of the challenges she had to overcome:
And then I was heavily involved in the University of Chase community. I was a resident
assistant, and I worked in housing so . . . when two leaders decided to leave my senior
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year that also affected me a lot, because me and another peer stepped in those positions,
and that was a lot of responsibility that we had. So that plus pulling 17 credit hours and
trying to maintain sanity and some form of a life outside of that was something that you I
didn’t even really think about, I just did my best to do, to live life to be a student, and I
made it so . . . all glory to God.
Vanessa’s quote not only conveys the challenge she had while being a leader, but it also shows
that her leadership responsibilities served as motivation for her to do her best and persist towards
graduation.
It was apparent through the interviews of six participants (Javier, Sara, Kacey, Vanessa,
Lindsey, and Dana) that being a leader facilitated their recognition of their leadership strengths,
as well as pushed them to utilize their leadership skills to complete group work and succeed in
their academic and social integration.
Learning Material and Skills
Learning is an active process that involves “motivation and cognitive engagement” (UC
Regents, 2021). The Learning Material and Skills theme includes clusters and units of relevant
meaning that revealed participants’ love of learning, the mention of learning something new, and
learning something that allowed them to develop personally, academically, and socially.
Kathleen talked about what helped her graduate from college. She stated, “I feel like you
know, being a continuous learner always trying to learn something.” Then Kathleen added that
being a continuous learner by keeping up to date on things pushes her to do better. It was
apparent throughout Kathleen’s interview that learning is nothing new to her as she worked hard
to keep up her grades by remaining focused on her learning and academics.
Javier expressed during his interview that he had recognized several things about himself
and his experiences and challenges had helped him grow. One of the things that Javier noticed
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about himself was there were some things of which he was unaware because he was a firstgeneration college student. Therefore, once he learned the knowledge needed to succeed, he put
it into action:
One of the big things that I’ve learned is that when I meet with, um, when I have a
meeting with somebody, uhh . . . learning something new, I’m like, “Hey, what are some
questions that I missed that I should be asking? Or what are some of the things that I
didn’t ask about that you think are important for me to know?” And understanding that
there’s hidden curriculum and asking the right questions to uncover the hidden
curriculum.
Javier was not hesitant in learning something new that could help him succeed and become a
better version of himself; therefore, he engaged in learning opportunities when he could.
Like Kathleen, Lindsey also discussed learning a skill that proved to be beneficial to her
success in college. Lindsey stated, “Once I figured life out a little bit and how to deal with the
craziness that came with college, I finally found a routine and learned how to get my stuff done
early.” In other words, Lindsey had to figure out what academic techniques would help her
succeed and thrive in the academic, personal, and social areas of her life.
The six participants (Javier, Kathleen, Kacey, Shelly, Lindsey, and Sara) who discussed
learning a new skill or something new discussed their learning in context of it helping them be
more successful. Their learning also demonstrated their character strengths, as well as how they
used them to persist.
Getting It Done
When it comes to the theme of Getting It Done, 8 out of 10 participants (Kacey, Javier,
Shelly, William, Vanessa, Lindsey, Bethany, and Dana) discussed at lengths about having to get
things done no matter what happened. The participants talked about doing what was necessary or
what it took to get through difficult situations and to complete different tasks. During their
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college journeys, the participants “got things done” to accomplish what they wanted to
accomplish. This cluster of meaning included units of relevant meaning that discussed stepping
up, asking for help, and doing their best, so that they could achieve their goals. For example,
William discussed stepping up and asking for help to help him persist:
I asked her, I said, “Hey, I need extra money. I just need more money,” and so she hired
me to work in her office, and I became super close with the Dean of Students; ultimately
when I graduated, I lived in her basement for two months.
William knew he did not have the finances to pay toward his tuition; therefore, he did what he
needed to do by asking how he could get more money.
Like William, Shelly also faced financial challenges. Shelly discussed being unable to
afford her textbooks; therefore, she did what she had to and utilized different resources to be able
to get her work completed. She explained, “I remember some of the papers that I had to write, I
was like searching the internet, like let me try to find a piece of this book, where’s this book at?
Hey can I borrow your book?” Financial difficulty was one of the main challenges that firstgeneration college students faced, and in William and Shelly’s case, they did what was necessary
to make sure they succeeded.
Sara focused on reaching her end goals; therefore, to help her graduate early, she stepped
up to take more credit hours. She explained:
I love school, I love education, but I knew that I just wanted to be done. So my
motivation was the end goal, so the end goal was finishing graduate school, which I
couldn’t have done until I finished my undergraduate. I remember having one semester
where I wanted to take 21 credit hours, and my advisor looked at me and was like “Sara,
why?” I explained to her, and I was like, “Hey, you know four of these classes are half
semester classes, two in the first half of the semester and two in the second half of the
semester, so I think it’s quite doable.” And I remember walking into the registrar’s office,
and I went to the assistant registrar, and I was like, “This is my reasoning behind 21
hours.” I remember him being like, “Alright, sounds good” and signed off on it, and I was
able to take 21 hours.
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Sara wanted to graduate early no matter what it took to get it done, and no matter how difficult it
was to take 21 credit hours, she took the 21 credit hours and graduated early. The fact that these
participants made up their minds to do what they had to for them to reach their accomplishments
highlighted the character strengths they used, as well as how they utilized their character
strengths to persist to graduation.
Figuring It Out
During their interview, seven participants (Kathleen, Lindsey, Sara, Shelly, Kacey, Dana,
and Vanessa) discussed having to figure out what they needed to do in order to thrive and
succeed in college. Therefore, this cluster of meaning encompasses units of relevant meaning
where the participants described finding a solution or discussed having to figure something out
as a part of their first-generation college student experience because they did not have prior
college knowledge. To figure something out means to find a solution to a challenge or issue, and
in this case, the participants talked about doing it on their own. For example, Dana discussed an
academic challenge she had regarding struggling in upper-level biology courses:
I also didn’t have other people, my immediate family, like nobody really in my family or
any of my friends, basically, that I was close to, my cousins weren’t really in the same
thing and couldn’t help. So I think that was kind of a struggle and even added pressure.
“Like you have to figure this out.”
Dana was not able to turn to any of the people in her family whom she relied upon and already
had a relationship with, so she found another way on her own to complete her upper-level
coursework successfully.
Much like Dana, Sara discussed learning to figure out how to overcome her math course
struggles:
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For me, my biggest struggle was I did not want to come home and have that one family
member say, “Well, see I told you so, that you would go off and you would come right
back,” so one of my biggest challenges was I had to learn to work around my math
struggles.
Sara was also not able to rely on her support system to assist her in her college work, as they
were not capable of helping her; therefore, she figured out her own solutions to overcome her
math challenges.
As previously stated, participants who discussed figuring it out also made it clear they
had to figure things out because they lacked support. Their immediate family members did not
have the higher education knowledge or resources to assist them during their challenges.
Therefore, the participants had to find solutions and make decisions that would help them get
closer to achieving their goals.
But Still I
Five participants (Kacey, Kathleen, Javier, Sara, and Shelly) mentioned that they still
“made it” or still accomplished their goal, despite their challenges. This cluster of meaning
describes those units of relevant meaning where participants described an event or a challenge
that transpired, but the participant still accomplished the goal regardless For example, Kacey
described her difficult transition from high school to college. She explained, “I had a lot going on
around that time which affected grades in school, but I still passed; I still have my high school
diploma and my college degree.” Like Kacey, Shelly recognized how she overcame her
challenges and simply stated, “And in spite of all the odds, like I did it.”
When William discussed his accomplishments, he talked about how unprepared he felt
academically for college, but sill graduated. William stated:
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I do not think that I was given skills by the education system in high school, in middle
school, in my private school life to excel the way that I did. I have zero faith in the
system that I came from; I would love to change that, but I do not think that I was
prepared, and I have no idea how the outcome was the same. My high school only had 72
people in the graduating class; we were very small, very rural, not a lot of resources.
When I look back at the people who were in the top 20, I was one of three people that
graduated college.
As previously stated, William did not feel he had adequate preparation to do as well as he did in
college, but he still did well and graduated with his degree. Thus, he still reached the goals he
had set for himself in spite of the challenges he faced in his academics.
Theme 2: Future-Mindedness
The second theme that emerged from analyzing the data was Future-Mindedness.
Peterson and Seligman (2004) described hope along with optimism, future-mindedness, and
future orientation as follows:
Thinking about the future, expecting that desired events and outcomes will occur, acting
in ways believed to make them more likely, and feeling confident that these will ensue
given appropriate efforts sustain good cheer in the here and now and galvanize goaldirected actions.
In short, future-mindedness is “the act of thinking about the future” (Allen, 2019, p. 2). During
the interviews, participants talked about sticking to their goals and planning ahead to achieve the
accomplishments they had in mind. The theme of Future-Mindedness addressed all the research
questions and includes the two clusters of meaning: goal-oriented and planning ahead. Table 4
displays the units of relevant and general meaning, as well as the number of participants who
reported each.
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Table 4
Theme 2: Future-Mindedness
Theme

Unit of
Relevant Meaning

Futuremindedness

Goal-oriented
(Setting and remaining
focused on goals)

Number of
Participants
5

Planning ahead
(The act of thinking ahead)

5

Unit of
General Meaning
Future goals;
Kept the end goal in mind;
Never even thought of
doing anything else;
Think about goals
Looking ahead;
Plan forward;
Started watching students
around me that I
wanted to be like
Career position for
financial stability

The first cluster of meaning, goal-oriented, and the second cluster of meaning, planning
ahead, addressed the second and third research questions, which are as follows: What character
strengths did first-generation college students employ to persist to graduation?, and How did
first-generation college students utilize their character strengths to graduate from college?
Goal-Oriented
Five participants (Kacey, Javier, Sara, William, and Shelly) specifically discussed setting
goals or remaining dedicated to the goals they had in mind. In relation to her accomplishments,
Kacey talked about how she was able to achieve her accomplishments by “being dedicated to my
goals. Sticking to my goals, actually going through with my goals, finding out ways to achieve
the goals.”
Like Kacey, Sara also discussed what helped her to keep moving forward toward her
goals:
116

I think that when I approached things, I often approached them with an end goal, a
timeline of “How do I get there?” How do I proceed moving forward and what is my
plan? I think that often times helps me get to those things.
During the interviews, the researcher asked the participants how they were able to get
through their challenges. Similar to the other participants’ answers, the researcher gathered that
one of the things that helped Javier was keeping his goals in mind. Javier said:
I really started paying attention like, “Okay, why am I in school, what’s my next step,
why do I want to keep doing this, what’s important to me?” And asking those questions,
and realizing how mentorship and wanting to be a faculty member, and wanting to do to
do research and the questions that I had, I would gain the tools to answer them through a
doctoral program and choosing to continue forward through that.
Javier wanted more. He wanted answers to questions, so his goal was to become a faculty
member to do the research to answer those questions. He also talked about his mentoring
experiences and how much they helped him succeed; therefore, part of his goal was to become a
faculty member and become a mentor for others. Keeping his goals in mind, Javier utilized them
as motivators to keep going.
Planning Ahead
The planning ahead cluster of meaning emerged among five of the transcripts (Bethany,
Shelly, Kacey, Javier, and Lindsey), in which the participants discussed thinking about the
actions they could take to get them closer to their goals and accomplishments. The participants
specifically named planning as something they used to get through the challenges they faced
during college. For example, Kacey stated, “I am big on planning.” She elaborated, “I have a
layout of what needs to be done, when it needs to be done. Anything I had to do that week I
would write it on a whiteboard, so it was big in front of me.”
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Bethany stated the strength that she used was “sitting down and planning” to help her
continue to push through.
Like Kacey and Bethany, Shelly also discussed the importance of planning ahead to help
her be more successful and manage her time:
I think sometimes you also have to take yourself out of the stressors of the now, and think
about what you’re trying to accomplish, so I could sit here, and I could be like, “Man,
this right here is hard, oh I got Haley she’s a year old, I don’t know what I’m going to do
I’m breastfeeding her, and I got all this stuff I gotta do, but then I’m like okay in a year
she’s not going to be breastfeeding, I’m going to be a senior, she’s gonna be walking,
there’s going to be a change in that year, even when you look five years from now, okay,
well dang, five years from now Haley is gonna be in school.” Even, you know, look at
my five years, coming up with yearly plans coming up with futuristic things, but I’d
really say the strengths really came into play when it comes to managing and balancing.
Shelly named becoming a mother as one her nonacademic challenges while she was in college.
During her interview, she spoke fondly about being a mom, but also about the stress it caused
due to having to balance being a mom with being a student, a leader, and an athlete. Yet, Shelly
did not allow herself to succumb to the stress; instead, she looked to the future and envisioned
where her life would be as a mother. Thus, she looked ahead and planned for the future she
envisioned. She allowed the thoughts of her future motivate her to persist to graduation.
Theme 3: Supportive Circle
All 10 participants expressed their appreciation for having support and supportive people
in their lives during their college journey. They all spoke about specific people who “had their
backs” and how they surrounded themselves with good people and built relationships with their
peers and professors, who encouraged them when they needed it. The support the participants
received came from their families, professors, peers, mentors, and friends. This theme includes
two clusters of meaning: having support and building and having personal connections. Table 5
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displays the units of relevant and general meaning, as well as the number of participants who
reported each.

Table 5
Theme 3: Supportive Circle
Theme

Unit of
Relevant Meaning

Number of
Participants

Unit of
General Meaning

Supportive
Circle

Having support
(The feeling of and knowing one
has someone in their corner
to reach out to for help)

10

Benefits of TRiO;
Supportive faculty
members;
Supportive circle;
Mom was biggest
support

Building and having personal connections
(Being interconnected with others and
developing a relationship with someone else)

10

Being around
relatable peers;
Find a mentor;
Pick a person;
Lots of conversations
with my circle;
Connect with others

The first cluster of meaning, having support, indirectly puts the idea of support and
encouragement in context, for it related to their supportive circles and helped further explain
their first-generation college student experience. The second cluster of meaning, building and
having personal connections, addressed all the research questions.
Having Support
Several times during the interviews, all the participants spoke about the support they
received during their college journey and how much it helped them cope with the challenges they
faced while they were in college. Bethany specifically discussed having constant support while
she was a participant in the McNair program:
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The program coordinator was pretty much a rock for our entire cohort, so if anybody who
was like going through anything she was constantly there, even the director. One thing
that they drilled in all of us is, like, “Keep trying, you can do it.” It was just constant
support.
Vanessa also spoke fondly of her supportive “village” and how they encouraged her to
always do her best:
I never saw myself as academically worthy to be in any institution, to be able to even
have a rap sheet like I do, and in my eyes it’s not even that much, but it’s something. And
it’s more than what I thought that I could accomplish when I was a teenager, when I was
in fourth grade, and you know I didn’t get an A on the test I got a C, but I knew that I
could, that was my best. Those same people encouraged me then; they encourage me
now. They never gave up on me. They never discouraged me, they never looked at me
and saw a failure, but they saw what I could be, and a lot of times, that’s all you need is
someone to see potential in you, someone to be able to be a temporary visionary and just
be able to invest in you in qualities that they see in you. And I’ve been blessed to have
several of those people in my life.
Vanessa referring to her support system as her “village” was a personal reference for her. This
reference stems from the African proverb that said, “It takes a village to raise a child.” Vanessa’s
“village” encouraged and pushed her to keep going to achieve what she desired.
Javier spoke highly of the support that his wife and father gave him while he
contemplated returning to school to complete his college degree. Javier stated:
I talked to my partner, I talked to my father, it was just my partner and my father I talked
to, “Like, what do I do?” And really, my wife was the one that was like, “You have to do
this.” She’s like, “You have to take this chance; you don’t want to look back and regret
not taking this chance.
Javier trusted his wife and father and relied on their support when making important decisions, as
well as when he needed support to work toward his accomplishments.
All the participants in this study mentioned having supportive people in their lives. Those
supportive people served as sources of inspiration, motivation, encouragement, and love as they
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journeyed through college. Positive relationships have been shown to positively impact wellbeing and increase the likelihood of someone flourishing.
Building and Having Personal Connections
All 10 participants mentioned the choice they made to surround themselves with relatable
peers and with people who supported and encouraged them; therefore, this cluster of meaning
represents participants being interconnected and in relation with others. Several of the
participants expressed the importance of being in community with their peers. For example,
Dana talked about how being in community with others helped her overcome some of her
challenges:
I really just think, like, having a community of people who are in a similar situation as
you or have been through that and have experienced the same things because y’all had
those things in common. Even though I wasn’t involved in SSS at University of Coast, a
lot of the SSS students, they were my friends. I kind of naturally gravitated towards them.
When Kacey reflected on her college journey during the interview, she recalled one of
her strengths as “making good relationships with her professors.” As she shared more about her
college experience, Kacey talked more about how she was able to graduate from college, and
how being connected with her mentors, professors, and advisors assisted in her persistence to
graduation.
Much like Kacey, Sara also spoke extensively about how being connected to the
university through building relationships and being in community with others assisted her in
maneuvering and overcoming the challenges that she faced. She said, “I surrounded myself with
great people, some of it by accident and some of it by purpose academically. I feel like I got
through those challenges by surrounding myself with fantastic faculty members.”
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Theme 4: Stick-to-it-iveness
As several of the participants recounted their college experience as first-generation
college students, they specifically talked about not having an option but to keep going, no matter
the challenges they encountered or how much they wanted to concede. The participants knew
they needed to persevere to complete their degree. Therefore, the units of relevant meaning that
expressed the notion of perseverance were grouped into three clusters of meaning: not giving up,
determination, and drive. Table 6 displays the units of relevant and general meaning, as well as
the number of participants who reported each.

Table 6
Theme 4: Stick-to-it-iveness
Theme

Unit of
Relevant Meaning

Stick-to-itiveness

Not giving up
(Keep going and not backing down when
challenges are faced)

Number of
Participants
5

Unit of
General Meaning
Being persistent in the
things she wants;
Not backing down;
Keep moving forward;
Perseverance

Determination
(The will to continue to push oneself)

4

Push and determination;
Determination;
Pushing self to buckle
down and do better;
Sheer will and
determination

Drive
(One’s urge or need to attain a goal)

5

Drive;
Drive and motivation;
Something on the insidedrive;
Drive, motivation that was
intrinsic;
Will power, tenacity, and
ambition
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The first cluster of meaning, not giving up, addressed all the research questions. The
second and third clusters of meaning, determination and drive, addressed the second and third
research questions, which are as follows: What character strengths did first-generation college
students employ to persist to graduation?, and How did first-generation college students utilize
their character strengths to graduate from college?
Not Giving Up
As these participants (Dana, Lindsey, Bethany, Shelly, and Vanessa) discussed their
college experiences and how they graduated from college, several spoke about not shrinking
from the challenges they faced and the importance of persisting no matter what. Dana was one of
the participants who specifically named perseverance as one the strengths she used to overcome
her challenges: “Perseverance. I had to do this, I had to figure it out. I had to figure it out
before.” Dana recalled a couple of times during her college experience where she needed to rely
on her perseverance to keep going to achieve the goals she had set for herself.
Like Dana, Bethany also named her ability to “not back down” as something she relied
on to persist to graduation. Bethany stated, “I think the resilience, but also just the not backing
down because I had a class, it was a theories class that I just was not good at. I’m sitting here
like, ‘I’m this close to like graduating.’” Even though Bethany was not sure of her abilities to
complete the course successfully, as she stated, she did not back down and completed her degree
requirements to receive her diploma.
As the participants shared their college experiences and the difficulties during their
experience, it was apparent that they placed great importance on not giving up in the face of
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adversity. Therefore, two participants advised other first-generation college students to keep
going and to never give up. For example, Lindsey strongly asserted:
I want to tell them; I just don’t want them to give up. I won’t want them to meet that one
person like I did when I was first starting college, who told me, “Oh, your record says
you don’t have the state scholarship,” when I did. I don’t know what she was looking at,
because that could have been so discouraging for me; that could have been the make or
break right there.
As Lindsey mentioned, she could have given up, but she kept going and persisted through her
college experience to accomplish the academic goals she had set for herself.
Determination
This cluster of meaning emerged after analyzing data where participants (Lindsey, Dana,
Kathleen, and Vanessa) specifically named determination as something they possessed that
helped them face their challenges and accomplish the goals they set. Determination stems from
the Self-Determination Theory created by Ryan and Deci (2000). This theory, categorized within
the field of positive psychology, delineates between internal and external motivation (Gagné &
Deci, 2005). The participants were motivated to act by their intrinsic will and commitment to
keep striving to achieve their goals. For example, when the researcher asked Vanessa about the
strengths that she possessed that showed up during adversity, Vanessa replied, “Sheer will and
determination.”
Dana mentioned, “I guess determination” in relation to one of the strengths that showed
up for her when she was met with a difficult situation.
Like Dana and Vanessa, when asked what helped her graduate from college, Kathleen
replied, “I keep going back to it, but really push and determination. Like I’m not going to end up
where my parents did, wanting to just make more I guess meaning.” Kathleen used self124

determination to act in a way that would result in her being a better version of herself. She also
used self-determination to be successful in her courses. Kathleen described a specific moment of
adversity where she had to use her determination:
My mom threw me out the night before my core classes started for no reason; she’s got a
lot of mental health problems even then, so I still made it to class Monday, and it was just
like, “Well, I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that I know this, so if I have to
study in the car then that’s what it’s going to be.”
This situation showed how determined and dedicated Kathleen was to her academics and
succeed academically no matter what she had to do. She did not allow this challenge to divert her
focus and goals of doing well academically and completing college.
Drive
Like determination, the participants (Kathleen, Bethany, Shelly, William, and Vanessa)
specifically named drive as a strength they employed to face their adverse situations and keep
moving forward toward degree completion. According to Cherry (2020), “A drive creates an
unpleasant state, a tension that needs to be reduced” (para. 5). This cluster of meaning was used
to describe the participants’ urge and need to complete what they started and achieve the goals
they set for themselves. As Shelly shared the strengths, she believed she possessed while in
college, she stated, “I think I had drive,” which also played into her persistence and motivation to
finish college.
William also named drive as a strength that showed up when he encountered difficult
situations while in college:
There was, and maybe this kind of goes back to the resilience piece, but there really was
nothing to lose. I had no idea what I was doing. I mean it was like when I decided to run
for Student Body President, I didn’t know anyone in student government in high school I
knew nothing about, like I just did it because I was going to college, and here I was. Now
I know I gotta do something, and so I just kept doing things and, ultimately, I did things
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like that all four years. It was just some sort of drive, motivation that was so intrinsic, I
cannot look back and think of what made me do it, I just know I did.
Even though William was not sure what really helped him, he had this intrinsic urge to do
something to create his college experience and attain his degree. It is clear the urge William felt
to keep going continued to serve as his motivation to “keep doing things” that assisted in him
remaining hopeful and persisting to graduation.
Theme 5: External Motivation
All 10 participants named at least one reason that drove them to do their best and obtain
their college degree. Therefore, the theme External Motivation was used to explain the units of
meaning where the participants mentioned doing their best or wanting to graduate because of an
external source. This theme addressed the third research question: How did first-generation
college student utilize their character strengths to graduate from college? Table 7 displays the
unit of relevant and general meaning, as well as the number of participants who reported it.

Table 7
Theme 5: External Motivation
Theme

Unit of
Relevant Meaning

Number of
Participants

Unit of
General Meaning

External
Motivation

Motivation
(An urge or need
that is used as a driving force
to achieve a goal)

10

Daughter served as
motivation;
Maintaining financial aid;
Make mom proud;
Motivation for career;
Trying to set the bar high
for siblings;
The need to push through;
Be seen as successful in
family’s eyes
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All the participants spoke about wanting and needing to do better, as well as wanting to
complete their college journeys and obtain their degrees. As they described their desires, they
described them with some external forces that helped them get closer to their goals. For example,
Shelly discussed extensively her job as being a mother while in college, and how she needed to
do her best for her children:
My daughter. I just wanted to finish; I didn’t want to be a stereotype. I used to get asked
all the time when I was in school, “Oh, so your mom’s gonna have your baby while
you’re off at college? Your mom is going to have your baby?” So, I made it a point to do
it, but I’m not going to say my parents didn’t help because they did help me on the
weekends when I would go home on the weekends to work, but Monday through Friday
that was all me all day.
Shelly wanted to combat the stereotypes of being a mother while in college and wanted to do her
best by her daughter.
As previously stated, all participants mentioned having an external source that helped
them towards completing their college degree. Sara mentioned that wanting to get into her
desired career is what helped her graduate from college:
I think the motivation that I had behind graduating to get to what my career was. To me, I
didn’t want to spend a lot of time in school. I love school, I mean I work at one now, so I
have to love school, but I love school, I loved education, but I knew that I just wanted to
be done. So, my motivation was the end goal. The end goal was finishing graduate
school, which I couldn’t have done until I finished my undergraduate.
Participants mentioned family members, career goals, and degree completion as
motivators to complete college. Lindsey also mentioned wanting to be donned with chords and
stoles at graduation:
And I did all the extracurriculars and I did all the clubs and organizations and worked my
butt off because I wanted to be so decorated when I graduated. I wanted to have all those
chords; I wanted to have the stoles. Because I graduated Magna Cum Laude, I got the
metal that Bird College gives, and I had so many things around my neck. I’m just one of
those people, I don’t know I work really hard.
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Lindsey’s desire to be “decorated at graduation” motivated her to do her best to work hard inside
and outside of the classroom, which led her to graduating from college.
Theme 6: Positive Emotions
Fredrickson (2001) contended, “Positive emotions also produce flourishing” (p. 1). Even
though the participants experienced their share of challenges while pursuing their education,
some participants still spoke positively about their educational journeys during their childhood
and college. Therefore, this theme included units of meaning where the participants presented a
positive attitude towards their educational journey and expressed positive emotions by way of
thankfulness and gratitude for things along their college journey. This theme includes two
clusters of meaning: positive attitudes toward school and expressing thankfulness and gratitude.
Table 8 displays the units of relevant and general meaning, as well as the number of participants
who reported each.
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Table 8
Theme 6: Positive Emotions
Theme

Unit of
Relevant Meaning

Number of
Participants

Unit of
General Meaning

Positive
Emotions

Positive attitudes toward school
(optimism about school
or their educational journey)

8

Whatever I did was done in
a positive way;
Loved going to Bird
College;
Always been a school girl;
Excited for the high school
to college transition

Expressing thankfulness and gratitude
(The state of being thankful and
grateful
for things during college journey)

6

Appreciating the lessons;
Can’t begin to thank village
enough;
Can’t thank support system
enough;
Really grateful & thankful
it wasn’t hard for her;
Thankful for the benefits of
TRiO

The first cluster of meaning, positive attitudes toward school, indirectly addressed the
third research question: How did first-generation college students utilize character strengths to
graduate from college? The second cluster of meaning, expressing thankfulness and gratitude,
addressed the second and third research questions: What character strengths did first-generation
college students employ to persist to graduation?, and How did first-generation college students
utilize character strengths to graduate from college?
Positive Attitudes Toward School
As displayed in Table 6, this cluster of meaning includes the participants’ Kacey, Sara,
Shelly, Kathleen, William, Lindsey, Dana, and Vanessa) feelings and thoughts of optimism for
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their educational journeys. Kacey’s positive outlook was apparent throughout her interview,
starting at the beginning:
School just became one of those things that I actually enjoyed, and I actually enjoyed
learning a lot of new things, so I always loved school, I always been a school girl. I never
liked the missing school or missing assignments, like, I hate bad grades, so it was pretty
good; I would never say I disliked school.
Her positivity towards school carried over to her outlook on her college experience and helped
her to keep going and overcome the challenges she faced in college to complete her degree.
Sara used positivity to do her best to make it through her challenges during her college
journey:
I think my attitude would be one of my biggest strengths as far as I had the mentality of
“okay, there’s going to be completion here.” But where there is completion, I’m also
going to ensure that I’m bringing forward what needs to be brought rather than just doing
something to complete it, make sure that I do it to its entirety, and I give it the best that I
have; so if that was academically or if that was within a club that I was working in at the
end of the day, I always tried to focus on the goal and making sure that whatever I did
was in a positive way. I heard the saying, “90% of what you do is your attitude towards
it,” so I say having a positive attitude to help.
Sara began college with a positive attitude about the outcome of her educational pursuit and the
expectation of completion. Having a positive attitude and expectations of getting her degree
helped her to persist toward graduation.
Kathleen shared her nervousness, but also her excitement and enthusiasm, for the
transition from high school to college. She said, “It was nerve wracking. I was excited for it for
sure, definitely nervous of the rigor of the courses.”
The participants viewed their challenges and difficult situations using a positive attitude;
therefore, using that positivity to work through adversity and reach their educational goals.
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Expressing Thankfulness and Gratitude
Six of the ten participants (Javier, Vanessa, Sara, William, Lindsey, and Dana) expressed
being grateful or thankful for something or someone during their college career. This cluster of
meaning represents the units of relevant meaning that show the participants’ appreciation for
support they received during their college journey and their experiences. Vanessa shared her
appreciation and thankfulness for her village, those who continuously supported her:
But I attribute all of my success from then to now to God most definitely, to my tribe, my
village. I can’t, I can’t begin to thank those people enough, because again, I never saw
myself as academically worthy to be in any institution to be able to even have a rap sheet
like I do, and in my eyes, it’s not even that much, but it’s something.
Javier expressed his appreciation for an experience he had with employment during his
college journey:
Thank you. I got the offer really appreciate it. This is when it starts, I’ll finish out, if you
can extend the contract a little bit more; I would appreciate it if not I totally understand,
and I really appreciate that you’ve given me this opportunity to keep putting food on my
table.
It was apparent through his discussion of his employment experience in college that he had a
strong appreciation for that experience and the person that extended the opportunity to him.
Having appreciation for that experience allowed him to be grateful for other things, such as the
lessons he learned during his journey and his development as a college student.
Lindsey spoke about her appreciation for her college experience and the ways her
gratefulness assisted in her current position:
I really didn’t have it as hard as some people, and I’m really grateful for that, I’m really
thankful, and it definitely helps me in my job today. Because I know how discouraging it
could be, like some of these students don’t have that type of support.
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As Lindsey recalled her college experiences as a first-generation college student, her
appreciation for her less difficult college journey was coupled with her appreciation for her
mother’s support and involvement during her college journey.
Summary
The purpose of this chapter was to describe the lived experiences of first-generation
college graduates. This chapter encompassed the research questions for the study, overview of
the sample and the demographics, thick descriptions of the participants, and a summary of the
findings. After data analysis, there were six themes that emerged: 1) Agency, 2) Futuremindedness, 3) Supportive Circle, 4) Stick-to-iveness, 5) External Motivation, and 6) Positive
Emotions. This data provides information for us to learn more about how first-generation college
students graduate from college through their challenges, their persistence, their strengths, their
accomplishments, and their understanding of how they graduated.
The interviews and data analysis revealed the participants’ desire to keep going despite
adversity. The data also revelated that although the participants had help and support at their
perspective institutions, they reported having to “figure things out” on their own and do what
they needed to do to accomplish the goal of graduating from college. Chapter 5 will include a
discussion of the six themes as they relate to the research questions and theoretical framework,
implications for practitioners, and suggestions for future research studies.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This study investigated what character strengths first-generation college students
employed to graduate from a four-year institution, what college experiences helped them realize
their character strengths, and how they utilized their character strengths to graduate from college.
Chapter 1 provided the background of the study and presented the research problem, the purpose
of the study, research questions, the significance of the study, overview of the theoretical
framework and methodology, limitations and delimitations, and definitions of key terms. Chapter
2 provided an in-depth synthesis of the literature relevant to first-generation college students,
persistence for first-generation college students, and positive psychology. The chapter also
included a discussion on the role character strengths play in educational achievement. Chapter 3
described the phenomenological methodology that the researcher used to carry out the study. The
chapter also explained the research design and described the research participants, the
researcher’s bias, data collection procedures, data analysis, the pilot study, and the
trustworthiness of the study. Chapter 4 provided the participants’ demographic information and
rich, thick description of each participant. The chapter also presented the major findings that
emerged after analyzing the data generated by the interview responses of the 10 participants.
This chapter concludes the study and provides a discussion of the study and interpretations of the
findings as they relate to the research questions and theoretical framework. This chapter also
presents implications and recommendations for practitioners and suggestions for future research.
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Discussion of Major Findings and Research Questions
Historically, first-generation college students have been one of the underrepresented
groups who are difficult to retain (Ishitani, 2006; Radunzel, 2018), which has resulted in an
abundance of research on this population (Cataldi et al., 2018; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Engle,
2007; Everett, 2015; Garcia, 2010; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Stephens et al., 2014; Ward et al.,
2012). As previously stated, much of the research on first-generation college students used a
deficit lens (Atherton, 2014; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Gibbons & Woodside, 2014; Soria &
Stebleton, 2012). Therefore, this researcher implemented an anti-deficit approach to examine
how first-generation college students graduated. The purpose of this qualitative study was to
utilize a positive psychology lens of positive individual traits, specifically character strengths, to
explore how first-generation college students graduated from college. The three research
questions that guided this study were as follows:
1. What college experiences have helped first-generation college students realize their
character strengths?
2. What assets or strengths did first-generation college students employ to persist to
graduation?
3. How did first-generation college students utilize their character strengths to graduate
from college?
The following section includes a dialogue of each research question and a discussion of
the findings and their relationship to the literature, research questions, and theoretical
framework. The subsequent section is a discussion of the information of the study as it relates to
the field that practitioners and other researchers can use in higher education leadership and
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student services. Additionally, based on the findings, this chapter presents recommendations for
future research to further this anti-deficit conversation about first-generation college students.
As reported in Chapter 4, six themes emerged from data analysis: (1) Agency, (2)
Future-mindedness, (3) Supportive Circle, (4) Stick-to-it-iveness, (5) External Motivation, and
(6) Positive Emotions. Each of the themes answered at least one of three research questions. The
following section is an in-depth interpretation and discussion on each of the major themes.
Research Question 1: Realizing Strengths
The following section provides a discussion on the experiences that the participants
mentioned as opportunities where they realized the strengths that they possessed. This section
also provides dialogue on the relationship of these findings with the reviewed literature in
Chapter 2. The data revealed that the participants were able to realize their strengths through
connecting with others and utilizing campus resources.
Agency and Realizing Strengths
Several of the participants verbalized that connecting with on-campus resources helped
them realize their character strengths. For example, by attending counseling, going to
advisement, and talking to mentors the participants grew to recognize their strengths after oncampus personnel highlighted them. This supports research that indicates counseling is beneficial
in helping first-generation college students gain the necessary social capital to persist in college
(Palmer & Maramba, 2015). Thus, one can conclude social capital and integration must be
present for first-generation college students to flourish in college.
Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as having connections to a network of people who
can help others, in this case first-generation college students, gain pertinent knowledge to do well
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academically and socially. Having social capital by way of positive relationships enhances one’s
subjective well-being (Lee et al., 2018). The participants Javier, Bethany, William, and Sara
related that they attended therapy to cope with life’s changes and challenges. The participants
who utilized counseling found it benefitted their mental health, college transition, and selfawareness. This study found counseling was beneficial for first-generation college students,
which is consistent with Palmer and Maramba’s (2015) findings that counselors, family,
teachers, and mentors were the caring agents that assisted the participants in increasing their
social capital. However, although counseling is beneficial to first-generation college students,
research has reported that students of color, males, and first-generation college students
underutilize counseling services on campus (Stebleton et al., 2011; Sullivan et al., 2007). While
this study showed that three out of four students who utilized counseling were White, the gender
breakdown was 50% male and 50% female.
Mental health plays a role in well-being, in that someone who is mentally healthy also
has higher well-being; thus, they are more likely to flourish (Keyes, 2002; Knoesen & Naudé,
2018). As mental health continues to be on the rise across college campuses and the need to cope
with adversity becomes more apparent, opportunities remain to investigate the role counseling
plays in helping students, especially first-generation college students, develop agentic thoughts
and behaviors, and identify their strengths.
In addition to participants using counseling as a resource to help them persist, they also
took advantage of opportunities to get involved on campus. According to Tinto (1975),
integration is the interaction one has with their environment. In this case, the participants’
involvement in campus both academically and socially represented integration. Pike and Kuh
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(2005) found that first-generation college students were less likely to be engaged, even though
research has revealed the benefits, for it leads to successful academic and social integration, as
well as higher levels of subjective well-being (Appau et al., 2019). Contrary to research, this
study showed that the first-generation college participants took advantage of opportunities to
become involved and engaged on campus. Peer groups and campus involvement assisted
participants in realizing their strengths.
Several of the participants also talked about the leadership roles they successfully held
while in college. These experiences also helped the participants cultivate a sense of belonging
and connection to the university, which increased their positive experiences. Positive experiences
are one of the three components that define positive psychology (Duckworth et al., 2005) and
help humans flourish. For example, Javier specifically talked about working in groups and
working with the groups to help them succeed, which helped him identify his strengths and
influenced his decision to continue working in higher education.
In addition to the benefit of positive experiences resulting from getting involved and
becoming engaged, the participants increase their likelihood of successfully integrating
academically and socially into the college or university. Research has shown that first-generation
college students struggle with academic and social integration (Engle, 2007; Kim & Sax, 2009;
Soria & Stebleton, 2012), but it is a necessity for first-generation college students to flourish if
they are to graduate. Although the participants experienced some challenges with academic and
social integration, several participants credited campus resources as helping them become more
aware of who they are and what they can do in and out of the classroom.
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Supportive Circle and Realizing Strengths
As described in Chapter 4, the theme of Supportive Circle included building and having
personal relationships. First-generation college students who have personal relationships and
support are more likely to persist, as opposed to succumbing to attrition (Vuong et al., 2010;
Wang, 2014). The concept of positive relationships is another crucial idea within the field of
positive psychology, as having positive relationships enhances one’s well-being (Goodman et al.,
2018; Seligman, 2018). More specifically, positive relationships are tied to positive psychology
through the PERMA well-being model (Seligman, 2011).
Building and having interpersonal relationships with peers and institutional personnel
increases the chances that first-generation college students will integrate academically and
socially. Dana made connections with peers, which resulted in her recognition of her knack for
building relationships. On the other hand, several participants discussed someone pointing out
their strengths. Shelly reported her coach helped highlight her ability to persevere through major
events. As research showed the importance of first-generation college students connecting to the
institution, the participants’ interpersonal relationships in which they built allowed them to
become aware of the strengths they possessed. The benefits the participants received because of
forming these relationships were consistent with the data that showed support and integration are
important in the academic and social success of college students, especially first-generation
college students (Strayhorn, 2012).
Summary of Research Question 1
For some, realizing one’s strengths or assets is a difficult task; however, for the
participants in this study, their realization of their strengths was primarily tied to external
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variables. One of the most identified experiences that helped these participants realize their
strengths was attending counseling sessions. The participants who participated in counseling
began counseling because they wanted to improve their mental health. Some who attended
counseling because they experienced feelings of depression, anxiety, and a lack of belongingness
received strength awareness from their sessions. These participants found counseling benefitted
not only their mental health, but also allowed them to realize the strengths they possessed.
In addition to seeking counseling, participants discovered getting involved and working
in peer groups to be helpful. As students became more engaged in their campus environments,
they developed the necessary relationships they needed to succeed and perceived their assets and
strengths, such as leadership. When the participants engaged, led a group, or took advantage of
an opportunity to be a student leader within an organization, they were able to see the leadership
skills they possessed, whether they were already aware of them or not. Being a part of their
campus environment and “put in those situations” allowed them to recognize their strengths and
feel pride in the leadership skills they established.
Not only did agentic behavior assist these participants in realizing their strengths,
connecting with others also helped. The participants reported that talking with others helped
them realize their strengths. Specifically, the person or people with whom they were connected
pointed out their strengths. As some participants built relationships with others, the other party
was able to get to know them and become aware of their strengths enough to help them realize
what they are capable of doing.
Currently, sparse research addresses how to help first-generation college students realize
their strengths. However, this qualitative study serves as an opportunity to begin to fill that gap
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in research. The more information known about what experiences aid in first-generation college
students in identifying their strengths, the more intentional institutions can be in the services they
provide.
Research Question 2: Employed Strengths
Character strengths as discussed in Chapter 2 is found within the field of positive
psychology. Peterson and Seligman (2004) described character strengths as being contributors of
fulfillment, for they “allow the individual to achieve more than the absence of distress and
disorder” (p. 17). Therefore, they help individuals increase their likelihood of flourishing. The
data for research question 2 revealed several character strengths that participants employed to
graduate from college.
Strengths in Agency
Agency is a person’s capability to influence their actions in a way that gets them closer to
a goal. According to Deci and Ryan (1995), “To be truly agentic means to be autonomous; it
means acting from one’s integrated self” (p. 37). Therefore, there is a connection between
agency and autonomy; although they are not interchangeable, autonomy is require for someone
to operate their agency (Deci & Ryan, 1995). Martela and Riekki (2018) elaborated: “Autonomy
refers to a sense of volition and internal perceived locus of causality in one’s undertakings”
(para. 6), thus supporting the need for autonomy in one being agentic. Deci and Ryan (1995,
2008) identified autonomy as one of the components of SDT.
According to the data of this study, the two character strengths related to agency that
played a role in participants’ success were self-regulation and leadership. Self-regulation falls
within the temperance virtue, which is one of core virtues used by Peterson and Seligman (2004)
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to categorize the strengths that help “control over excess” (p. 38). Peterson and Seligman (2004)
described self-regulation occurs when an “individual exerts control over his or her own
responses so as to pursue goals and live up to standards” (p. 443). This definition of selfregulation closely aligns with how the research defined the theme of Agency in Chapter 4 in
relation to the participants’ interviews. For example, participants who sought assistance and
worked to “figure it out” exemplified self-regulation as it showed the participants making
decisions to respond to their difficult situations in a way that would get them closer to their
goals. The act of participants choosing to engage with campus resources and choosing to “figure
out” what they did not know revealed goal-directed behavior.
In addition to self-regulation, the participants employed leadership. Several participants
like Sara, Vanessa, William, and Dana talked about getting involved and taking on leadership
positions not only to help them have a better college experience, but to also help them learn more
about themselves, integrate academically and socially, and ultimately increase their sense of
belonging, thus, creating a stronger tie to their institutions. This supports Anant’s (1967)
definition of belongingness as someone who is involved in their environment and feels that they
are a strong part of the environment, which results in socially integrating into the college and
increasing one’s likelihood of flourishing and persisting (Oswald et al., 2021; Severiens &
Schmidt, 2009; Tinto, 1975).
Strengths in Stick-to-it-iveness
Research shows that college is a difficult transition for first-generation college students.
In fact, the transition to college, as well as an individual’s first year is the most difficult
(Goldrick-Rab et al., 2007; McCoy, 2014). Not only is the transition difficult for first-generation
141

college students, but it is also difficult for higher education institutions to retain these students
from year to year (Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Radunzel, 2018).
The participants in this study discussed the same difficulties of transitioning; however,
they still managed to persist despite feelings of doubt, confusion, low mental health, stress, and
thoughts of quitting. Therefore, in this study, stick-to-it-iveness directly coincides with
persistence in that the participants talked about having the desire to keep going no matter what,
which is indicative of perseverance. Often associated with grit (Duckworth, 2016; Padhy et al.,
2021), perseverance can increase well-being and flourishing (Kern et al., 2016; Padhy et al.,
2021). The participants talked about having drive, determination, willpower, and tenacity to
overcome the challenges they faced while in college. They used these traits to motivate them to
keep going. The use of these traits also involved self-regulation in that the participants exercised
control over their responses to any difficulty they faced, whether that was “not giving up” or
working to “figuring it out.” As discussed in Chapter 2 as a part of positive psychology,
motivation is closely tied to one’s ability to persist, which again was evident with the participants
in this study.
First-generation college students typically have lower educational aspirations (Saenz et
al., 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996). Conversely, the participants in this study highlighted several of
the aspirations that motivated them to persevere to graduation (Somers et al., 2004). For
example, Sara, Kacey, and Dana thought about their career goal since they began college. Each
of their career goals required a postbaccalaureate degree, so they allowed their career aspirations
to serve as a strong motivator. Other participants, like Vanessa and William, discussed the need
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to make their families proud, and Lindsey and Kathleen discussed “proving them wrong.” The
participants’ aspirations to achieve despite difficulty helped them persevere.
In addition to the participants employing perseverance to help them graduate, they also
used bravery. According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), bravery is “Not shrinking from threat,
challenge, difficulty, or pain” (p. 29). The participants discussed several challenges they faced
and that they could have given in to the difficulty; however, they continued to persevere. In a
way, the participants used bravery to aid them in using their strength of persistence, which
supports the study results of Pury and Kowalski (2007) that showed persistence and bravery were
related. Bethany and Dana verbalized “not backing down” from their challenges; however, all
participants showed some bravery as they entered college as a first-generation college student
and worked through each of their academic and nonacademic challenges.
Although research has shown that first-generation college students are more likely to
languish and have higher attrition rates (Billson & Terry, 1982; Engle & Tinto, 2008; O’Shea,
2015), this section showed that these first-generation college graduates possessed stick-to-itiveness. Participants’ aspirations that they had for themselves, their future, their families, and
their chosen professions often motivated this stick-to-it-iveness. Therefore, despite their
challenges, they used bravery and perseverance to achieve their educational goals.
Strengths in External Motivation
As described in the literature review, SDT is a theory to help understand the
differentiation between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, as well as reveal that autonomy
motivates people to do better in an educational setting (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Próspero & VohraGupta, 2007; Ryan & Deci, 2000). As reported in Chapter 2, motivation is a construct within
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positive psychology, and researchers reported it positively impacted the thriving of firstgeneration college students (Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Resnick et al., 2011). Motivation
also plays an integral role in the academic and social integration of first-generation college
students (Engle, 2007; Garcia, 2010; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007).
Although external motivation is not a character strength, perseverance or persistence is
said to be a product of one’s motivation (Stuart, 2015). For example, Allen (1999) investigated
the relationship between motivation and persistence and found that motivation did impact
persistence in a positive way. Therefore, motivation is a necessity for persistence.
The results from this research support the studies that have shown a relationship between
motivation and persistence. For example, Vanessa spoke with such admiration of her parents and
how it was important to her that they view her as successful, since they had worked hard and
sacrificed to help her to achieve this milestone in her life. Kacey also talked about her family
being an external motivation for her, specifically her siblings. As a first-generation college
student, she felt the pressure and the magnitude of what it meant to be first, and she used that as a
driving force to keep pushing her to finish.
It was apparent throughout the study that external motivation was a necessary component
of persisting to graduation, since all participants shared at least one external motivator that
played a role in them graduation from college. This supports research that has shown the
influence motivation has on academic achievement and school success (Próspero & VohraGupta, 2007; Resnick et al., 2011). Specifically, the results showed that the participants used
their external motivators as the drive necessary to become trailblazers for their families and for
others.
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Strengths in Supportive Circle
According to Keyes (2002), someone who flourishes has a high level of subjective wellbeing. Positive relationships also aid in flourishing (Seligman, 2011). Students who flourish fare
better in persisting through college than do students considered languishing. Developing positive
relationships directly links to the PERMA model within positive psychology. PERMA is
accomplished through the showing of character strengths (Pascha, 2020). Building positive
relationships aid in the increase of one’s satisfaction and life fulfillment, which ultimately helps
students flourish and persist to graduation (Solano & Cosentino, 2016).
Although research has found positive relationships to be beneficial, the review of
literature revealed that first-generation college students lack support from their families due to a
lack of knowledge about college. Furthermore, first-generation college students do not have
much support while in college because they do not know where to seek assistance (Pascarella et
al., 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996). However, the data from this study contradicts those studies, for
the participants in this study reported having supportive people in their lives that helped push and
encourage them during their college journeys. For these participants, support took the form of
having meaningful conversations, offering wisdom and advice, aiding, and pushing them to work
hard to achieve their goals. Data analysis made it apparent that the character strength that was at
play for the participants was love. According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), love is “valuing
close relations with others, in particular those in which sharing, and caring are reciprocated;
being close to people” (p. 29). The way the participants talked about those who encouraged and
supported them was evidence that they valued those relationships. They appreciated and trusted
them as people they could go to when they needed encouragement, support, and assistance.
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All 10 participants discussed having a support system, and the data from this study
showed that the participants’ support systems took on different forms. For some of the
participants, like Vanessa and Kacey, their supportive circle included not only their families, but
also mentors. Lindsey talked about the support she received from her mother and aunts by way
of emotional and financial support. Dana, on the other hand, discussed her advisors from her
Upward Bound program as part of her support system. The majority of the participants also
stated that the friends they made played key roles as members of their supportive circles. Even
though two participants stated that their parents did not necessarily encourage them to go to
college, everyone’s families were supportive of their decisions to attend. This shows the
importance of the support that first-generation college students need to persist, which is
consistent with what research has identified as a necessity for first-generation college students to
succeed (Hicks, 2006; Irlbeck et al., 2014)
The participants’ supportive circles served as major contributors to their persistence in
college. William, Javier, Sara, and Bethany talked about how someone who was affiliated with
the university, whether it was a colleague, faculty or staff member, or counselor, served as a
source of encouragement and support during their time in college. Sara, Kacey, Dana, and
Bethany expressed the importance of choosing people to be around and described how they
intentionally chose supportive people who wanted the best for you. Due to the love and support
that they received in college, all the participants mentioned their need and desire to return the
love and support by assisting other college students in having positive college experiences and
persisting to graduating.
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The love they received from the people in their support circles and the love that the
participants had for the members of their supportive circles were evident. The close interpersonal
relationships of the participants and their supportive circles represented this love. These
relationships helped them remain encouraged and motivated to persist to graduation by helping
them overcome obstacles, focus on their goals, and keep things in perspective as it related to
being resilient, motivated, and persistent.
Strengths in Future-Mindedness
The expectancy and goal orientation the participants showed aligned with the definition
of hope. According to Snyder (2002), hope is “the perceived capability to derive pathways to
desired goals and motivate oneself via agency thinking to use those pathways” (p. 249). This
definition also reinforces the idea presented in Chapter 2 that hope is both an emotion and a
cognitive process, which the participants exemplified in this study.
Like Azmitia et al. (2018) found in their qualitative results that first-generation college
students who were future oriented were more likely to graduate, this research found similar
results. Several participants mentioned being motivated by goals and looking forward to
accomplishing the goals that they set at the beginning and during their college experiences, as
well as planning for their future. For example, Kacey’s goal of working with foster kids kept her
persisting toward graduation, so she took actions to persist. William talked about expecting to
graduate, and there was never a doubt in his mind that he would not graduate; therefore, he
remained focused on his goal to the end. Kathleen was another student who talked about how the
hope she had for succeeding helped her overcome some of the challenges she faced, for hope
motivated her to try hard and do what was necessary to succeed.
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Data analysis showed that the participants’ expectations for degree attainment, career
actualization, and personal fulfillment motivated them to take steps toward accomplishing their
goals. These results agree with the research conducted on hope (Feldman & Kubota, 2015; Scioli
et al., 1997; Snyder et al., 2002). Hope is one of the positive psychology constructs that is
important for people to flourish and persist. For example, Snyder et al. (2002) found that students
were more likely to have a higher GPA and graduate if they had hope. Although the researcher
did not collect the participants’ GPAs for this study, it is possible to infer that their GPAs were
high enough to graduate because they received their diplomas. This study revealed that the
participants’ hope involved being goal-oriented and having agency, which then activated their
motivation to persist.
Strengths in Positive Emotions
The participants discussed having a positive attitude towards their college experiences, as
well as expressing thankfulness and gratitude for their supportive circle and the opportunities
they received at their institutions. Positive emotions are also related to the PERMA model. Some
character strengths that typically associated with positive emotions are humor, love, vitality,
gratitude, and hope (Davis, n.d.; Fredrickson, 1998). Research has shown that positive emotions
are beneficial for one’s well-being (ReachOut Australia, 2021; Wilson, 1967) and for one to
flourish (Huppert & So, 2013; Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2016). Pekrun et al. (2002) wrote,
Positive emotions are essential for human behaviour and adaptation. They help to
envision goals and challenges, open the mind to thoughts and problem-solving, protect
health by fostering resiliency, create attachments to significant others, lay the
groundwork for individual self-regulation, and guide the behaviour of groups, social
systems, and nations, (p. 149)
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Basically, positive emotions serve as a foundation for many behaviors and thought processes,
especially being goal-oriented and being resilient, as well as exercising self-regulation. For
example, when asked about what strengths helped her overcome difficult situations, Sara stated
that it was her ability to have a positive attitude regardless of what was happening. William
enrolled in college with excitement and enthusiasm for what was ahead for him. He declared that
he was in college not only because his mom wanted him to go, but also because he wanted to go
and succeed, and enjoy his time in college. His positive attitude and his enthusiasm for college
prepared him for campus engagement.
Other students felt a sense of gratefulness and thankfulness that helped them to persist.
Peterson and Seligman (2004) wrote, “Gratitude is expressed as an enduring thankfulness that is
sustained across situations and over time” (p. 555). Vanessa explicitly discussed the gratefulness
she possessed for her supportive circle. She stated that she was able to achieve her academic and
social accomplishments because of the people she had encouraging and believing in her ability,
even when she did not. Like Vanessa, Javier also expressed his appreciation and thankfulness for
the people in his supportive circle and the experiences and opportunities he took advantage of
while in college. The findings of this study agreed with Mofidi et al.’s (2014) findings in their
study on gratitude and grateful coping. They discovered that gratitude and grateful coping
positively influenced academic and social integration and helped increase commitment to degree
completion and college persistence (Modfidi et al., 2014).
The results of this study support the conclusions made about positive emotions in that the
participants in this study exercised self-regulation, gratitude, love, and hope, which helped them
overcome their challenges, increased their chances of flourishing, and pushed them towards
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graduation. As the participants expressed their positive emotions, they all beamed with positivity
and gratefulness as they discussed those experiences that helped them get to graduation. The
participants who talked about positive emotions understood that they would need to think
positively to keep moving forward. While there is research that shows the positive effects of
positive emotions in relation to self-efficacy, well-being, and flourishing (Fredrickson, 2007),
more research is necessary on the relationship between positive emotions and college success.
Summary of Research Question 2
The data for this study revealed that the strengths the participants displayed were selfregulation, leadership, bravery, perseverance, love, hope, and gratitude. After consulting the
character strengths definitions provided by Peterson and Seligman (2004), these seven were the
most common character strengths that emerged from data analysis. While there is inconsistency
among research studies that investigate the relationship between academic success or school
success and character strengths, three character strengths remain consistent across research
studies: perseverance, hope, and self-regulation (Loundsbury et al., 2009; Saldaña et al., 2014;
Weber et al., 2016; Weber & Ruch, 2012). In this study, those character strengths positively
impacted the college success of the participants. Although the remaining character strengths of
leadership, gratitude, love, and bravery were not consistent across research studies, researchers
reported they also influenced academic achievement, school success, and positive experiences
(Loundsbury et al., 2009; Park & Peterson, 2006). Unlike other research studies, this study did
not find love of learning to be a character strength used to assist the participants in graduating
from college (Kern & Bowling, 2015; Loundsbury et al., 2009). Even though it may seem that
the absence of love of learning from the results of this data challenges other research, the type of
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interview questions or the methodology used in this study possibly impacted the inability to
name love of learning as a character strength. The outcomes of character strengths can be seen
conceptually in Figure 4, which depicts the conceptual model for how character strengths are
situated within positive psychology.

Figure 4
Conceptual Map of Literature and Data

To gain a more accurate picture of what character strengths first-generation college students use
to graduate from college, the researcher provides suggestions for future research later in this
chapter.
Research Question 3: Utilizing Strengths
Research question 3 was as follows: “How did first-generation college students utilize
their character strengths to graduate from college?” Research reveals that humans are born with
all 24 character strengths (Doman, 2020; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) and there are “situational
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strengths” (Doman, 2020, para. 13). Peterson and Seligman (2004) referred to the contexts in
which individuals use these strengths as “situational themes” (p. 14), which they defined as “the
specific habits that lead people to manifest given character strengths in given situations” (p. 14).
Therefore, the following section provides an examination on the participants’ utilization of the
character strengths that used by the participants in this study. The data for this section revealed
that the participants used their strengths in various ways to help them persist to graduation.
Overcome Challenges
Peterson et al. (2006) conducted a study to investigate the character strengths that assisted
people in overcoming and recovering from a physical or psychological issue. They found several
character strengths that assisted those in their recovery. One of the interview questions created b
Peterson et al. (2006) inquired about the challenges that the participants encountered during
college. All participants discussed various academic and nonacademic challenges that they
confronted, which included health issues, academic issues, financial issues, transition issues,
friendship issues, and family issues.
In this study, participants also had a variety of challenges to overcome. The results
showed that the participants had to use a combination of their character strengths to overcome
the challenges and other adversities they faced. For example, Vanessa discussed her time as a
resident assistant and the difficult situations she had to negotiate. She specifically talked about
how she approached the situations, her thought process, and what she did in the moment.
Bethany also discussed her challenges, which included constantly facing having thoughts of
dropping out of school. However, Bethany further discussed how she relied on her drive to keep
pushing her to the end. It was evident that most of the participants used their character strengths
152

as tools to help them overcome their challenges. Consciously or not, they used strengths like
persistence and bravery to persevere and attain their college degree.
Build Relationships
Although research has shown that first-generation college students have difficulty
building relationships with their professors and other staff members, building relationships is
vitally important for them to acquire social capital and integrate within their college
environments (Kim & Sax, 2009; Komarraju et al., 2010; Palmer & Maramba, 2015; Schwartz et
al., 2018; Tinto, 1975). As previously discussed, the participants all mentioned having supportive
circles. Several participants also discussed forming relationships and seeking assistance from
their professors for academic and nonacademic challenges.
At the beginning of her interview, Kacey mentioned that she was not comfortable asking
for help or making friends; however, she used her character strengths to build relationships with
her professors and advisors. Sara also talked about the benefit of the relationships she built
during college and how grateful she was to have people in her life who saw her, encouraged her,
and told her to slow down when she looked like she needed it. It was clear that the participants
used a combination of character strengths to put themselves in positions to build relationships
with people who could help them. The participants who built relationships chose to do so by
seeking help and getting involved on campus, thereby helping them increase their academic and
social integration and persisting to graduation.
Get Involved
Student engagement is often exemplified by their involvement and integration (Astin,
1984; Fredricks et al., 2004). Students who are more engaged are less likely to drop out of school
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(Astin, 1984). One of the ways the participants remained engaged was by using the strength of
leadership to get involved in their campus environment. As previously discussed, well-being is
related to engagement. Engaged students will flourish (McKeering et al., 2021).
Most of the participants discussed using their leadership skills to get involved on campus.
William and Sara knew since the beginning of their college journey that they wanted to become
involved. Even if this meant struggling with overexertion, they had the drive and determination
to get involved. This increased their connectedness to the university.
Some of the participants used their leadership strengths to seek opportunities to get
involved and took advantage of opportunities to be leaders of their respective student
organizations. Their engagement as student leaders added to their positive college experiences.
Most of the participants discussed being involved and in a leadership position as a part of their
accomplishments in college. Being involved also helped their academic and social integration
into their college or university.
Summary of Research Question 3
The data showed that the participants used self-regulation, perseverance, love, gratitude,
bravery, leadership, and hope primarily to overcome the academic and nonacademic challenges
they faced. These participants also used their character strengths to build relationships with
faculty and staff members and their peers. These relationships were beneficial to them while they
worked to overcome their challenges and engage in various ways at their institutions. These
positive relationships and engagement ultimately aided in them having positive college
experiences. For some, using these strengths to overcome challenges, build relationships, and get
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involved also proved to be beneficial in gaining self-awareness, recognizing their strengths, and
challenging them to use their strengths in other focused ways that helped them graduate.
Although there is no specific research on the use of strengths as it relates to firstgeneration college students and college success, research has found an association between the
use of strengths and the increase in life satisfaction and well-being (Douglass & Duffy, 2015;
Hazer & Ruch, 2012; Huber et al., 2017). This research demonstrated that the participants’
utilization of their character strengths helped them achieve their goals and resulted in satisfaction
with their college experiences as indicated on the demographic survey. Research has clearly
shown the benefits of identifying and using one’s strengths; therefore, the researcher has
provided implications for practice in the following section.
Outcomes of Using Strengths Model
The model depicted in Figure 5 is proposed to conceptually demonstrate the relationships
among the data found to impact the outcomes of using strengths as they relate to this study and
the literature. Consistent with literature, this model shows that using character strengths aids in
several outcomes. The ultimate outcome for the first-generation college participants in this study
was graduation from a four-year higher education institution.
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Figure 5
Outcomes of Using Character Strengths

Implications
The number of first-generation college students has steadily increased, but the graduation
rate of this population is not comparable to non-first generation college students. Consequently,
scholars have conducted research to investigate the needs of this population. However, the
majority of the research has used a deficit lens (Atherton, 2014; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Gibbons
& Woodside, 2014). Although the research on first-generation college students has facilitated
greater understanding of this population for lawmakers, P-12 school systems, and higher
education practitioners and led to the development of resources to assist them in succeeding and
persisting, graduating rates of this population still lags that of their non-first-generation college
peers. Therefore, this study sought to add an anti-deficit concept to the conversation about first-
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generation college students by way of positive psychology. The following sections discuss
implications of the findings of this study for higher education institutions in the form of social
capital promotions, character strengths surveys, character education programs, and student
support services.
Connecting with the University
Although not all participants struggled with their transition from high school to college,
most of them reported difficulty. While their parents supported them as much as possible, several
participants discussed having to “figure it out” on their own, as their inexperienced parents were
unable to assist them academically or help them understand how college would affect them
emotionally and mentally. This study supported past research, meaning first-generation college
students are still struggling with and through their college experiences.
The transition from high school to college is particularly difficult for first-generation
college students (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2007; McCoy, 2014; Parker et al., 2006). To address this
problem and promote a sense of belonging, first-generation college students need to gain social
capital (Palmer & Maramba, 2015; Wells, 2008); integrate socially and academically through
building faculty and staff relationships; get involved on campus in extra- and co-curricular
opportunities (Forbes et al., 2018; Severiens & Schmidt, 2009; Tinto, 1975); and take advantage
of on-campus support services and programs (Cabrera et al., 2013; Grace-Odeleye & Santiago,
2019; Sickles, 2004).
The findings of the current study support existing research that highlights the importance
of the participants having the knowledge they need to succeed and a connection to the institution.
Consequently, higher education professionals should examine how to improve their practices
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integrating first-generation college students academically and socially in order to accelerate the
process. They should also investigate the frequency of disseminating information to their firstgeneration college students, since it familiarizes the students with college life. Higher education
practitioners should also consider implementing first-generation college student initiatives, such
as summer bridge programs and mentoring programs that allow first-generation college students
to connect to the university more quickly and begin to gain the needed social and cultural capital
to successfully acclimate academically to the university and build a stronger sense of belonging.
Identifying Strengths
Knoesen and Naudé (2018) concluded that it is important for students to realize their
strengths and weaknesses to help them build more resiliency and motivation. In addition to
students utilizing their support systems to help them realize their strengths, colleges and
universities should incorporate the VIA Character Strengths survey into their first-year curricula
or engagement models. Survey results will allow students to definitively see their signature
strengths and gain more information on what they are and how to apply them. Furthermore,
colleges and universities should design programming and other initiatives around students’
character strengths to facilitate their development, connect with other students who share their
strengths, work with students with different strengths, and participate in discussions with other
students on how best to use their character strengths at that institution.
In the Classroom
Research has found that character strengths influence an individual’s well-being (Park et
al., 2004; Proctor et al., 2011); positive feelings at school (Weber et al., 2014); self-efficacy
(Weber & Ruch, 2012); academic achievement (Choudhury & Barooah, 2016, Kern & Bowling,
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2015); and resiliency (Boe, 2015; Ochinowski, 2017). All these areas increase an individual’s
chance of flourishing, which defines someone with high well-being, positive emotions, and
positive characteristics (Huppert & So, 2013; Keyes, 2002). Students who are flourishing
increase their opportunities for academic achievement (Schwitzer et al., 2018). This study
revealed that the participants employed the following strengths to persist to graduation:
perseverance, hope, self-regulation, gratitude, bravery, and spirituality. These findings continue
the conversation on the importance of character strengths. They also demonstrate the
opportunities for faculty members to incorporate positive psychology in their classrooms and
everyday practices.
Over the years, K-12 education has been implementing character education programs in
their schools and teaching students about having “good character.” Therefore, there is an
opportunity for postsecondary institutions to do the same. Higher education institutions should
offer trainings on character strengths to their faculty and staff to help them learn more about the
strengths and understand how they impact a student’s ability to flourish. Once trained and
possessing the knowledge of character strengths, higher education professionals should examine
how best to implement and incorporate character strengths in their classroom practices and the
services they offer. Professors should assign work, group projects, or classroom activities that
help students cultivate their character strengths. As the data for this study revealed that agency
assisted the participants in them practicing leadership, self-regulation, and persistence, professors
should create classroom environments that encourage agency. These environments should
provide opportunities for agentic thoughts and behaviors, as well as help students recognize their
well-being needs. This may look like allowing students to be creative in their work, to create
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their own learning outcomes and learning expectations, drive the classroom discussions and
lessons, and reflect on their learning of the material.
Student Support Services
First-generation college students increase their likelihood of retention and graduation
when they experience engagement and connection to campus resources (Hicks, 2002; Irlbeck et
al., 2014; Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Swecker et al., 2013). The findings of the current study also
showed that participants utilized on campus resources and benefitted from the use of their
character strengths. Therefore, higher education institutions should examine how to merge
character strengths into the services offered by the institutions. For example, services and
individuals can operate from more of a strengths-based approach. Practicing a strengths-based
approach provides an opportunity to help students realize other character strengths, thereby
helping them become willing and knowledgeable about utilizing more of their whole selves.
Colleges and universities should consider implementing a strengths-based approach within their
counseling department. Anandavalli (2021) explained that strengths-based approaches “focus on
clients’ strengths, resourcefulness, and self-determination” (p. 112). Colleges and universities
should help their counselors obtain the necessary education and training as it relates to strengthsbased therapy to help students realize their strengths, develop agency, and access the necessary
character strengths to overcome their challenges.
In addition to introducing strengths-based approaches in the counseling department,
advisement departments should also incorporate strengths-based advising into their advising
models. Strengths-based advisement involves advisors integrating character strengths in their
practice through helping students realize their strengths, learn more about those strengths and
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how to use them, imagine their futures, and create their own college experiences (Schreiner,
n.d.). Advisement departments that utilize strengths-based advising and appreciative advising
can assist students in applying their strengths in their academic and social environments (Hart,
2018).
Research has also shown that transition programs and other support are beneficial for
first-generation college students (Anderson & Blankenberger, 2020; Grace-Odeleye & Santiago,
2019; Suzuki et al., 2012). Participants in this study discussed several transition programs in
which they participated and how the programs helped them be more prepared for college. One
supportive initiative found to be helpful for first-generation college students is living-learning
communities (Inkelas et al., 2007), which are situated in residence halls. Living-learning
communities assist in building community and fostering a sense of belonging on campus, as well
as helping students acclimate to the institution’s academic environments. Colleges and
universities should utilize resources to create a living-learning community that focuses on
helping first-generation college students navigate their new environment and learn more about
their strengths, especially character strengths. This living-learning community should offer
monthly workshops that focus on each character strength and how to use it, as well as help
students think about their college experiences and how they can best employ their strengths to
flourish and persist to graduation.
Summary of Implications
First-generation college students continue to enroll in college; however, there remains a
gap in the understanding of this population since they do not graduate at comparable rates as
their enrollment rates or their non-first-generation peers. Because their graduation rates continue
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to lag, more informed interventions are necessary to serve this population. The diversity of this
population adds richness and beauty to our college campuses. Therefore, it is the job of those
working with first-generation college students, specifically higher education professors, staff
members and administrators, to revamp student services, on-campus programming, curricula,
and teaching techniques to help first-generation college students recognize that they possess the
strengths necessary to graduate, as well as assist them in identifying strategic and intentional
ways to utilize these strengths.
Recommendations for Future Research
The diversity of first-generation college students makes it difficult to name and utilize
one approach or model to assist this population in persisting to graduation. Thus, there are
opportunities for continuous research as this population continues to evolve. Due to a lack of
qualitative research in examining the successful graduation of first-generation college students,
the researcher explored how first-generation college students persisted to graduation using the
character strengths framework. Based on existing literature and the current study, the researcher
makes several recommendations for future research in the following sections.
Mixed-Method Research
This qualitative study allowed the researcher to interview first-generation college
graduates and understand how they were able to graduate from college using a positive
psychology lens. The participants appeared to have a good recollection on what assets or
strengths they used to help them graduate from college. However, it would also be beneficial to
use the VIA Character Strengths survey as an assessment tool to measure their strengths against
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the tool’s analytics and couple the survey with a qualitative study to gain an in-depth
understanding of how they plan to use their strengths from the participants’ point of view.
This methodology should also include the use of an intervention technique where firstgeneration college students who are a part of the experimental group receive information about
their top character strengths and instruction on how to cultivate and use their strengths to help
them persist towards graduation. This will generate more experimental data about character
strengths and test how character strengths help first-generation college students persist to
graduation. This will also include a qualitative follow-up to allow first-generation college
students to share their understanding of the intervention and their college experiences with their
character strengths.
Narrowed Study Sample
This study allowed an open range for the sample, since race, ethnicity, type of four-year
institution, major, socioeconomic status, citizenship, and age were unlimited. This study’s
criteria included first-generation college graduates who graduated with a four-year degree within
the last 10 years. Therefore, it would be beneficial to consider exploring character strengths as it
relates to first-generation college graduates from a specific minority group to investigate if race
or ethnicity play a role in what character strengths are employed. It would also be valuable to
examine different major groups and explore whether majors have influence on the character
strengths first-generation college students employ to persist to graduation. Although firstgeneration college students share common characteristics, it is important to remember that this
population is not a monolith and their college experiences with graduation are different.

163

Therefore, it is essential to continue to diversify the samples of first-generation college graduates
as they are studied.
First-Generation College Graduates’ Assets
While this study collected qualitative data that yielded results that included character
strengths, there is also an opportunity to explore the assets first-generation college students bring
with them with a broader lens. The participants in this study provided information that
represented the character strengths and information that pointed to other strengths, like external
motivation, agency, extroversion, communication, organization, and time management.
Therefore, future research studies should focus on what assets first-generation college students
have; how those strengths were cultivated before college; and how they helped them to graduate
from college. This will also allow researchers to explore the idea of what first-generation college
students bring with them to college, which keeps the narrative focused on the positive attributes
of first-generation college students.
Conclusion
Historically, researchers have focused their research efforts on the deficits of firstgeneration college students as if they were a population of students that needed to be “fixed.”
However, the participants in this study demonstrated that they were persistent, hopeful, and
highly motivated no matter what they faced. Each participant utilized their strengths and
remained dedicated to college completion. It was clear that when they faced adverse situations,
they utilized their families and future goals as motivators, reached out to their available
resources, and remained resilient because they already decided that graduating from college was
their only option.
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The willpower, determination, and drive these participants had to persist to graduation
was no small feat, especially when statistics tells us that first-generation college students are
more likely to be college dropouts, thus, perpetuating the first-generation college student
narrative. However, these participants did not become another number in the expanse of
problematic statistics—in fact, they became outliers. They told themselves “Giving up was not
an option.” They were able to imagine the possibilities that earning a degree would afford, and
they held tightly to their hopes for the future. They faced struggles and difficult situations;
nevertheless, they all persisted. The following quote by Og Mandino (1968) sums up their will to
persist:
I will persist until I succeed. Always will I take another step. If that is of no avail I will
take another, and yet another. In truth, one step at a time is not too difficult. I know that
small attempts, repeated, will complete any undertaking. (para. 3)
The results of this study showed that first-generation college students are more than their
parents’ lack of education. Indeed, they possess strengths that they are able to use to help them
persist and graduate from college. Although first-generation college students experience more
difficulty while in college and therefore need more assistance than their non-first-generation
college peers, they do not need to be “fixed” because there is nothing wrong with them, as
demonstrated from this study. The participants employed the following character strengths:
perseverance, love, self-regulation, leadership, bravery, hope, and gratitude. The data implicitly
indicated that these character strengths impacted these participants’ persistence, academic and
school achievement, academic self-efficacy, resiliency, and attitudes about their college
experiences.
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Even though these participants serve as evidence that it is possible for first-generation
college students to complete what they started, even if it is a big task such as attaining a fouryear degree, this study only serves as the beginning of the work that can be done in utilizing
positive psychology within the context of higher education as it relates to college students
persisting to graduation, especially first-generation college students. This study also serves as a
steppingstone in the direction of regarding first-generation college students as a population who
already possess the strengths to persist. They just need the environment with the right resources
and experiences to cultivate their strengths.
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For Figure 1
Dr. Cahalan,
Good evening. I hope you are faring well during these current times.
I am emailing to ask permission to reproduce (use) the image on p. 106 of the 2018 Equity
Indicators Report for mydissertation on first-generation college students?
I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Thanks,
Joleesa Johnson

Hi Joleesa,
Yes you have permission to use the image, but you may want to use one from a more recent
edition of the Indicatorsreport http://pellinstitute.org/indicators/reports_2020.shtml
Please give the suggested citation for the report for the image citation. Its located on the
acknowledgement page at thebeginning of the reports.
Thanks for your interest and best wishes for your dissertation completion,
Kind regards,
Maggie Cahalan
Margaret Cahalan, Ph.D, Vice President for Research, Director The Pell Institute for the Study of
Opportunity in HigherEducation, email Margaret.cahalan@pellinstitute.org
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For Figure 2
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I am emailing to ask permission to reproduce (use) the table on pp. 2-3 of the Character
Strengths: Research and Practice article (attached) for my dissertation on first-generation college
students? Character Strengths and Virtues is the framework of is what I am using as my
theoretical framework?
I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Thanks,
Joleesa Johnson
Hi Joleesa,
Yes, that would be fine.
I would be very interested in your project. I hope to learn more about it.
I am interested in the resilience and wellbeing of students from challenging backgrounds such as
first generation students,community college students, and students from a rural and minority
community.
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Best wishes for your project!
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Professor, Department of Psychology
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Joleesa Johnson
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