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ABSTRACT 

RICKY D. CLARK, JR 

RAISING THE BAR: INSTITUTIONAL ACTION TO ADDRESS COLLEGE GRADUATION 

RATES FOR STUDENTS OF COLOR FROM LOW SOCIOECONOMIC BACKGROUNDS 

 

Under the direction of ALLISON GILMORE, Ph.D. 

The purpose of this qualitative single-site case study was to examine the practices, policies, and 

programs at a university with exceptional graduation rates for students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. This study identified the impact of various departments, such as 

financial planning, recruitment and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, 

and student services, on student persistence, from the perspective of both students of color as 

well as departmental leadership. This study also identified what students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds perceived contributed to their success. The research question that 

guided this study was: How are the institutional factors of Swail’s (2003) Geometric Model of 

Student Persistence and Achievement implemented at a southern U.S. university with graduation 

rates for low-income and minority college students that meet or exceed the national average 

graduation rate of 59 percent? The selected site was a private liberal arts institution in the 

southern region of the United States.  The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with 

faculty, staff, and students; campus observations; and document reviews. Hybrid thematic 

analysis (inductive and deductive) revealed that peer-to-peer mentoring and faculty/staff to 

student mentoring, supplemental instruction and tutoring, office or staff devoted to retention 

efforts, collaborative community campus environment, and consistent financial resources 

positively impacted the success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  This 

study may inform institutions of higher education of successful policies, practices, and programs 
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that may influence persistence to graduate for students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds. 

Implementation of the following may influence the success of students of color from low 

socioeconomic background:  interdepartmental cross training, investment of additional time and 

resources into TRIO programs, creation or expansion of supplemental instruction and tutoring 

programs, create an office or train current staff members to address student retention, provision 

of consistent financial resources and education, provision of affinity group opportunities or safe 

space environments, and creation of a “community feel” on campus. Recommendations for 

further research include applying this research to various institutional types such as technical 

colleges, community colleges, HBCUs, Tribal Colleges or public institution; expand current 

research to include alumni perspective on student success; and expand current research focusing 

on individual academic departments or units to offer deeper understanding. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Issues of retention and rates of graduation have been topics of dialogue for decades 

(Swail et al., 2003). Encouragingly, the percentage of all students earning a high school diploma 

or equivalency increased in the years 2000 to 2017 from 82 to 92%, and the gap between 

students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds and Whites decreased (National Center 

for Education Statistics [NCES, 2018b). Discouragingly,  

The gap between the percentages of White and Black 25- to 29-year-olds who had 

attained a bachelor’s or higher degree in 2017 (19%) was not measurably different from 

the corresponding gap in 2000; similarly, the gap between the percentages of White and 

Hispanic 25- to 29-year olds who had attained a bachelor’s or higher degree in 2017 

(24%) was not measurably different from the corresponding gap in 2000. (NCES, 2018b, 

para. 2) 

Furthermore, although the attainment rate of master’s or higher degrees increased for Whites, 

Hispanics, and Asian/Pacific Islanders aged 25 to 29 years old, the number of these degrees 

attained by Blacks in the same age range did not increase between 2000 and 2017 (NCES, 

2018b). 

Thus, students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds are not completing degrees 

at the same rates as their counterparts in a century in which high levels of education and skill are 

necessary for success in the global economy (Blom & Monarrez, 2020; Feliciano & Ashtiani, 

2012). In the 21st century, education and a college degree are factors that can lead to a better 

quality of life. Over the course of their careers, college graduates from what is considered higher 



 

2 

income families on average make twice as much as low-income minority college graduates 

(Bartik & Hershbein, 2016). 

Attending a college or university has long been viewed as an important means of 

attaining career advancement, healthcare, social mobility, and a stable livelihood (Durodoye, 

2015). Goyette (2008) argued that the expectation of high school students in the 21st century to 

attend a postsecondary institution has become the rule rather than the exception. However, 

although this new rule has emerged, a comparison of low-income minorities to their White 

counterparts reveals an achievement gap, which “occur(s) when one group of students (such as, 

students grouped by race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another group, and the difference in 

average scores for the two groups is statistically significant (that is, larger than the margin of 

error)” (NCES, 2018a, para. 1). In 2003, Swail et al. noted, “Students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds have always lagged behind wealthier white students” (p. 6). Chen 

(2012) reported that national data indicate that 4%-20% of college students drop out during their 

first year. Experts believe there is no quick solution to resolving the retention issues severely 

impacting many college campuses (Swecker et al., 2013).  

Statement of the Problem 

Students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds are disproportionately 

underrepresented in postsecondary education venues, and they have lower college completion 

rates than do their White counterparts (Blom & Monarrez, 2020; Carter, 2006; Feliciano & 

Ashtiani, 2012). Post-secondary education enrollment has increased over the past 10 years; 

however, degree completion rates for Blacks have not increased, and the gap between degree 

completion by Whites and degree completion by Blacks and Hispanics remains unchanged 
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(Conner & Rabovsky, 2011; Kezar, 2005; NCES, 2018b). According to Kena et al. (2016) of 

NCES, the average six-year graduation rate for four-year institutions is 59 percent. However, 

Snyder et al. (2018) that Black student graduation rate was 39%, and Hispanic student graduation 

rate was 54%, which is well below the completion rates of Asians (73%) and Whites (63%). 

Therefore, it is important to understand what universities are doing well to support students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds in their efforts to persist through to graduation. Not 

addressing this issue could: (a) further perpetuate the cycle of poverty and struggling economy in 

the United States, (b) have negative impacts on the mental health of students of color, and (c) 

lead to the continuation of subpar, inadequate, and ineffective interventions employed at four-

year institutions meant to increase the completion rate for low-income, minority, and 

disadvantaged college students. 

Perpetuating the Cycle of Poverty and Struggling Economy 

Students that come from families living in poverty have considerably lower academic 

success rates than their higher income peers; additionally, Black and Hispanic students from low 

socioeconomic families have even lower success rates (Jenson, 2013).  Gorski (2017) argues that 

the questions mentioned below are interrelated conceptually with poverty, opportunity gaps, and 

inequities in education. " Do students experiencing poverty in your classroom or school have 

access to every learning opportunity, or do extra fees attached to some learning opportunities 

make them unavailable to a portion of families? How is access to the best and most experienced 

teachers, the most engaging pedagogies, and the most welcoming school environments 

distributed? To what extent do students experiencing poverty in your classroom have access to 
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an atmosphere free of biased curricula, humiliating circumstances, bullying?"  (Gorski, 2017, pp. 

19-20).   

Many consider attending a college or university and receiving higher education as a 

worthwhile solution to poverty and a clear path to financial stability (The Executive office of the 

President, 2014). Career and Technical institutions have been vehicles for "systematically 

disadvantaged" students to gain access to education and opportunities that they may not have 

been privy to otherwise.   Career placement and training have also been identified as a way to 

encourage equity.  Placement and training can provide students with stable careers or 

employment and the opportunity to advance due to higher levels of training. In addition, this 

education and training have the opportunity to improve the economic security of the student of 

color from the low socioeconomic backgrounds that they serve (Anderson et al., 2021).  

Academic achievement and social/economic mobility have strong connections to one 

another; therefore, if low-income minority student success does not become a priority, then the 

cycle of poverty may continue (Berg, 2010). Failing to increase the number of college graduates, 

especially those who are more likely to contribute to the economy in areas that may be deemed 

as struggling, could negatively impact the social mobility and positioning of low-income areas, 

which can lead to poverty (Bush & Bush, 2010; Wood & Essien-Wood, 2012). Further, the 

perpetuation of poverty in low-income areas negatively impacts the economy, governmental 

services, taxpayers’ money, and society at large (Reeve, 2010). 

The Mental Health of Students of Color 

The successful implementation of programs meant to address external factors that could 

negatively impact student success requires the commitment of institutional leadership, an 
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inclusive climate, student access to support, and promotion of student engagement (Tinto & 

Pusser, 2006). Failure to implement programs that promote academic achievement effectively 

could demotivate students, resulting in negative impacts on students’ mental health (Jackson & 

Reynolds, 2013). In 2014, Wasserberg conducted research that showed higher stress and anxiety 

levels for students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds who were knowledgeable of 

the negative perceptions held against their racial or socioeconomic groups. In addition, the 

awareness of the stereotypes manifested into decreased academic outcomes.   

Research shows that modern day college students have increased mental health concerns. 

Some of these concerns include suicide ideation, anxiety, and depression at various levels 

(Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004; Soet & Sevig, 2006). Boskoff (1982), and later Ribeiro and 

Joiner (2009), asserted that college students of color are more susceptible to depression resulting 

in social alienation and potentially suicide, than are their White counterparts. Prolonged stress 

and anxiety in youth may lead to a multitude of additional mental health concerns, including 

depression, eating disorders, and even suicide ideation (Goodman, 2017; Rentala et al., 2019).  

Lipson et al. (2018) reported students of color have some of the lowest mental health help 

seeking behaviors. They argued that “delays from symptom onset to treatment may be resulting 

in higher levels of need and missed opportunities for prevention and early intervention for 

students of color” (Lipson et al., 2018, p. 351).  Colleges and Universities have the unique 

opportunity to intercede on student mental health concerns with contemporary programming and 

interventions.  These interventional actions may create healthy campus communities, increase 

student well-being, and reduce student departure based on critical mental health concerns 

(Goodman, 2017). 
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Inadequate and Ineffective Interventions 

Typically, schools that enroll large numbers of low-income students lack necessary 

resources. Schools in high poverty areas also may lack appropriate incentives that can improve 

instruction. Roda (2017) references an ineffective intervention that many primary and secondary 

institutions attempted to put into practice which called for longer school days to maximize 

student learning.  This intervention, in practice, focused chiefly on improving student test scores. 

Unfortunately, as a result of the extended school days, the student-to-teacher relationship was 

negatively impacted and did not improve student learning. Jain et al. (2015) found that students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds receive more negative perceptions from staff and 

experienced lower quality school environments. Many school administrators and faculty have 

found a single solution cannot resolve these issues (Lafortune et al., 2018).  

Additionally, through interviews with students regarding their undergraduate education 

course experiences, Aluss et al. (2020) found several themes emerged from the student 

perspective: motivation, student autonomy, meaningful learning, student-teacher relationship, 

and lesson organization.  From the themes mentioned above, lesson organization and meaningful 

learning emerged most consistently.  Under the category of lesson organization, it was revealed 

that the lack of content clarity, lack of organization, lack of class engagement, and lack of 

opportunities to ask questions and openly discuss course content. Under the category of 

meaningful learning, students characterized ineffective instruction when professors fail to 

connect learning in the classroom with real-life coupled with connecting students' prior 

knowledge to their current course curriculum. 
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Research shows that students who have success in high school are more likely to have 

higher college persistence rates, and it is more of a success predictor than even standardized test 

scores, particularly for students of color. Various factors interact with one another and need 

detailed reform to inform optimal policy creation (Hutt et al., 2018). 

Research has shown consistency when examining the social and academic factors that 

have been found to successfully influence low-income minority student retention and persistence 

(Hutt et al., 2018). However, there is still much debate regarding what institutional factors 

consistently utilized to assist low-income minorities have proven success (Berg, 2016; Karkouti, 

2016; Manyanga et al., 2017). With an ever-changing student population, research and 

reexamination on what an institution can do to support their unique students need to be 

conducted on a continual basis (York et al., 2015). 

Theoretical Perspective  

Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement guided 

this study. Swail et al.’s model, influenced by the theories of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993), 

acknowledges the unique social and cognitive characteristics that each student brings to campus, 

while also balancing the role an institution plays in student success. This theory provides a 

practical approach to examining these social, cognitive, and institutional characteristics. 

Furthermore, the model utilizes a triangle to visually represent the aforementioned forces that 

affect student persistence. Social factors include peer interactions, students’ personal attitude, 

and cultural background. Cognitive factors center around a student’s personal abilities, such as 

the reading, writing and mathematics skills possessed by the student before coming to college. 

Institutional factors are positioned at the base of the model and serves as the foundation of all 
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other factors. Swail et al. (2003) emphasized the collaborative efforts that should occur between 

the following five functional areas: Financial Aid, Student Services, Recruitment and 

Admissions, Academic Services, and Curriculum and Instruction. One of the most important 

elements of this model is the centering of student experience. Swail (1995) posited that in order 

for student persistence to occur, these three model elements must balance harmoniously to create 

a solid foundation. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the practices, programs, and policies 

implemented at a university with a graduation rate for low-income and minority college students 

that meets or exceeds the national average graduation rate of 59 percent. Specifically, this study 

sought to identify useful institutional factors that are key to the graduation rate of 59% or above 

for Black, Hispanic, and/or disadvantaged students. Furthermore, this study attempted to reveal 

the impact of (a) financial aid; (b) recruitment and admissions; (c) academic services; (d) 

curriculum and instruction; and I student services on the low-income and minority student 

populations of the selected institution (Reeve, 2010).   

Research Questions 

The guiding research question of this study was as follows: How are the institutional 

factors of Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement 

implemented at a southern U.S. university with graduation rates for low-income and minority 

college students that meet or exceed the national average graduation rate of 59 percent?  This 

question generated the following sub questions: 
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a. How do financial aid practices influence the persistence to graduate of students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

b.  How do recruitment and admissions influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

c. How do academic services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

d. How do curriculum and instruction influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

e. How do student services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study lies in its potential to inform key stakeholders (i.e., college 

students, parents, faculty, and staff) at colleges and universities of proven practices, programs, 

and policies that have been successful increasing the graduation rate of students of color from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds. Based on the findings of this study, college and university 

personnel may be able to modify or augment current interventions currently employed to address 

these student populations. Furthermore, other institutions receiving TRIO funds, which are 

“Federal outreach and student services programs designed to identify and provide services for 

individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds” (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], 2019, 

para. 1), may be able to strengthen their existing programs by understanding the programs, 

policies, and strategies that lessen the gap between low-income and more affluent student 

completion rates.  
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Research Design 

Patton (2002) suggested that a case study is potentially valuable when studying a person, 

community, event, organization, and/or critical incident. Although qualitative research studies 

are not usually generalizable, they do provide valuable detailed descriptions in research, which 

may be transferrable (Creswell, 2013). Therefore, using a qualitative approach provided an in-

depth and detailed investigation of the phenomenon within its real-life context and bounded 

system. A single-site case study was conducted to explore key practices, programs, and policies 

implemented at a southern college or university with graduation rates for low-income, minority, 

and disadvantaged college students that meet or exceed the national average graduation rate of 

59 percent. 

Multiple data sources were used in the data collection process as a means of triangulating 

the data (Yin, 2014). Data generated through (a) the use of semi-structured interviews, (b) an 

extensive document review using institutional documents and TRIO literature available via the 

USDOE, and (c) observations. Specifically, selected students and university personnel 

participated in interviews about their involvement with financial aid; recruitment and 

admissions; academic services; curriculum and instruction; and student services programs, as 

well as practices and policies that they felt were instrumental in helping themselves or students 

persist through to graduation. Questions also targeted the policies and practices in place that 

drive the success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Population and Study Site 

The study population consisted of current students enrolled at the selected institution who 

are Pell grant eligible students of color, as well as key faculty and staff involved in the 
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university’s financial aid; recruitment and admissions; academic service; curriculum and 

instruction; and student services. The selected institutional site had a graduation rate of 59% or 

higher for students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. The institution also received 

federal TRIO funds for providing support services to low-income, minority, and disadvantaged 

college students.  The purpose of choosing an institution that offered TRIO Student Support 

Services (SSS) was that such programs are meant to “increase the postsecondary persistence and 

graduation rates of low-income students, first-generation college students (i.e., students whose 

parents have not received a bachelor’s degree), and students with disabilities” (USDOE, 2016, p. 

1). 

Sample and Participants 

The sample included students and faculty who were currently attending and working at 

the selected study site. Criteria for student participation included current enrollment status at the 

selected institution and participation in one or more of the institution’s TRIO-funded programs.  

Participation in the program validated their status as either a low-income, minority, and/or 

disadvantaged college student. Students were Pell Grant eligible and classified as a sophomore, 

junior, or senior to show that they had successfully persisted beyond their first year of college.  

Faculty and staff who worked in the areas of financial aid, recruitment and admissions, academic 

services, curriculum and instruction, and student services were targeted participants. The 

positions of faculty and staff participants included directors, advisors, or mentors in order to 

generate a purposeful sample. I utilized the number of responses received through the solicitation 

process to determine the selection of the specific site and final number of participants.  
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Delimitations 

The site selection was a delimitation of this study. The following four criteria were 

developed to examine the phenomenon properly. First, the institution was a four-year institution 

in the southern region of the United States. The Southern Education Foundation (2007) found 

that “the southern region of the United States is the only region where the majority of public-

school children are considered low income” (p. 24).  Additionally, unemployment and 

underemployment rates in the southern regions are high, and the southern regions have the 

lowest per pupil expenditures with decreasing state funding (SEF, 2007). The southern region 

also hosts the most states with the highest low-income minority non-graduate rates (DePaoli et 

al., 2018). Secondly, the institution must have received federal TRIO funds for the AY2016, thus 

validating the institution’s implementation of programs aimed at assisting low-income, minority, 

and disadvantaged college students. Thirdly, the institution had an overall graduation rate of 59% 

or greater. Finally, the institution had a graduation rate of minority students at 59% or greater. 

Limitations 

Several factors served to limit this study. The public perception and creditability of any 

institution is paramount to the institution’s leaders and key stakeholders. Thus, participants 

receive encouragement to respond in a manner that reflects favorable treatment of low-income, 

minority, and/or disadvantaged students. If student participants were not honest about their 

experiences as low-income minorities or if staff, participants were not honest about their 

experiences assisting low-income minorities, the results of the study may be compromised. 

Moreover, faculty and staff participants were possibly bound by formal employment and/or 

confidentiality statements regarding disclosure of their experiences within their functional areas. 
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In cases where there was no formal statement binding a participant from disclosing his or her 

experience, the participant still may not have felt comfortable sharing the details of his or her 

experiences fully and openly.   

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions are pertinent to this study: 

Students from low-income backgrounds are those who are eligible for Pell grants through 

the federal government.   

Students of color and minorities in this study refer to Blacks and Hispanics. 

Retention is the uninterrupted enrollment from one fall to the following fall semester 

(Swecker et al., 2013) 

TRIO programs are federal programs that provide services and outreach to 

underrepresented populations. 

Underrepresented students include those who are from historically underrepresented 

racial and ethnic groups, first-generation college students, and socioeconomically disadvantaged 

students (Billingsley & Hurd, 2019). 

Summary 

For students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds, the stakes are high and 

postsecondary graduation completion rates are low. Historically, the perception of education 

includes its value as a means of upward mobility and stable livelihood. Although enrollments 

rates for all races have increased, the completion rates for students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds are not following this same trend. This case study sought to 

understand what universities are doing well to support this student population in their efforts to 
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persist through to graduation. Multiple data sources were used in the data collection process as a 

means of triangulating the data (Yin, 2014). Semi-structured interviews, institutional and TRIO 

artifacts, NCES archival data, and observations were the main data sources. The results from this 

case study have the potential to inform faculty, administrators, students, and parents of success 

strategies utilized by successful, low-income minority students and, most importantly, the key 

practices, programs, and policies in place at a university with a 59% or higher graduation rate of 

students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds.
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Despite multiple, nationwide efforts to create a more equitable educational system in the 

United States, a large segment of students fail to gain access to high-quality education (Howard, 

2013). Many ethnic minorities face extra pressures to escape the stereotypes that associate them 

with drugs, crime, athletics, and academic failure (Spencer et al., 2016). Harper and Davis (2012) 

found that the large numbers of research studies regarding low-income and disadvantaged 

students and the need for remediation and development has perpetuated a negative societal view 

of this student population. 

In the midst of the Black Lives Matter movement, a contemporary civil rights movement 

that utilizes social media sites (Day, 2015), an abundant number of news articles reflect an 

increase in underrepresented minority graduation rates. An article in The Journal of Blacks in 

Higher Education highlighted the graduation rate of African-American students only reaches 

42%—well below the 62% for White students (Slater, 2007). Conversely, statistics reported by 

Brundage (2017) of the U.S. Department of Labor indicate that lower education attainment runs 

parallel with higher unemployment rates. Lower education attainment may also be associated 

with inferior outcomes, such as unemployment, poverty, and mental and physical health 

concerns (Jackson & Reynolds, 2013; Kadison & DiGeronimo, 2004; Soet & Sevig, 2006). 

Black males who come from lower socioeconomic status tend to have a lower postsecondary 

attendance rate than do other ethnic groups (Ross et al., 2012). 

Many good-intentioned practitioners and researchers are committed to helping these 

students, but they are ill equipped to handle the race, class, and cultural issues these students face 
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constantly in the classroom (Howard, 2015). Consequently, numerous researchers focus on 

theoretical frameworks, literature bases, and conceptual understandings to help comprehend the 

multitude of challenges faced by culturally diverse students (Howard, 2015). Despite the effort 

and works of scholars to provide insight into plausible models and methodological approaches 

that would add to practitioners’ current base of knowledge, more research is necessary to support 

the growing and changing diverse population in the United States (Howard, 2015).  

This chapter is a review of literature relevant to the problem of lower postsecondary 

graduation for students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds in the United States. The 

chapter begins with an explanation of the search criteria for the literature review. Pursuant to this 

is a discussion of the factors that contribute to the achievement gap between minority students 

and White and Asian students in regards to college completion. Next is an explanation of Swail 

et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, the theoretical 

framework used to investigate this phenomenon, followed by empirical research studies that 

utilized the theoretical framework.       

Search Databases, Criteria, and Key Words 

An electronic search was conducted using the following databases:  ProQuest, Academic 

Search Complete (EBSCO), Education Full Text, ERIC, JSTOR, Dissertations and Theses, 

Research Library (ProQuest), and Google Scholar using. The following were the inclusion 

criteria: (a) qualitative and quantitative studies; (b) only peer-reviewed articles published within 

the last 12 years; and (c) only studies relevant to low-income, minority college student success. 

The following key words and phrases were utilized: low-income students, low-income 

groups, economically disadvantaged, low socioeconomic status, graduation rates, dropout rates, 
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Student Success Services, and TRIO programs. The Database Thesaurus was also used to 

increase key word search. To maximize the retrieval or relevant results, combinations of 

keywords and subject headings were used with Boolean operators to broaden or narrow the 

search. Review of the titles, abstracts, and subject headings of the search determined relevancy 

for inclusion. To find empirical research that utilized Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of 

Student Persistence and Achievement (2003, 2004), a second electronic search used the 

following databases:  ProQuest, Academic Search Complete (EBSCO), Education Full Text, 

ERIC, JSTOR, Dissertations and Theses, Research Library (ProQuest), and Google Scholar. 

Once a core list of articles was compiled, the search was expanded by checking the 

reference lists of the articles. The “related citations” icon was used to retrieve other articles 

closely related to the core articles. Reference checking and citation chaining were utilized until 

saturation was reached. Core references found were sent via email to TRIO program 

professionals recommended by the Executive Director of TRIO programs at Mercer University 

and a member of the Southeastern Association of Educational Opportunity Programs Personnel 

(SAEOPP). This email allowed TRIO professionals to add additional references or resources 

they have utilized while working with students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Achievement Gap at the Postsecondary Level  

  Although high school graduation gaps have decreased amongst races, there continues to 

be a gap in higher education graduation between minority students and their White counterparts.  

Socioeconomic status of the students’ family has been named as a contributing factor (Nam, 

2020). Other common threats to minority students’ successful college matriculation are self-

efficacy, transitioning into the college environment, and academic preparedness (Hintz, 2017). 



 

18 

 Villabos (2014) concluded that students with a single mark of disadvantage—such as 

minority student, low-income student, or first generation college student—are able to perform at 

educational levels comparable to their White counterparts. However, the adding of additional 

marks of disadvantage results in the widening of persistence levels, GPAs (grade point 

averages), and rates of graduation gaps (Villalobos, 2014). Several factors impact persistence, 

and issues play a major role in the students’ intention to remain in college, including “natural 

connected nodes,” which refer to student support services faculty and staff (Thomas, 2016), 

financial resources, number of family members who completed college, and psychological issues 

(Burton, 2016; Zell, 2010).   

Furthermore, students who hold advantages, whether economical or social, are the least 

likely to have retention issues in college, whereas the opposite is true for students who lack these 

resources (Allen, 1992). Despite the various determinants that contribute to the disparities that 

challenge equity within the U.S. educational system, Howard (2015) claimed the most critical 

impediment is socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic status has a direct correlation to access, and 

students who fall on the lower spectrum are the least likely to have access to electronic 

resources, medical care, vision, dental, hearing, and the many other resources that affect their 

success in the classroom (Howard, 2015). Typically, this lack of access leads to an achievement 

gap. 

Achievement gap tends to be a comprising term for various types of gaps, such as 

“opportunity gaps, experience gaps, resource gaps, expectation gaps, and teacher quality gaps” 

(Ford & Moore, 2013). The perennial underachievement of the culturally diverse population and 

lower-income students has been a difficult issue for educators at every level in the United States; 
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the increasing numbers of these students in the 21st century exacerbate the problem (Howard, 

2015). Numerous scholars have spent decades trying to identify and eradicate the complexities 

that restrict the social and educational performance of African American males (Ford & Moore, 

2013).   

For example, in his 2015 book, Why Race and Culture Matter in Schools: Closing the 

Achievement Gap in America’s Classroom, Howard (2015) examined the effects of race, culture, 

and socioeconomic status. Howard (2015) did not limit his research to race; he also examined 

multiple factors that contribute to the discrepancies that increase the already growing 

achievement gap. Using a case study research method, Howard (2015) “focused on the 

achievement gap of minority students and explored student outcomes in the areas of reading and 

math proficiency; dropout rates, SAT scores; suspension and expulsion rates” (p.4) and other 

related data collected by the schools. Howard (2015) found that the achievement gap was most 

prevalent in P-12 public schools, which is the foundation for postsecondary education.  

Similarly, Ford and Moore (2013) also investigated factors that contribute to the 

achievement gap, but they focused specifically on the underachievement and low achievement of 

African American males while explaining the problems and issues they face in an urban 

educational environment. The researchers hoped to foster a discussion on the need for pedagogy 

utilized by educators in the inner city that would incorporate a social justice approach to 

educating and adjust teacher philosophy and action to one that resembled equity-based and 

culturally responsive approaches (Ford & Moore, 2013). The participants were African 

American urban male students of all educational levels, who were determined to achieve 

academically, but due to other variables, these males were still underachieving (Ford & Moore, 
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2013). The researchers investigated a wide range of school factors: curriculum rigor, teacher 

preparation, teacher experience, teacher absence and turnover, class size, technology, fear, and 

safety. They also examined familial and cultural factors that included parent-pupil ratio, parent 

participation, student mobility, talking and reading, excessive watching of television, and 

summer achievement gains and losses (Ford & Moore, 2013). Furthermore, Ford and Moore 

(2013) analyzed health factors with a close study of “hunger and nutrition, low birth weight, and 

environmental damage” (p. 410).   

Ford and Moore (2013) concluded that, unfortunately, many educators fail to consider the 

importance of recognizing and understanding the impact of combined school, familial and 

cultural, and health factors on the development and achievement of African American male 

students.  Their recommendations included improvement or revamping of teacher education 

programs and curricula by higher education professors so that educators graduate culturally 

competent, motivated, and prepared to work with African American males (Ford & Moore, 

2013). Researchers also suggested that a higher level of achievement was possible with formal 

preparation of educators in cultural competence; support and empowerment of families; and 

focus on the academic potential and identities of minority students. Therefore, action at the 

institutional level is essential. 

Institutional Action: Networking and Collaboration 

In an attempt to determine institutional action that promotes college persistence of 

minorities, Museus (2011) conducted a qualitative investigation of three institutions that were 

successful in positive completion and retention rates for minorities. Museus (2011) examined 

institutional documents and interviewed 65 “faculty, administrators, staff, and racial and ethnic 
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minority students” (p. 152) and discovered that, although predominantly White and vastly 

different, the institutions shared four commonalities in their cultures responsible for “generating 

ethnic minority student success (GEMS)” (p. 147). Four institutionally related themes promoted 

persistence: an institution having “strong networking values, a commitment to targeted support, a 

belief in humanizing the educational experience, and an ethos characterized by an institutional 

responsibility for student success” (Museus, 2011, p. 154).   

In regard to networking, Museus (2011) found college personnel and students recognized 

the important role and impact of communication and collaboration among faculty, staff, 

administrators, and students.  In addition to a value of networking, there was a commitment to 

targeted support for minority students that connected students to programs and services, as well 

as created a sense of belonging and connection—referred to by Museus (2011) as “a belief in 

humanizing the educational experience” (p. 8). This occurs when faculty and staff are able to 

connect outside of the formal office or classroom instructional setting time and engage. Finally, 

Museus (2011) discovered that when postsecondary institutions create procedures and practices 

that place institutional responsibility at the core, institutions simply take ownership for the 

success of the minority student and conduct proactive, rather than reactive, conversations when a 

student is not succeeding. As mentioned previously, institutional commitment and leadership 

must be a collaborative effort across campus and between academic affairs and students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Research that focused on minority student retention in science, engineering, and 

mathematics by Swail (1975) provides a model for student retention that bridges the needs of the 

student and the institution. Through the creation of Swail’s (1975) Student Monitoring System, 
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academic affairs, as well as departments within the sphere of student affairs, can work together 

to provide support to minority students. This framework connects recruitment and admissions, 

academic services, curriculum and instruction, student services, and financial aid offices so they 

can work collaboratively as students acknowledge their acceptance letters (Swail, 1995). 

Through this networking partnership of departments, students have multiple touch points 

and educational resources to better serve their needs (Noel et al., 1985; Smith et al., 1985).  

Because students and their needs have evolved, it could be hard to envision a department 

working independently of the other departments to provide the most holistic resources for 

student success. Swail (1975) emphasized all areas of the system must work to provide support 

to minority students. Recruitment and admissions play a major role in the selection of who is to 

matriculate an institution, and these personnel can work with academic services and student 

services on the front end by offering precollege programs and bridge programs. Through 

academic services, academic advisement personnel can work to build a road map of academic 

success and provide individual advising and counseling. It is essential that financial aid office 

personnel understand how finances and levels of financial awareness appear for students and 

their families and work to provide sound information of their services and types of aid. An added 

resource is offering a tutoring program that focuses on availability and affordability for students. 

Swail (1975) added that the use of extracurricular classroom experiences has the potential to 

reinforce classroom theory and promote informal faculty-student contact, which Museus found to 

still be true in his 2011 study of successful institutions.  

Institutional commitment and leadership are both critical to student success. Instructors 

can increase their support of the institutional efforts by creating assignments that will engage the 
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interests of the students and by providing constructive feedback in a timely manner that allows 

students to make appropriate edits to increase understanding (Kuh, 2013). Furthermore, given 

that much of the literature regarding student success highlights adequate resources (Allen, 1992; 

Noel et al., 1985; Smith et al., 1985), one could assume that an institution must provide ample 

resources in order to sustain positive completion rates. One viable option is making students 

aware of the college programs intended to offset disparities for minorities. 

Programs Designed to Promote Postsecondary Equity 

As early as 1964, federal government legislation addressed postsecondary educational 

inequities. The Economic Opportunity Act of 1964, signed by President Johnson, created and 

funded numerous programs with the purpose of improving economic and educational disparities 

in conjunction with the Office of Economic Opportunity, specifically formed to assist low-

income minorities in gaining higher education access and to administer programs to assist low-

income minorities in attaining college degrees (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2019).   

Also cognizant of the factors that impede students’ progress (Burton, 2016; Hintz, 2017; 

Johnson, 2015; Thomas, 2016; Zell, 2010) and the need to supply adequate resources (Allen, 

1992; Noel et al., 1985; Smith et al., 1985), some universities responded by offering federal, 

grant-funded TRIO and TRIO-SSS programs (Hintz, 2017). TRIO is a term that includes many 

federally funded resources, initially three programs that burgeoned into eight programs: 

“Educational Opportunity Centers, Ronald E. McNair Post baccalaureate Achievement, Student 

Support Services (SSS), Talent Search, Training Program for federal TRIO Programs Staff, 

Upward Bound, Upward Bound Math-Science, and Veteran Upward Bound” (USDOE, 2019, 

Sec Trio Programs). Federal programs such as TRIO, which includes Student Support Services, 
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have proved impactful on low-income, minority student success, for they have increased 

persistence and completion (Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2018). These federal TRIO programs, along 

with other college success programs at the community and school level (Le et al., 2016), have 

made large contributions to improving higher education attainment for underrepresented groups 

and positively impacting student success (Maynard et al., 2014). For example, Sanchez (2010) 

found, 

TRIO program services had a positive effect on increasing student two-year degree 

attainment, persistence to completion of an educational goal, certificate completion, and 

transference to four-year university rates as compared to those students who do not 

receive TRIO program services. (p. 82) 

Further and more recent evidence lies in the Hintz (2017) study of nontraditional students 

in a public state college in Georgia. Hintz examined the effect of TRIO-SSS in cumulative grade 

point average, graduation rates, retention rates, and the perceived experiences of recent 

graduates. This study used a quantitative data analysis to examine 480 nontraditional TRIO-SSS 

and non-TRIO-SSS students, while eight former TRIO-SSS students participated in focus group 

interviews.  

The quantitative results showed a positive trend in academic performance for 

nontraditional TRIO-SSS students and nonparticipants. Hintz (2017) found significant 

differences in graduation and retention rates between the two groups. Although there were not 

significant differences in cumulative GPA, those of TRIO-SSS students were higher than the 

cumulative GPA of nonparticipants (Hintz, 2017). The qualitative approach used with the eight 

students from focus groups resulted in a consensus that TRIO-SSS aided them in successfully 



 

25 

completing their degrees by providing students access to the following tools: degree planning, 

academic advisement, motivation and mentorship, academic resources, and a family-oriented 

environment (Hintz, 2017).  

Cleveland State University is looking to create a more comprehensive approach to 

retaining its students of color.  CSU is evaluating its programmatic efforts to determine if any 

institutional interventions are standing in the way of the overall student success.  CSU decided 

that rather than focusing on deficiencies of any of their students, they will focus on areas in 

which the student is strong and remove any barriers that may stand in the way of retention and 

academic success.  CSU will engage various stakeholders to take part in the program creation 

and strategic and financial processes (Bank & Dohy, 2019).     

Furthermore, access to funding and resources play a major role in minority retention in 

college. However, Swail (1995) reported, “Student preparedness, shortage of excellent faculty, 

and quality of curricula as key variables in the choice and ability of students to persist in higher 

education” (p. 33). Although there have been many studies that center on the topics of 

persistence and attrition (Braxton & Hirschy, 2004; Kuh et al., 2008), few studies focus on the 

actions that an institution can take or a framework that institutions may follow to increase 

student success (Connolly, 2016; Tinto, 2012; Wendt, 2014).  

Theoretical Framework 

Since 1975, Vincent Tinto’s research has shaped higher education in areas of retention 

and persistence. Although criticized and revised, Tinto’s work continues to be referenced and 

regarded highly in academia (Connolly, 2016; Swail, 1995). Tinto’s (1975) landmark model of 

student departure theory grew from a questionnaire of 1,105 first-year college students attending 
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orientation, followed by interviews of 723 students after their first year of college. His work 

encompassed more than merely student retention or departure, for it investigated the students’ 

first-year college experiences as well.  

In a later study, Tinto (1993) found that 41 out of every 100 students entering college 

depart college. The term departure has various interpretations (Tinto, 1987). A student may 

depart based upon family obligations, health reasons, career advancement, or transference to 

another institution. According to Tinto (1993), the majority of students departed after merely two 

semesters of enrollment and did not return, creating “a challenging problem for higher education 

community and a major concern for all postsecondary institutions” (Hinton, 2014, p. 2). These 

concerns include financial losses for institutions and students, damage to the reputation of 

institutions, lower student self-efficacy, and societal costs in the form of lost revenue and the 

increased likelihood of providing future social services (Swail, 2004). 

Tinto (1975) emphasized that the type of interactions and integration students have within 

the college or university system can counter early student departure from postsecondary 

institutions. Tinto believed that a student might depart from an institution for two major reasons: 

poor academic integration, including faculty/staff interaction or academic issues, and failure to 

transition positively into the campus environment, which work together to influence how each 

student feels, overall, about their institution. Tinto gained inspiration from Emile Durkheim’s 

(1951) theory of suicide and the work of sociologist and retention researcher, W. G. Spady 

(Burton, 2016). Both Durkheim (1951) and Spady (1971) highlighted the importance of social 

integration. 
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Later revisions of Tinto’s model were subject to the influence of Bean and Eaton (2000), 

who revised elements of Tinto’s academic and social integration through a psychological lens 

instead of a sociological point of view. Bean and Eaton (2000) applied three psychological 

processes of self-efficacy theory, coping behavioral theory, and attribution theory. The resulting 

model differed from Tinto’s by examining environment variables, including factors other than 

college, which may influence a student’s decision to remain enrolled or leave the institution.  

Tinto included similar items in later revisions of his model. 

Tierney’s (1999) model of cultural integrity challenged Tinto’s (1975) theory of college 

student retention. Tierney (1999) defined cultural integrity as the ability to preserve one’s 

existing cultural capital and cultural identity, and posited that Tinto’s pillars of academic and 

social integration cause students to assimilate, rather than validate, their individual cultural 

identities. Tierney (1999) encouraged the idea of institutional responsibility for providing an 

environment in which students are comfortable in taking part in the campus community without 

compromising the integrity of their cultural capital. While students are making the transition into 

college life, they should receive encouragement to keep their cultural capital intact. In later 

revisions of his model, Tinto (2012) acknowledged the need for an institution to take 

responsibility for student integration. 

Influenced by the research of Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993), Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric 

Model of Student Persistence and Achievement provides a practical approach for examining the 

cognitive and social attributes related to students on campus, as well as helping researchers and 

practitioners to answer the question: “What can an institution do to help each student get through 

college?” (Swail et al., 2003, p. 76). The transition into the college environment is one of the 
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most major transitions a student will undertake. This model calls for institutions to provide 

various social and academic supports, such as tutoring, mentoring, and career counseling, to 

facilitate that transition. Swail et al. (2003) advised that institutional support should provide the 

student with much needed stability while on campus, while maintaining enough flexibility to 

meet individual student needs.   

The advantage of Swail et al.’s upgraded 2003 model is that it informs the institution of 

actual practices to promote student persistence, unlike the solely theoretical models proffered by 

Noel et al. (1985), Spady (1971), Tierney (1999), and Tinto (1975). The geometric model starts 

with theoretical factors that impact persistence, then proceeds to data gathering by the institution 

to determine practical actions to take for a student to achieve equilibrium, which Swail (2004) 

defined as “the status of a student when he or she is in a mode to persist in college” (p. 15).  This 

process, known as Stage One (Swail, 2004), begins with a generalized concept of the variables 

that impact persistence, and ultimately the equilibrium, or balance, of a student. The model’s 

geometric shape is significant because it shows the interconnected relationship of the factors. 

As shown in Figure 1, Swail et al.’s model comprises three variables—cognitive, social, 

and institutional—that affect a student’s experience and ability to persist and achieve in college.  

These variables “can positively, negatively, or neutrally impact student persistence and growth” 

(Swail, 2004, p. 16), signified by the plus and minus signs that represent student experiences that 

influence character traits and behavior. The effect among individuals varies, and the variables 

can influence each other (reciprocity) with varying degrees (Swail, 2004).  
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Figure 1 

The Impact of Cognitive, Social, and Institutional Variables on the Student Experience 

 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from The Art of Student Retention: A Handbook for Practitioners and 

Administrators, by W. S. Swail, 2004, p. 16. Copyright 2004 by Educational Policy Institute, Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board. 

  

 

In Stage Two (Swail, 2004), institutions act upon the three major variables (cognitive, 

social, and institutional) by considering the factors that comprise each (see Figure 2). Cognitive 

factors focus on academics and intelligence, such as high school completion, college course 

selections, aptitude, or academic related extracurricular involvement. Cognitive factors may 

relate to likelihood of student completely college coursework. Within the cognitive section of 

this model, decision-making and problem solving are important.   

Social factors may include support from family and friends, career goals and aspirations, 

educational legacy, and coping strategies. Throughout studies of retention, researchers have 
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identified social integration as a constant factor (Allen, 1992; Durkheim, 1951, Spady, 1971; 

Tierney, 1999; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993), and Swail (2004) also identified social stability to be 

equally as important. The social factors and cognitive factors work together to assist in 

developing the holistic student. An educational and culturally rich upbringing can develop skills 

in a student that can assist in overall all college success. Students without a strong social support 

system may experience deficiencies in the areas of self-esteem and self-efficacy.   

 

Figure 2 

Forces Acting on Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from The Art of Student Retention: A Handbook for Practitioners and 

Administrators, by W. S. Swail, 2004, p. 13. Copyright 2004 by Educational Policy Institute, Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board. 
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Institutional factors are set at the base of this model to illustrate that they provide a 

foundation for academic and social development and overall success. Swail et al. (2003) 

explained, “It is here that the institution can identify and match the needs of individual students, 

a student cohort group, or the student body as a whole” (p. 79) by considering the social and 

academic needs of students. Swail (2004) emphasized the need to gather data beyond high school 

GPA and SAT scores.  He recommended an in-depth inquiry of the student’s social and 

academic past, which could include high school transcripts, teacher reference letters, and 

entrance interviews during the admissions process (Swail, 2004). In addition, tracking of each 

student’s progress—cognitively and socially—would inform institutional personnel so that 

meeting the needs of each student could be changed if necessary. This collaborative effort 

between institutional personnel and individuals promotes retention (Swail, 2004).   

Swail et al.’s (2003) model offers a straightforward illustration of cognitive, social, and 

institutional factors that affect students’ experience in postsecondary institutions. The following 

section presents empirical research that utilized the lens of the framework developed by Swail et 

al. (2003) to examine the influence of cognitive, social, and institutional variables on particularly 

underrepresented student persistence in higher education.  

Empirical Research Utilizing Swail et al.’s Model  

In 2009, Bakerson utilized Swail et al.’s (2003) model to examine Kalamazoo scholarship 

program persisters, students on probation, and those unable to persist. Bakerson sought to 

identify any differences among participants in specific cognitive, social, and institutional factors 

of retention, while also viewing the semester and first year course load of each. The Kalamazoo 

Promise scholarship awards students with four years of paid tuition at two- or four-year public 
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college or university in the state of Michigan. Individuals are eligible for this scholarship 

program if they graduate from a public high school in Kalamazoo.  

Through online survey responses of 101 participants and individual interviews with 14 

participants, Bakerson (2009) found that students categorized as persisters had higher high 

school GPAs and higher ACT scores, took more courses each term, and they were more likely to 

be White (Bakerson, 2009). Interestingly, there was not a significant difference in the university 

GPA between Black and White students who persist. Based on results of cognitive, social, and 

institutional factors survey answers of students on probation and those unable to persist, 

Bakerson (2009) recommended institutional action in the form of a first-year experience seminar. 

She also proposed, “Additional services and supports need to be provided to the minority and 

low-income students as well as students who have low high school GPAs or are first-generation 

college attendees” (Bakerson, 2009, p. 132). 

While conducting a qualitative study, Hinoki (2016) also utilized Swail et al.’s (2003) 

cognitive, social, and institution factors by examining how these factors positively affected 

Latino male college students pursing STEM degrees at a Hispanic-serving institution. Hinoki 

conducted focus groups and interviews to collect data and discovered that the social and 

institutional factors emerged as primary forces influencing success. Some of those factors 

included desire for a better life for self and family, having STEM role model/mentor, interactions 

with goal-oriented peers, adequate financial resources, and the positive impact and sense of 

belonging as it relates to being involved in STEM program on campus. Unexpectedly, Hinoki 

(2016) found that Latino male students used negative events as motivators for success rather than 

barriers to it.   
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In an investigation of student persistence, Hill (2017) conducted a qualitative 

phenomenological study examining the social, cognitive, and institutional factors experienced by 

African American students at a two-year institution in Texas. Hill found that under a certain set 

of conditions, African American students were more likely to persist. These included having a 

supportive environment, building supportive relationships, and access to necessary resources.  

Hill (2017) concluded Swail et al.’s (2003) cognitive, social, and institutional factors influence 

student persistence.  

Similarly, Beauchemin (2017) conducted a study on the impact of Educational 

Opportunity Programs on student persistence and experiences. The goal of Educational 

Opportunity Programs is to provide support to under-prepared, under-represented populations, 

typically low-income students of color, to facilitate their persistence to college graduation.  

Beauchemin (2017) found that the financial, academic, and counseling supports were most 

impactful. Some of the academic and social supports noted were tutoring, mandatory study 

hours, and relationships developed among other program participants. Notable financial supports 

included federal grants, state grants, and book stipends (Beauchemin, 2017). 

Through the theoretical and conceptual lens of Sanford’s theory of Challenge and 

Support and Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, 

Reed-Hendon (2013) conducted a study that examined the relationships between academic 

resilience, mentoring, and academic progress. This qualitative quasi-experimental study 

examined the effects of mentoring on the retention and academic progress of historically 

marginalized students. The students involved in this study all took part in mentoring programs at 

two predominantly White institutions. One site led with peer-to-peer mentoring, and the other 
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site led with faculty and staff mentoring. Results indicate that mentoring programs yielded 

positive results for the historically marginalized students examined (Reed-Hendon, 2013).   

Utilizing Swail et al.’s Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, 

Metzinger (2007) conducted a mixed-method study to determine what factors hindered or 

enabled success of Native America Students at a Midwestern private U.S. college. Metzinger 

was able to draw results from each factor on the model. Results indicated that institutional 

personnel needed to be more culturally aware of the unique learning needs and styles of Native 

American students and emphasize retention services and follow up with students who may need 

to take time away from school (Metzinger, 2007). Additionally, high school students need 

encouragement to participate in college preparatory programs while also maintaining a visual 

presence on the reservation (Metzinger, 2007). 

Summary 

This chapter provided a literature review regarding the achievement gap, which is a major 

issue plaguing the U.S. educational system (Howard, 2015). Although education attainment for 

Black and Hispanic Americans has increased since the 1960s, it continues to lag behind, and this 

is especially true for Black men (Carter, 2006; Feliciano & Ashtiani, 2012). The southern region 

of the United States has consistently had higher poverty rates and higher high school dropout 

rates (McFarland et al., 2016). 

While there has been much research and consistency found when examining social and 

academic factors important to minority student retention, there is still debate regarding what 

institutional factors have consistently proven to be successful. Therefore, it is important to 

examine what institutional factors are utilized to assist students of color from low socioeconomic 
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backgrounds continue to graduation at a successful college or university in the southern region of 

the United States. Based on the studies that have utilized Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model 

of Student Persistence and Achievement as the framework, there has been consistency 

suggesting what social and academic factors may contribute to the success of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Key social factors include building support systems with 

faculty, staff, and other students both inside and outside of the classroom, and key academic 

factors include various tutoring, proper preparation for class, and high GPA and admissions test 

scores as retention predictors. Student populations are ever changing, and recurrent assessment 

on what an institution can do to support the students’ needs must be conducted on a continual 

basis. Through research, it is possible to discover ways to reexamine the effects of culture and 

race on teaching, learning, and achievement while using this knowledge to guide the theory and 

practice necessary to help bridge the achievement gap. The following chapter provides a detailed 

description of the research methodology followed to investigate the research questions. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds have made positive strides in 

postsecondary education as it relates to enrollment numbers; however, the degree completion 

rate for this population is still behind those of their peers (Swail et al., 2003).  Research on the 

subjects of retention and attrition have proven to be abundant; however, less attention has been 

given to the institution and what course of action is necessary to increase student persistence 

(Hossler et al., 2008; Tinto & Pusser, 2006).  This study utilized Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric 

Model of Student Persistence to explain what institutional action is implemented at a university 

where the students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds degree completion rates meets 

or exceeds the national average of 59 percent. This model identifies five components of 

institutional action that should work collaboratively to meet the needs of the students they serve: 

financial aid, recruitment and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, and 

student services. 

Research Question and Study Objective 

The purpose of this research study was to determine what institutional factors are 

implemented at a college or university that is successful at assisting students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds to degree completion. The target audiences for this study are 

college/university administers who work in financial aid, recruitment and admissions, academic 

services, curriculum and instruction, and student services. These offices are targeted because this 

study provides best practices and factors that have proven successful with assisting students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds graduate at rates higher than the national average.  



 

37 

For the purposes of this study, success is measured by low-income, minority student graduation 

rates higher than the national average six-year graduation rate of 59 percent. 

The following research question guided this study: How are the institutional factors of 

Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement implemented at a 

southern U.S. university with graduation rates for students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds that meet or exceed the national average graduation rate of 59 percent?  This 

question generated the following sub questions: 

a. How do financial aid practices influence the persistence to graduate of students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

b.  How do recruitment and admissions influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

c. How do academic services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

d. How do curriculum and instruction influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

e. How do student services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

Research Design and Rationale 

To address the guiding research question and the sub questions, I utilized a qualitative 

research design. Creswell (2013) described “qualitative research as an intricate fabric composed 

of minute threads, many colors, different textures, and various blends of materials” (p. 42).  

Creswell (2013) elaborated: “This [metaphoric] fabric is not explained easily or simply” (p. 42), 
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for qualitative research can produce a more detailed, complex understanding of the problem 

under investigation.   

I conducted a single-site case study to answer the aforementioned research questions.  

Yin (2014) acknowledged that the term case study is subject to evolving definitions. He 

supported a two-fold explanation: an in-depth research of a phenomenon “within a real-world 

context . . . in which the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly 

evident” (p. 16). Yin (2014) delineated an extremely structured approach to the case study 

methodology, whereas Merriam (1998) utilized a much more constructivist approach, allowing 

for more flexibility and theory building (Bhatta, 2018). I used Yin’s structured approach, while 

also incorporating the fluidity and flexibility of Merriam’s technique. This combination approach 

created a comprehensive guide for this study. A qualitative case study allowed for greater 

understanding to better understand what institutional factors are implemented at a college or 

university in which the graduation rate of students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds meets or exceeds the national average of 59 percent. Using a case study was 

appropriate when planning to gather various sources of data (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2014) to 

achieve answers to “how” and “why” (Creswell, 2013, p. 4) questions in regards to a real-life 

phenomenon.  

The qualitative research process requires consideration of “four elements that inform one 

another” (Crotty, 1998, p. 4): epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods. 

Crotty (1998) defined epistemology as “the theory of knowledge imbedded in the theoretical 

perspective and thereby in the methodology” (p. 3) that explains “how we know what we know” 

(p. 8). Maynard (1994) asserted the need for epistemology because of the philosophical 
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groundwork it lays for understanding what kinds of knowledge are possible. To interpret these 

data, I applied the constructivist perspective, for it seeks to explain how human beings interpret 

or construct meaning in social and historical contexts (Schwandt, 2001). This perspective places 

emphasis on humans constructing their own meaning through interactions with the world. In 

turn, constructivism guided the methodology, identified connections, and assisted in making 

meaning of how institutional factors influence the persistence of low-income minority students 

through higher education. Through the lens of constructivism and the framework of Swail et al.’s 

(2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, I examined data derived from 

interviews, observations, and institutional documents to understand how financial aid practices, 

recruitment and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, and student services 

are implemented in an institution to assist students of color to successfully navigate 

postsecondary education.   

Case Selection and Recruitment 

Yin (2009) suggested using a single site case study especially if the case has proven to be 

extreme or unique. I conducted a single site case study to investigate how institutional factors are 

implemented at a college or university in the southern region where graduation rates for low-

income, minority, and disadvantaged college students meet or exceed the national average 

graduation rate of 59 percent.      

This study utilized purposeful sampling, specifically criterion sampling, as the institution 

had to meet certain criteria to be eligible for study participation. The site had to be in the 

southern region of the United States, and it had to have received federal TRIO funds. I used 

National Center of Education Statistics data to identify a college or university in the south, with 
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the unique characteristic of 59% or greater graduation rate for students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Thus, the study site had to be a four-year college or university that 

received federal funding for TRIO programs and identified by the use of the National Center of 

Education Statistics. Once I identified the list of sites that met the criteria, I contacted institutions 

to gain access. After obtaining agreement to participate from the site that met the study criteria, I 

contacted relevant departments and solicited their participation.   

Institutional Review Board Approval 

Researchers are required to have permission before the process of gathering data on 

human subjects begins. Prior to the recruitment of participants, I requested approval from 

Mercer’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). After receiving approval and following the 

participant selection process, I asked each participant to review and sign an informed consent 

form outlining the purpose, risk associated with participation, expected benefits of the study, 

measures taken to maintain participant and site confidentiality, as well as the right to withdraw 

from the study at any stage of the process.  

Participant Selection and Recruitment  

Faculty and staff participants were individuals who worked in financial aid, recruitment 

and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, and student services. Student 

participants had low-income minority status, defined in this study as low-income, eligible for 

Pell grant, and Black or Hispanic. I contacted personnel of TRIO programs and other 

departments that serve underrepresented minority students to gain access to students who fit the 

purposeful criteria. I contacted the various department personnel and students via phone and 

email.     
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Data Collection 

Merriam (1998) and Yin (2009) agreed that having multiple evidentiary sources create a 

robust study and facilitate increased understanding of the complex details of the case. Yin (2009) 

suggested that the main sources of case study evidence come from the following: documents, 

archival records, interviews, direct observations, and physical artifacts. Merriam (1998) believed 

evidentiary sources come from conducting effective interviews, being a careful observer, and 

extracting data from documents. The evidence should subsequently be joined together as a means 

for triangulation to strengthen the research study and ensure a comprehensive understanding of 

the results (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009, 2014). To achieve this, I utilized multiple evidentiary 

sources for this case study: interviews, direct observations, and document review. To organize, 

store, and retrieve data, I utilized the Nvivo computer software. 

Interviews 

Yin (2014) described interviews as one of the most important data collection tools for 

conducting a case study. I conducted interviews because they “yield direct quotes from people 

about their experiences, opinions, feelings, and knowledge” (Patton, 2002), which helped to 

understand the phenomenon under study. I conducted 14 interviews with low-income minority 

students and key faculty and staff until saturation occurred (Guest et al., 2006). Each participant 

interviewed was provided with an electronic informed consent, which was signed and returned 

prior the interview. Before each interview began, I shared some information about myself as a 

means to build rapport with each participant. Participants then received information regarding 

the interview process, and I asked if they had any informational or procedural questions before 

we started. 
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Student interviews provided insight on how students make meaning of their college 

experience and offered a rich, thick description of the impact that an institution of higher 

education has on student persistence. Interview questions reflected the concepts of Swail et al.’s 

Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, more specifically, the five 

components of institutional factors: financial aid, recruitment and admissions, academic services, 

curriculum and instruction, and student services. I also interviewed key faculty and staff who 

worked with minority students and possessed knowledge in the functional areas of financial aid, 

recruitment and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, and student services.   

The format of the interviews was semi-structured and open-ended, an approach that 

allows a level of flexibility that is necessary in qualitative research (Merriam, 2016). I used 

clarifying and probing questions in order to seek participant elaboration. Each interview was 

conducted via Zoom and lasted approximately 45 minutes.   

With the permission of the interviewees, I employed an audio recorder to ensure accuracy 

in the interview process. I took written notes during the interviews as an additional means of 

documentation, while noting key points and interview highlights for the thematic analysis that 

followed. I also allotted time at the end of each interview so that the participants could add any 

additional relevant information not solicited during questioning. Online software served as a 

transcription cross-reference tool, accompanied by audio recording to maximize accuracy 

(Merriam, 2016). I also conducted observations, as discussed in the following section. 

Observations 

Observations promoted triangulation of data and enhanced the interview process because 

the “data represent a firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of interest rather than a 
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secondhand account of the world obtained in an interview” (Merriam, 2016, p. 137). 

Observations are important because an outsider may “notice things that have become routine” 

(Merriam, 2016, p. 139) to those living in the context of the phenomenon. I conducted 

observations of campus events, campus facilities, participant behaviors, and the overall campus 

environment. Following each observation session, I created a written account in the form of field 

notes (Merriam, 2016). These notes were descriptive, providing a place, time, and purpose; list 

of participants and any observable characteristics; and portrayal of participant activities and 

behaviors. Merriam (2016) posited that observations, combined with interviews and document 

review, provide a holistic explanation of a phenomenon. 

Document Review/Archival Records 

Document reviews have a relevant place in all case studies because of their stability, for 

they offer opportunities for repeated review; their unobtrusiveness, since they existed prior to the 

case study; and their specificity, as they contain names, references, and details of relevant events 

(Yin, 2014). An important use of document review is to support other evidentiary sources 

(Merriam, 1998). If the documents do not corroborate other evidentiary sources, then further 

inquiry into the incongruence should occur. I reviewed the following documents: staff agendas, 

strategic plans, news clippings, office of institution effectiveness statistics, survey results, 

student/faculty handbook, academic catalog, university web site, and annual reports.  

Data Analysis 

To analyze the data generated by interviews, observations, and document review, I 

employed the inductive and deductive thematic analysis techniques as described by Braun and 

Clarke (2006). The inductive approach is a “bottom up” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82) method of 
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examining the data, meaning themes identified derived directly from the data and the 

participants’ experiences. Conversely, the deductive approach is a “top down” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 82) technique of analyzing the data, allowing the use of a priori codes, which are 

predetermined codes. The deductive approach allows obtaining codes directly from the literature 

while also harmoniously complementing the research study data.  The following sections offer 

descriptions of the data analysis phases I employed as recommended by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). 

Familiarize with the Data 

Merriam (2016) recommended personal transcription by the researcher as a way of 

becoming “intimate” (p. 132) with the data. Therefore, I transcribed interview data verbatim into 

a written format. Braun and Clarke (2006) emphasized, “It is vital that you immerse yourself in 

the data to the extent that you are familiar with the depth and breadth of the content” (p. 86).  

This required actively reading and rereading the data in search for meaning and patterns in order 

“to be familiar with all aspects” (Braun & Clarke, p. 86) of the data. This was a time consuming 

process, for it required complete and thorough reading. During this phase, it was important to 

start the note-taking process, thinking about ideas for emerging codes, and tentatively identifying 

a priori codes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Generate Initial Codes 

In the second phase, Braun and Clarke (2006) highlighted the importance of being 

familiar enough with the data to create initial codes. These initial codes denote small segments of 

the data organized into “meaningful groups” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 88). I used both manual 

and software coding. 
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Search for Themes 

Following initial coding and collation of data, I refocused codes into broader levels of 

possible themes, combined relevant codes, and explored potential connections. I used visual 

representations in the form of figures or tables to assist in the sorting and tracking of themes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Throughout this process, main themes as well as subthemes emerged.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) recommended placing codes that appear not to fit under the main or 

subtheme categories in a miscellaneous theme group, rather than discard them. 

Review Themes  

During the review phase, I refined themes. I made an initial check for coherency between 

the themes and previously coded data to fit. Braun and Clarke (2006) cautioned that some themes 

may collapse due to poor fit and may require reworking or abandonment. After establishing a 

thematic map, I reread data codes to ensure accuracy, analyzed data to determine connections, 

and finally searched for any data missed in the initial coding process. 

Define and Name Themes 

Reviewing themes allows the researcher to define and redefine themes for accuracy 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). In this phase, I attempt to find the essences of the participants’ lived 

experiences and the characteristics of the essence of each captured theme. Braun and Clarke 

warned against complexity of theme analysis by way of simply “identify[ing] what is interesting 

about them [the themes] and why” (p. 92). I created names for each theme as well as a rich, thick 

description of each theme, taking into consideration its meaning, how it applied to the research 

questions, and its part in “the overall story” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 92). 
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Produce Reports 

Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) final phase of data analysis, I created a narrative 

that “provides a concise, coherent, logical, non-repetitive, and interesting account of the story the 

data tell—within and across themes” (p. 93).  This report included specific examples from the 

data set that exemplified and supported the theme and my analysis. Furthermore, I referenced 

data back to the main research question and pertinent sub questions.   

Reporting Results 

The case study report included tables, vignettes, graphic displays, and quotations that 

converge into a detailed, narrative form. Yin (2009) maintained that an unsequenced structure 

when reporting order is not critical to the understanding of the case. Because the five institutional 

components of Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement 

are not linear or reported in any particular order, I utilized an unsequenced reporting structure.   

Referencing the analysis of data provided lessons learned from the case and also 

answered each of the research questions and sub questions based on the data collected through 

interviews, observations, and review of documents. In order to protect the site and participants of 

the case study, I did not disclose names. The case study report utilized pseudonyms to protect the 

confidentiality of each participant, their responses, and the study site. 

Researcher Description and Subjectivity Statement  

While working on my undergraduate degree, I was Pell grant eligible and considered a 

low-income minority student. Because of this, I had certain ideas of what the lived experiences 

of this population looked like; therefore, reflexivity was important. I engaged in much self-

reflection regarding my assumption, opinions, and biases as they related to this study. To 
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document the experiences of the study participants accurately, I employed a technique called 

bracketing (Merriam, 2016) in order to acknowledge and disassociate personal beliefs, opinions, 

knowledge, values, or experiences related to the case study and the central phenomenon. I also 

followed the advice of Lee et al. (2013), who recommended keeping records of personal 

knowledge and experiences related to the central phenomenon and referencing back to this 

record list during the data analysis in order to make distinctions from the personal notions and 

the data collected from the participants.  

Trustworthiness 

In 1981, Guba substituted the quantitative terms reliability and validity with the term 

trustworthiness that better suits a qualitative design. Guba (1981) explained that trustworthiness 

contains four aspects: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. To attain 

credibility, I employed the following techniques: site observations, discussion of case study 

process, data findings, and interpretation of data with knowledgeable colleagues; feedback 

requests from participants to confirm accuracy of transcripts and themes (member checking). To 

promote transferability, I “collect[ed] thick, descriptive data” (Guba, 1981, p. 86) and created 

thick contextual descriptions. To strengthen dependability, I created an audit trail of the research 

process by providing a thorough account of methods and design so the study is replicable. In 

regards to confirmability, I triangulated data sources (interviews, observations, and review of 

documents) and engaged in reflexivity to increase objectivity (Guba, 1981).   

Summary 

This chapter provided a description of the single-site case study for examining how the 

five institutional factors of Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and 
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Achievement are implemented at a university in the southeastern region with graduation rates for 

low-income, minority college students that meet or exceed the national average rate of 59 

percent. I conducted individual interviews with financial aid; recruitment and admissions; 

academic services; curriculum and instruction; and student services personnel to identify what 

practices are implemented to assist low-income minority students persist to graduation.  

Additionally, I conducted interviews with nine low-income, minority students enrolled in the 

TRIO program at the institution. I also conducted observations and reviewed pertinent 

documents to promote triangulation. Data analysis included hybrid thematic analysis (inductive 

and deductive) following the procedures outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) to thematically 

map out the practices implemented to assist low-income minority students persist to graduation. I 

reported the results using tables, figures, participant quotes, and rich, thick descriptions (see 

Chapter 4). Guba’s (1981) recommendations for achieving the four aspects of trustworthiness 

served as a model for data collection, data analysis, and reporting.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the practices, policies, and programs at a 

university with high graduation rates for students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  

This study attempted to identify the impact of various departments such as financial planning, 

recruitment and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, and student services 

on student persistence from the perspective of both students of color, as well as departmental 

leadership.  The research question that guided this study was: How are the institutional factors of 

Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement implemented at a 

southern U.S. university with graduation rates for low-income and minority college students that 

meet or exceed the national average graduation rate of 59 percent? This question generated the 

following sub questions: 

a. How do financial aid practices influence the persistence to graduate of students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

b.  How do recruitment and admissions influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

c. How do academic services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

d. How do curriculum and instruction influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

e. How do student services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 



 

50 

Study Site 

This qualitative case study took place at a private liberal arts institution in the southern 

region of the United States. This institution was founded under the leadership of the Baptist 

Convention, and the undergraduate enrollment of the institution was approximately 5,000 

students at the time of the study. This Southern Baptist institution, referred to as Mystic Falls 

University (MFU) in this study, offered a myriad of degree options, including liberal arts, 

business, education, engineering, health sciences, music, and theology. 

Participants 

Participants of this qualitative case study included faculty, staff, and students. Faculty 

and staff participants worked in the functional areas of financial aid, recruitment and admissions, 

academic services, curriculum and instruction, and student services. Student participants were 

students of color from low socioeconomic background, Pell grant recipients, and upperclassmen 

progressing positively towards graduation. Through the assistant director of student support 

services, the researcher received access to all students with self-disclosed Pell grant eligibility.  

Of the students who self-disclosed Pell grant eligibility, nine students agreed to participate in the 

study.  

Findings for Sub Question a 

The first sub question was as follows: How do financial aid practices influence the 

persistence to graduate of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? This question 

explored programs, policies, and procedures provided by the financial planning office that assists 

students in reaching academic goals and persist to graduation. Mystic Falls University called 

their office financial planning rather than financial aid office. This office helped students plan 
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not only for financing education but also for the future. The associate vice president for financial 

planning provided clarification on her department’s communication to students and families, 

grants and scholarship, and federal work study. 

Communication with Students and Families 

Mystic Falls University was intentional on making every interaction with students 

productive. Beginning with initial communication with the university’s admissions team, 

financial planning was a part of the conversation. The financial planning office held an annual 

training with the admissions office to ensure the admissions staff had knowledge and current 

information on financial planning policies and procedures to answer frequently asked questions 

to better serve the potential and incoming students.  

The financial planning office’s websites hosted a series of step-by-step instructional 

resources, enhanced with voiceovers to assist student in the planning process. For added 

accessibility students could also utilize a mobile app to retrieve planning material. The associate 

vice president of financial planning explained, “Our goal is for every student to feel as though 

they are the only student, we strive to meet the students’ needs before they know it’s a need, with 

our intuitive planning process.” 

Grants and Scholarships    

Every student admitted into Mystic Falls University was automatically eligible for in-

house scholarships. Merit-based scholarships were also available for those students who had 

displayed exemplary academic performance. Along with merit-based scholarships, Mystic Falls 

University also supplied need-based aid for students. They tried to offer the maximum amount of 

help for those students with the greatest need.  
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The state in which Mystic Falls University resided also granted a myriad of scholarships 

to students. If a student graduated from an eligible high school in the state with at least a 3.0 

GPA, they could be eligible for statewide scholarship number 1. If a student met all of the 

requirements from statewide scholarship number 1 and graduated high school with at least a 3.7 

GPA and a 26 or higher ACT score or 1200 or higher SAT score, then they could be eligible for 

statewide scholarship number 2. If the student decided to attend a college or university in the 

state, then they could be eligible for an equalization grant program.  

Federal Work Study 

Opportunities for students to work and study were available across campus, as well as in 

the local community. The financial planning website listed numerous positions for students to 

apply. This program gave students real-life work experience, while also making their education 

the priority. Hours were limited for students’ work schedule to make sure their education was 

placed at the forefront. Pay scale was based on the market rate, and work study students could 

not replace full-time employees.     

Findings for Sub Question b 

The second sub question was as follows: How do recruitment and admissions practices 

influence the persistence to graduate of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

This section presents the findings for the second sub question. Discussed are collaboration with 

high schools, the outreach program, and student and alumni assistance with recruiting efforts. 

Collaboration with High Schools and Engaging Teachers and Counselors 

Interview responses from the associate vice president of enrollment management, 

participation in college fairs and visiting high schools were part of Mystic Falls University’s 
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primary means of recruiting. The summer months were filled with planning and researching best 

practices for meeting with high school students and high school counselors or college counselors. 

The use of historical application data helped the admissions team decide which regions to travel. 

If a state or region had a high number of past applicants, the admissions team focused more time 

and resources into those areas of past success. The 12-member admissions counselor team 

participated in hundreds of high school visits and college fairs in a fall semester. They were on 

the road from August to October, visiting approximately three to four high schools a day.  When 

counselors were not visiting high schools, they were following up with prospective students to 

assist them with the application process. Mystic Falls University appeared very relationship 

driven to show the prospective student support.   

MFU engaged with the Counselor Advisory Board of School Counselors, inviting them 

to the campus to show them what the university had to offer. While on campus, they engaged in 

a collaborative dialogue to gather information and perceptions on improving recruitment 

practices. Newsletters giving updates on the state of the university were sent out twice a year. 

MFU also hosted school counselors on campus and provided financial assistance to fund their 

travels. Their campus visit was typically a two-day affair that included an interactive campus 

tour, engagement with the local historic community, and meeting with various departments and 

faculty. MFU sought to provide an immersion experience engaging all five senses, so that the 

counselors could vividly share the Mystic Falls University experience with prospective students.  

Outreach Program  

Mystic Falls University Admissions attempted to be a very purposeful department 

overall. They expressed understanding that, in order to reach out to a diverse group of students, 
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they must have a diverse set of staff. Due to the rise of Spanish-speaking applicants and families 

and a focus group conducted with Latinx students, MFU hired an admissions counselor who 

natively spoke Spanish in an effort to connect and engage families where Spanish was the first or 

sometimes only language spoken. The assistant vice president of enrollment management stated 

this helped because families feel a greater connection when they have the opportunity to ask 

questions without going through a translator. The team also started delivering sessions for 

parents in Spanish so they could fully feel a part of the admissions process. 

Incorporating College Students in Recruiting Efforts 

The associate vice president (AVP) of enrollment management stated, “We would never 

be able to run so efficiently without our student staff. They really are what make this job so 

fulfilling and what makes this job so successful as well.” The MFU admissions team employed 

approximately 100 student staff members, and they were involved in many levels of the daily 

operations, from answering office phone calls to giving campus walking tours. The admissions 

supervisors made sure to have a diverse cross sections of students employed within the 

department. The department had established a culture where it was typical to have students from 

various backgrounds and involved in diverse activities to serve on staff.  

Students also had a lead speaking role. For example, a different student was selected to 

share their story and perspectives of what made MFU special. Families who toured the campus 

would always end the day with a student who ensured the families could find their way back to 

their vehicles and did not leave the campus with any unanswered questions. The associate vice 

president of enrollment management stated, “We subscribe the Disney approach to quality 

service; we don’t just tell families where to go we show them”.   
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Incorporating Alumni in Recruiting Efforts 

The AVP of Enrollment Management stated that many alumni reach out to the 

admissions department to offer recommendations and also volunteer time to come back to 

campus and assist with admissions events. From scholarship events to interviewing prospective 

students, MFU alumni were eager to give back to the university. Alumni also hosted receptions 

for prospective students in various cities outside of the region. These receptions allowed Mystic 

Falls University to have a wide-reaching, marketing impact to attract prospective students. 

Findings for Sub Question c 

The third sub question was as follows: How do academic services influence the 

persistence to graduate of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? This question 

explored programs, policies, and procedures provided by academic services to assist students in 

reach academic goals and persist to graduation. Mystic Falls University had a center that 

provided academic resources to its students. This resource center provides tailored services to 

meet the needs of the diverse student population. The academic services staff identified their 

student staff ambassadors, tutoring program, and supplemental instruction programs as 

contributors to student success. 

Student Ambassadors  

Student ambassadors were Mystic Falls University student leaders who delivered the 

message of what the academic resource center has to offer. These student leaders conducted 

presentations in various settings to market and advertise academic services and resources 

offered. These students used a myriad of other channels, such as Facebook and Instagram, to 

reach a variety of students. 
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Peer Tutoring  

Peer tutoring at Mystic Falls University occurred Sunday through Thursday from 6-9 

p.m.  Students did not have to set up an appointment, and they were able to drop in any time 

during tutoring hours. The resource center offered tutoring in the following subjects: writing, 

chemistry, biology, physics, engineering, computer sciences, statistics, economics, accounting, 

finance, foreign languages, psychology, and study skills. The academics services staff adjusted 

tutoring subjects based upon the needs and requests of students and faculty members. Student 

tutors were sophomores, junior, or seniors with at least at 3.0 GPA. In order to be considered as a 

tutor, the student needed a recommendation from a professor in the subject they wished to tutor.  

Once recommended by a professor, potential tutors engaged in the interview process with the 

resource center staff. 

Supplemental Instruction 

The University of Missouri, Kansas City flagship program served as a basis for the 

supplemental instruction program at MFU. This program provided academic support to students 

by other students. Supplemental instruction (SI) leaders were exemplary students who had 

completed a particular course and chosen to attend the course subsequently to assist the next 

cohort of students. This model had proven successful due to the SI leader having already taken 

the course many times by the same professor and understanding the faculty’s style of instruction, 

while also attending the class to hear the types of questions the students ask. The SI leader held 

study sessions approximately three times a week outside of the class room. Prior to students 

taking course exams, the SI leader held a two-hour long review to ensure students were prepared. 

Supplemental instruction was offered for accounting, chemistry, economics, and physics. 



 

57 

Findings for Sub Question d 

The fourth sub question was as follows: How do curriculum and instruction influence the 

persistence to graduate of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? Individual 

deans and associate deans of each school or college (i.e., College of Liberal Arts, College of 

Business) supervised curriculum and instruction at Mystic Falls University. The director of 

academic technology services, who was responsible for making sure faculty had the resources 

and technological skills necessary to succeed in the classroom, worked closely with academic 

deans, mostly on a training and consultative basis. This training looked different across the 

different colleges and schools of MFU, since they each had a diverse set of needs. The director 

stated that he worked extremely hard to stay current on new academic technology and stay ahead 

of the curve.   

Findings for Sub Question e 

The fifth sub question was as follows: How do student services influence the persistence 

to graduate of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? The vice president of 

student affairs and dean of students (VPSA/DS) supervised the Division on Student Affairs at 

Mystic Falls University. The VPSA/DS posited that student affairs at MFU provided an 

extremely supportive campus environment in which the framework was set long before he 

arrived to campus. This supportive environment continued to grow with time. MFU, which had a 

strong history of celebrating diversity, had recently hired its inaugural director of diversity and 

inclusion as a stand-alone unit. The VPSA made diversity a priority in the division of student 

affairs by way of professional development opportunities. New employees to the division were 

also made aware of the importance of diversity. When hiring new employees, the VPSA was 
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very cognizant of the importance of representation. The VPSA role modeled and hired staff who 

would contribute to the established supportive community. The following sections offer 

descriptions of the programs available at MFU as part of student services. 

TRIO Programs  

The VPSA highlighted the importance of TRIO programs at Mystic Falls University, and 

the researcher was able to interview the executive director of TRIO programs. The TRIO 

programs had been active at MFU since the 1970s. Federal regulations mandate that TRIO 

programs on campus have a certain set of direct and indirect programming. Many of the federally 

mandated programs are carried out through Student Support Services, Minority Mentor 

Programs, and Opportunity Scholars Program.  

Student Support Services 

Student Support Services (SSS) at MFU started in the 1970s and had the main goal of 

retaining and graduating students. When students enrolled into TRIO programs, they received 

numerous services to assist them with success at MFU and beyond. Student Support Services had 

become a one-stop shop for students through the work of the SSS counselors. The SSS 

counselors hosted a myriad of programs on the topics of career counseling, tutoring, financial 

literacy, graduate school planning and various other workshops. In addition to the workshops and 

educational resources, the SSS counselors held one-on-one sessions with each student to monitor 

their personal and academic well-being.  

Opportunity Scholars Program 

Opportunity Scholars Program at MFU was a pre-orientation experience for eligible 

incoming first-year students. In order to participate in the Opportunity Scholars Program, a 
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student must have received the Pell grant, held the position of first-generation postsecondary 

attendee, come from a low socioeconomic background, or demonstrated academic need. 

Following the selection of participants based upon the aforementioned criteria, another round of 

selections was made in the event of open seats in the program. The second wave of participation 

was based on diversifying the academic majors within the program. Typically, the TRIO 

leadership team would try to recruit from the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

fields. TRIO collaborated with the admissions office to recruit for the program. Through the 

admissions application, TRIO was able to identify those students who self-disclosed Pell Grant 

eligibility or first-generation status. The identified students received an invitation from TRIO 

programs to apply. All applications were reviewed for program fit through an in-house selection 

process. The selected students arrived on campus a week prior to the start of classes and began 

the transition process. The early arrival offered students a chance to meet professors, experience 

faculty expectations, take mock tests, and make social connections. 

Minority Mentors Program 

The Minority Mentors Program at MFU was a peer-to-peer mentor experience created to 

ease minority students’ transition into college while also promoting retention through various 

mentor/mentee activities and workshops. The Minority Mentors Program aimed to provide 

students with financial assistance and resources, academic assistance, and general life skills 

assistance. This program also strove to help students gain a sense of belonging on campus and, 

although events targeted minority students, all programming and workshops were open to the 

entire Mystic Falls campus community. 
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Themes from Student Interviews or Student Perceptions of Success 

Table 1 displays the themes generated from student interviews. Nine students participated 

in one-on-one interviews. Two were sophomores (females), five were juniors (3 females and 2 

males), and two were seniors (1 female and 1 male). I randomly assigned a number to 

participants. 

 

Table 1 

Themes from Student Interviews or Student Perceptions of Success 

Participant 

Numerical 

Assignation 

Classification Gender Perception of Success 

Participant 1 Sophomore  F Access to Professors, Seeing Students that “look like 

me” on campus visits. Emergency Financial 

Assistance   

Participant 2 Sophomore F Retention Office, Minority Mentors, Student 

Success Counselors, Campus Community   

Participant 3 Junior F Family Support, Admissions Team, Affinity Group, 

Campus Community, Greek Life 

Participant 4 Junior F Retention Office, TRIO scholarships, Tutoring, 

Family Support  

Participant 5  Junior F Supplemental Instruction, Tutoring, Opportunity 

Scholars (TRIO) 

Participant 6 Senior  F Retention Office, Supplemental Instruction, 

Minority Mentors (TRIO), Campus Community   

Participant 7 Junior  M Supplemental Instruction, Campus Community, 

TRIO SSS Counselor  

Participant 8 Junior M Admissions Team Providing Clear Information, 

Supplemental Instruction, Residence Life Position  

Participant 9 Senior  M Affinity Group, Minority Mentors (TRIO), Office of 

Student Success, Retention Office  

 

 



 

61 

Affinity Groups  

Student interview participants stated that having a safe space where they could go with 

other students who looked like them contributed to their success on campus. The students of 

color at Mystic Falls University had a “group chat meeting area” where they could ask questions, 

provide each other support, and learn about useful resources. One participant stated that the 

“group chat” was her “go to” for any questions that she had. She was able to post her question to 

the group chat, and within minutes, she had many answers to the question she posed. Another 

participant stated that she arrived to campus without a vehicle, and she was really concerned with 

how she was going to get around town if needed. Through the group chat, she was able to 

connect with another student who was able to assist her each time she needed.  Another 

participant said: 

The group chat is amazing! Anything you would ever need you can find in the chat. So 

that’s been useful when it comes to being on campus. It allows the minority students 

within the predominantly white institution to have a safe bubble. This chat answers 

questions in a real and unfiltered way, a way that your RA or orientation leader would not 

do. Anything from what professors to avoid, what programs are serving free food because 

college students love free food, hair care, and anything a first time student would need to 

know. 

Retention Office  

Many participants referenced an office on campus that focused on student retention. At 

Mystic Falls University, this office of “Student Success” was housed under the Enrollment 

Management Division. The office of student success was not directly connected to the Student 
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Success counselors employed with TRIO programs. However, one participant stated that her 

TRIO Student Success Counselor directed her to an additional first-generation program out of 

the Office of Student Success (retention office): 

The first generation program got me connected with adults on campus that I could talk to 

about things going on in my life. Because I did not have my parents on campus with me, I 

still had an adult that I could count on. 

First Generation Mentor Program at Mystic Falls University had been in place for 

approximately four years. First generation stud received invitations, and they could opt into 

program participation. This program had mentorship at its core, and focused on the student-to-

faculty or –staff mentorship, while TRIO programs focused on the student-to-student 

mentorship. The combination of both mentor programs gave first generation students a 360 

degree mentorship experience and support system. This program encouraged a communicative 

relationship, with faculty members as a tool for integration into the campus community. 

Additional elements of the first generation program were the workshops and monthly 

meetings. Mentors and mentees were encouraged to set up monthly meetings to check in and 

give updates. Workshops, scheduled intermittently throughout the each semester, offered focus 

on self-advocacy and resilience. The Director of the Office of Student Success stated,  

We are not just going to tell students how to apply for internships; we are also going to 

walk them through the process if they don’t receive an internship and how to move 

forward. Preparing students on how to be resilient in the future. We are intentional about 

giving students information that will help them to be reflective, and that will impact their 

resiliency. 
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TRIO Programs 

Trio Programs have been quoted as a success contribution by many student and staff 

participants. The most mentioned success factors were opportunity scholars, minority mentors, 

and student success counselors. For example, one student participant stated,   

When I think of success, I’m thinking of the TRIO office, and they have opportunities 

scholars and minority mentors. That had been a very good resource for me on campus 

when I was a freshman. I think these programs are most useful for freshmen. I was a part 

of opportunity scholars because I’m a first generation student. And they really helped me, 

like, they allowed me to come to school a week early and move in. It helped me to 

acclimate because, like, I didn’t really have parents who knew how college worked 

because they’ve never attended college. So like I never really had anyone say like, “Oh, 

it’s gonna be like this or it’s gonna be like that.” And I really appreciated them, like, 

allowing me to move in like a week early, just so I can get my bearings because like this 

was all completely new for me. This was a really helpful process for me. 

One student participant stated, 

I had my student support services counselor to guide me. She was my counselor my first 

and second year. Um, because I had like such a rough time, like, financially that um, my 

first two semesters here at Mystic Falls University, we decided that I should meet with 

her like every two weeks. And so every two weeks, we would have our success 

counseling session, we had so many laughs and so many tears, like, we really got to know 

each other, and it was a very, very great process for me to be a part of the TRIO. This 
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program was amazing, and my SSS counselor was one of the most influential people at 

MFU for me. 

Another student participant revealed, 

TRIO is literally the most important and integral roles that has shaped my whole college 

career. TRIO program opportunity scholars, with the advisement of my SSS Counselor, 

who was always readily available to me at all times, helped me to be successful. There 

were times where I was just unsure about my future, and I knew I could count on my SSS 

Counselor just being there for me. She gave advice on more than just academics but also 

just life planning and giving me the motivation and encouragement to bounce back and 

saying that, “Okay, even though this is the struggle; even though you are behind, let’s use 

this as a stepping stone to get where you need to be.” Just her being there every step of 

the way has helped so much. I almost cried when I found out she wasn’t returning to 

work in TRIO. The one common denominator that I have had throughout like even 

elementary school, middle school, and high school is that I’ve always had that one person 

that really looked out for me, and that one person that was always there for me, that one 

person that I can always go to, regardless of the situation. They would always be willing 

to sit down and listen to what I had to say, and the SSS Counselor was that for me. TRIO 

program as a whole was that for me as well. TRIO programs were really what played an 

integral role in my success as a college student here at Mystic Falls University campus 

hands down.” 

One student participant confided, 
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My SSS Counselor would check in with me every week. It’s like she always knows when 

I needed her. I am able to talk to her about not only my academic problems but just life 

problems in general. I connect my academic success with my personal values, so when I 

did bad on a test or an assignment, I connected that with my personal worth. It was my 

SSS counselor that talked me through how everyone has difficulty with classes or 

assignments, and that I should not be so hard on myself. It was at that moment that I 

realized that no one is perfect, and I can learn from my mistakes. 

One participant explained, 

My SSS Counselors just always know what resources that campus has and can always 

point me in the right direction. If I was having an issue with class my counselor always 

gave me advice on how I could handle the situation. Sometimes I just needed someone to 

listen to what I was thinking, and she was always there. 

University Community 

Every student participant cited university community as a contributor their success. The 

students defined community as multifaceted, meaning it encompassed admitted students, faculty 

relationships, campus feel and culture, living on campus, and overall environment. One student 

stated,  

The university community aspects helped me deal with the stress of being a new college 

student. I was in really close proximity with several other students because of our lab 

courses, and we were able to laugh and joke about the thing [sic] that were bothering us. 

The community built on campus helped make a lot of difficult situations more bearable. I 
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remember times I didn’t think I could go on, and some of my lab friends would airdrop 

memes of encouragement that made me smile and help me make it through the semester.   

Another participant stated, 

Community is like such a big thing here. There’s so many people who will support you 

through everything and like, especially with the smaller class sizes as well, everyone has 

mentioned it’s just nice to know that you can see the same few people in some of your 

classes, and if you had a class with someone last semester, most likely you will have 

something else with them this semester, you can work with them or someone else who’s 

taken another class like everyone’s willing to help each other and be a resource for one 

another. 

“Community” continued to emerge as a participant stated,  

Honestly, I think it’s something about who MFU accepts into the school. The students are 

the community and experience, also like with the professors, but most of my experiences 

have been like with the students. There is someone always willing to help, like the 

students just have a general love for everyone; and so that’s mostly like where my 

community aspect comes from. The people here are just so nice. And this, it’s like, 

they’re nice to the point where you want to be their friend, like even if you just met them. 

When you are nervous about coming to a place, this really helps. So for me, it’s Mystic 

Falls University choosing people that have really good character, choosing people that 

are very likeable, and that’s what creates the environment for me. 

Another student identified community contributing to success by stating,  
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I think one thing on that Mystic Falls University does really well, that I kind of rave to 

them about, like my other friends attending different universities are aware of, is the 

freshmen move in, they have a whole platoon of people coming in, greeting them, just 

welcoming them, welcome them to the Mystic Falls University community, helping them 

bring their stuff in. Seeing this was probably the first exposure of like, wow, this campus 

really strives to build community, having a whole coalition of people to achieve one goal. 

And I think that was probably the turning point for me where at like I said earlier, I 

wasn’t really too optimistic to come to college, but being a part of that and seeing the 

things that Mystic Falls University dose to actually strive to build community to link 

people together was probably my first exposure to comfort, and probably the best 

exposure. I love the community here, and it just gets better. 

Summary 

This qualitative case study was conducted at a private institution in the southern region of 

the United States.  The site was selected based upon the exceptional number of graduates who 

identified as students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  The selected site and 

participants were not identified in order to protect anonymity.  This chapter presented the 

findings attained from the data collection process.  The central research question was: How are 

the institutional factors of Swail’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and 

Achievement implemented at a southern U.S. university with graduation rates for low-income 

and minority college students that meet or exceed the national average graduation rate of 59 

percent?  The following were sub questions:  
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a. How do financial aid practices influence the persistence to graduate of students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

b.  How do recruitment and admissions influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

c. How do academic services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

d. How do curriculum and instruction influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

e. How do student services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

Thematic analysis of data revealed that each functional unit or department had various 

practices in which they perceived influenced the success of students of color from low socio-

economic backgrounds.  The financial planning departments attributed success to clear and 

consistent communication to students and families that provided laymen term step-by-step 

instructions for each of their processes, various in-house scholarship and grant opportunities 

made eligible to any admitted student, and work study opportunities that offer student real life 

work experiences.  The recruitment and admissions unit attributed success to collaboration with 

high schools that include college fairs, utilization of historical data, and consistent revisiting of 

best practices, hiring a diverse staff of professionals and students, showcasing the student staff 

members with lead roles and speaking parts during recruitment events and campus visitation of 

prospective students, and supporting alumni to host recruitment events in various cities around 

the United States.  The academic services unit discussed the importance of their student 
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ambassadors in the success of students. Their student ambassadors were student staff who were 

knowledgeable about the myriad or resources and happening offered through the academic 

services department. These students marketed the academic services to other students on campus. 

The academic services department also mentioned the importance of their peer touting program 

and supplemental instruction program. The curriculum and instruction technology unit perceived 

success to come from the specialize training and consultations offered that assist faculty at 

staying a head of the technological curve. The student services unit credited much of the student 

success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds to the work done by TRIO 

programs. Under the umbrella of TRIO programs, the vice president of student affairs referenced 

student support services, opportunity scholars, and minority mentors programs.       

The students of Mystic Falls University also shared their perspectives as to what 

institutional action contributes to their persistence and success. The major themes that emerged 

from student interviews were: Having an affinity group and safe place to go and ask questions 

they may not have been comfortable asking a university official; Office of Retention that 

provided not only programs and sessions that assist students in persisting but also provided out 

reach to students that may be in danger of departing the institution for various reasons; TRIO 

programs that included a pre-orientation experience, minority mentoring experience, and student 

support counselors; and the university community that was created on campus, which increased 

students’ sense of belonging. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This concluding chapter provides an overview of the significant findings as they relate to 

the practices, policies, and programs that contribute to the success of students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. This study sought to gain the perspectives of not only faculty, staff, 

and administration but also the perspectives of students of color eligible to receive the Pell Grant. 

The site selected for this study was a private institution in the southern region of the United 

States with an enrollment of nearly 50% students of color, with Black students at approximately 

30 percent. 

The first part of this chapter addresses the perspectives of faculty and staff who worked 

in the functional areas of financial aid, recruitment and admissions, academic services, 

curriculum and instruction, and student services at the university. The second part of this chapter 

focuses on the perspectives of the student participants who were students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds progressing positively towards graduation. 

The research question answered in this study was as follows: How are the institutional 

factors of Swail et al.’s (2003) Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement 

implemented at a southern U.S. university with graduation rates for students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds that meet or exceed the national average graduation rate of 59 

percent?  The sub questions, derived from the functional areas presented by Swail et al. (2003) in 

conjunction with the Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement, were: 

a. How do financial aid practices influence the persistence to graduate of students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 
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b.  How do recruitment and admissions influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

c. How do academic services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

d. How do curriculum and instruction influence the persistence to graduate of students 

of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

e. How do student services influence the persistence to graduate of students of color 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? 

Discussion 

This qualitative case study revealed the success strategies for students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Both the perspectives of students and staff identified the practices, 

policies, and/or programs that contributed to the success of students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. The findings of this case study were separated into three parts. Part 

one consists of the perspectives of faculty and staff who worked in the functional areas of 

financial aid, recruitment and admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, and 

student services. Part two consists of the perspective of students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Part three consists of the intersection of both perspectives. 

Part One 

I conducted interviews with the supervisors of the financial aid, recruitment and 

admissions, academic services, curriculum and instruction, and student services departments of 

the university in order to determine how each department contributes to student success. Each 

department had their own ideological perceptions of success; however, there were also many 
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themes that consistently emerged across departments. Those themes included importance of 

collaboration and the importance of TRIO programs.   

Financial Aid 

After conducting an eight-year study across the U.S. southeastern region, Millea et al. 

(2018) suggested that institutions that invest time into their financial aid programs have the 

potential to positively impact student persistence and success. This time and effort may look 

different across institutions. At Mystic Falls University, time and effort were placed on providing 

consistent and clear communication to students and families by providing step-by-step, virtual 

resources and making every student feel as though they were the only student. They also 

provided education on grants and scholarships while offering a variety of in house scholarships. 

Finally, they offered professional federal work study opportunities, both on and off campus, to 

equip students with real-life work experience. 

Admissions and Recruitment 

The process of applying to a college or university may not be the easiest to navigate, and 

it could provide additional struggles for students who do not have a parent or guardian 

experienced with the process. Many times, an admissions counselor may be a student’s first 

connection to a college or university, so this department has a unique opportunity to make a 

lasting connection with students. At Mystic Falls University, the admissions team assisted 

students to find success by collaborating with teachers and school counselors through college 

fairs and high school visits, while also revisiting and utilizing best practices through hosting 

school counselors on their campus; initiating intentional outreach by hosting focus groups for 

students of color to seek a better understanding of needs to navigate the admissions process; and 
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incorporating both current students and alumni in the recruiting process while subscribing to a 

Disney approach to quality service.   

Academic Services   

Mystic Falls University had a campus center devoted to providing academic resources to 

students on their campus. Student could visit this center free of charge, utilize space for group or 

individual study sessions, and receive a wide range of study skill guidance. The most popular 

programs of this academic center were the peer tutoring and the supplemental instruction 

programs. The staff of the academic center strove to meet students where they were and 

delivered various academic resources directly in the residence halls on campus. 

Curriculum and Instruction 

Deans and associate deans of the various academic colleges at Mystic Falls University 

supervised curriculum and instruction. However, the Director of Academic services worked with 

all deans and associate deans across the campus directly with training and development with 

academic technology that kept Mystic Falls University faculty ahead of the technological curve. 

These training sessions looked different across the various colleges. In addition, the Director of 

Academic Technology Services also provided training on a consultation basis.   

Student Services 

Student affairs staff members at Mystic Falls University performed a diverse set of 

responsibilities within higher education, including campus activities, residence life, counseling, 

advising, and crisis management (Mullen et al., 2018). The Mystic Falls University division of 

student affairs was committed to providing students with stellar services to complement their 

academic degree programs, while also preparing them to be servant leaders in the community.  
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Through the provided services, the student affairs division strove to teach students accountability 

and responsible decision making. The Vice President of Student Affairs and Dean of Students 

(VPSA/DS) at Mystic Falls University sought to create a supportive environment for all students 

to promote academic success. The VPSA/DS also highlighted the importance of TRIO programs 

and their work with assisting students in being successful on campus. Amongst the many 

initiatives provided through TRIO programs, the VPSA emphasized Opportunity Scholars, 

Minority Mentors programs, and Student Success Counselors as exceptional components that 

contributed to the academic success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Each of the programs provided 360-degree support, mentoring from both peers and staff 

members, and personal and educational workshops.   

Additional Themes  

Collaboration emerged as a theme amongst all office leaders interviewed. The staff of 

each department cross trained with one another to support the idea that a student could receive 

substantial information about several departments from any department they encountered on 

campus. Mystics Falls University wanted to limit giving students the “run around.” Being 

knowledgeable about many departments offered the students comfort in knowing they could get 

their questions answered. The VPSA pointed out the seamless collaboration between student 

affairs and academic affairs and credited much of the collaborative success to the fact that the 

Chief Academic Officer supervised the Chief Student Affairs Officers, creating a productive line 

of communication.   

Each department leader interviewed referenced TRIO programs as a contributor to the 

success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. TRIO programs supervision 
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requests that many offices across the campus of Mystic Falls University attend their staff 

trainings each summer to share important information regarding their departments. The VPSA 

stated, “The minority mentors program and opportunity scholars program that come out of TRIO 

programs is critical to the success of our students of color.” Both the minority mentor program 

and opportunity scholars program provided peer mentorship, educational workshops, and 

scholarship opportunities for students on campus.   

Part Two 

The importance of TRIO programs became overwhelming clear as the majority of the 

faculty, staff and students cited TRIO in various capacities as major contributor to the success of 

students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  The TRIO elements that consistently 

emerged amongst participants included Minority Mentors, Opportunity Scholars, Student 

Success Counselors, Financial Assistance, and Resources. 

TRIO programs on the campus of Mystic Falls University provided a “one-stop shop” for 

the many Mystic Falls University. Through the interdepartmental cross training, as well as the 

strong collaborative relationships built, TRIO staff could answer questions regarding just about 

any functional area on campus. The TRIO staff prided themselves on providing information on 

various levels to their program participants. If a student had a question regarding any department 

on campus, the TRIO staff strove to be knowledgeable in a strong effort to assist their students, 

rather than sending them from department to department in search of answers. Participant 7 

highlighted the importance of having someone that he could turn to in any given situation.  

While on the campus of Mystic Falls University, he stated that this person was his Student 
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Support Services Counselor through TRIO programs. Whether he needed assistance with items 

personal or academic, he knew that he had a person to go to and that relieved stress for him. 

In addition to understanding the impact of TRIO programs, interviews revealed the 

academics resource centers supplemental instruction program and tutoring program, along with 

the various interventions from the retention office, had also assisted students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Participant 7 stated that he had such a good experience with his 

supplemental instructor that it encouraged him to work hard and become a Supplemental 

Instructor (SI) as well to assist students in the same way that he received assistance. Participant 5 

stated that SI and tutoring are what got her through many of her biological sciences courses and 

solidified her desire to peruse health sciences as a career. Before she learned about SI and the 

tutoring program, she mentioned having doubts about her abilities to pursue the pre-health major. 

Part Three 

Figure 3 is a diagram representing the students’ perspective of success, the 

administrators’ perspective of success, as well as the intersection of both perspectives. Items 

from each column that are numbered indicate that more than two participants shared this 

perspective.   
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Figure 3 

Perspectives of Success 

 
 

 

Conclusion 

This study identified the practices, policies, and programs implemented at an institution 

successful at graduating students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Through 

interviews with faculty, staff, and students, campus observations, and document reviews, I found 

that the success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds was impacted 

positively by peer to peer mentoring and as well as faculty/staff to student mentoring, 
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supplemental instruction and tutoring, office or staff devoted to retention efforts, collaborative 

community campus environment, and consistent financial resources.    

Implications 

The results from this study provide a multi-faceted perspective on the persistence and 

success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. The findings of this study 

offer perspectives from both university staff and students regarding practices, policies, and 

programs that aid in academic success. This study may inform other institutions of practices, 

policies, and programs that have proven successful with assisting students of color form low 

socioeconomic backgrounds persist to graduation. The following are some of the practices, 

policies, and programs institutions can implement to increase the persistence of students of color: 

Interdepartmental Cross Training 

Lee (2020) stated that interdepartmental collaboration has benefits both with strategic 

initiatives as well as overall cost benefits of an organization. Interdepartmental cross training and 

collaboration allows each office to have a working knowledge of various offices around campus.  

This interdepartmental knowledge allows staff members to more efficiently support the students 

they serve on campus. 

Investing Additional Time and Resources into TRIO Programs 

Most of the participants in this study, both staff and students, acknowledged the impact 

that TRIO programs have on student success. The concept of TRIO student support services 

counselors being a “one-stop shop” for students emerged consistently throughout the data, as 

they stated they always knew they had a place to go and a person to turn to for mentoring. 

Investing more time and resources into the TRIO programs may allow this department to expand 
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and reach a larger student population, thus increasing the graduation rates of students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Create or Expand Supplemental Instruction and Tutoring Programs   

Yue et al. (2018) conducted a study centered on the importance of supplemental 

instruction to students from disadvantaged populations, which Yue defined as those from 

minority groups, Pell Grant eligible, first generation college students, and students needing 

developmental or remedial courses. The results from Yue’s (2018) study corroborate the findings 

of this study. Active participation in supplemental instruction and tutoring programs has a 

positive impact on the success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Create a Retention Office or Position Devoted to Retention Efforts 

The office devoted to retention at MFU hosted a myriad of programs that aimed to assist 

students to academic success. This office also had various programs that targeted disadvantaged 

student populations. Some of these programs include coaching sessions that assisted students 

with developing success strategies, identification of innumerable campus resources, as well as 

discussion that challenged students to reflect on overcoming difficult situations while persisting 

to graduation. The retention office staff was completely transparent with students regarding the 

challenges or obstacles they might face on campus; however, they also reassured students that 

they did not have to tackle these challenges alone.  

Provide Consistent Financial Resources and Education 

Many student participants cited having difficulty with translating the convoluted financial 

aid documentation. However, Mystic Falls University used a series of electronic resources that 

assisted students in understanding the financial aid process. Through providing consistent 
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communication and informative resources, many of the first-generation participants stated they 

gained a better understanding of the financial aid process despite not having a parent or guardian 

who was knowledgeable of the process by way of experience. 

Affinity Groups and Safe Spaces 

McClain and Perry (2017) reference how numerous students of color on a college campus 

seek out other individuals of color in a search for comfort.  This comfort may stem from many 

students of color coming to campus from their neighborhoods, having core social interactions 

with other individuals of color.  Seeing this representation on campus may contribute to students 

of color feeling connected to their education environment. This concept can be supported by 

MFU students as many study participants referenced a “group chat” platform comprised of a 

large assembly of MFU students of color. With this affinity group, students felt they had a safe 

place to ask questions and received feedback on a myriad of topics. One student noted that she 

did not feel limited in the type of questions that she could ask in the group. Questions ranged 

from personal to professional and permitted outlooks and perspectives from other students with 

similar experiences. Incorporating safe spaces for students to discuss their unique experience can 

provide students with an outlet, an opportunity to explore their cultural identity, and supply a 

built-in support system of likeminded individuals.   

Create a “Community Feel” on Campus 

Cope et al. (2021) conducted a study to identify various factors that contribute to the 

success of college students and found a positive correlation between a student feeling a part of 

the campus community and graduation expectations. Similarly, student participants in this study 

acknowledged how the community on campus had contributed to their positive perceptions of 
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campus and their overall success as they persisted to graduation. Through move-in day 

festivities, assisting students move items into the residence halls, encouraging relationship 

building through interactive orientation activities, faculty and staff prioritizing student support, 

and feeling safe on campus, students at MFU recognized the importance of feeling a part of the 

campus community and understood that it contributed to their academic success.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

To further the research on students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds, I 

make the following recommendations:  

• Apply a multiple site case study. Although a multiple site case study may increase the 

time spent in the data analysis process, it may yield patterns and syntheses across 

several sites. A multiple site case study may also offer a comparative view of a 

phenomenon that may provide a wider scope of understanding. 

• Apply research to various institutional types, such as technical colleges, community 

colleges, HBCUs, tribal colleges, or public institution. This will offer an opportunity 

to explore and/or compare how success is defined across institutional types. 

Knowledge of success across various institutional types may provide university 

leadership with appropriate interventions to employ to assist students of color from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds.  

• Expand current research to also retrieve input from alumni who were also students of 

color from low socioeconomic backgrounds to identify what they felt helped them 

persist to graduation. Alumni are a cross section of individuals who have reached the 

ultimate definition of success in higher education by completing their degree 
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programs. This group of individuals could provide a perspective validated through 

their achievement. Their feedback may be used to further develop policies, programs, 

and practices employed to assist students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds persist to graduation. 

• Expand current research in the area of curriculum and instruction. Due to the unique 

structure of curriculum at MFU, where each academic dean supervised their own unit, 

it was difficult to determine which policies, programs, procedures were utilized to 

assist students of color from low socioeconomic background persist to graduation. 

Expanding current research focusing on curriculum and instruction will provide a 

better understanding of how the individual academic colleges within Mystic Falls 

University assisted students to graduation. 

Final Thoughts 

Swail et al. (2003) argued that retention and persistent efforts for students of color do not 

come in a “one size fits all” package based on the complex characteristics of an institution and 

needs of each student.  Although the current study focused on institutional factors that 

contributed to the success of students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds, there are 

many other factors that may impact student success as well, such as cognitive and social factors.  

Whether an institution enrolls students for two or four years, or is a residential campus or non-

residential campus, there will be discussions surrounding retention. Retention strategies and 

practices should not be viewed as a prescribed set of programs, but rather a “menu” of optional 

offerings that can be considered when implementing or augmenting retention and persistence 

efforts (Swail et al., 2003). The current case at Mystic Falls University offers a snap shot of what 
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one private institution in the southern region of the United States has established and proven 

successful to influence persistence to graduation of students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds.     
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Interview Protocol- Raising the Bar: Institutional Action to Address the Graduation Rates for 

Students of Color from Low Socioeconomic Backgrounds. 

Interviewee: ________________________________     Interviewer: ______________________ 

Date of Interview: ________________________     Time of Interview: ____________________ 

Interviewee Title: _______________________________________________________________ 

Research Questions: 

f.  How do financial aid practices influence students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds persistence to graduate? 

g.  How do recruitment and admissions practices influence students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds persistence to graduate? 

h. How do academic services influence students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds persistence to graduate? 

i. How do curriculum and instruction influence students of color from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds persistence to graduate? 

j. How do student services influence students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds persistence to graduate? 

 

Faculty and Staff Interviews   

Component One: Financial Aid Questions 

How do financial aid practices influence students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds 

persistence to graduate? 

 

• Financial Aid Counseling  

• How is information disseminated to students regarding college financial planning 

options?  

• How do you ensure students and families receive aid and other college 

information promptly?  

• Are any financial seminars offered to students and families? If yes how are these 

sessions facilitated?  If yes what type of sessions are offered? 

• What type of cultural diversity or sensitivity training is provided to staff? 

• Grants and Scholarships  

• How do you maximize the availability of grants and scholarships? 

• How are additional sources of grants and scholarships found? 

• Do you offer emergency grant funds, and if so, how are funds dispersed? 
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• Loans 

• How do you educate students and families on student loan obligations? 

• Do you incorporate any career development in the student loan borrowing 

process? If so, how?   

o Do you provide emergency loans to students in need, and if so, how are these 

funds dispersed? 

• Assistantships and Work-Study 

o Do you offer assistantships or work-study programs? If so, what types? 

o Are assistantships or work-study hours restricted? 

o How does your department partner with area businesses close to campus for 

assistantships or research opportunities?  

o Do you have any partnerships that offer loan forgiveness plans? If so, how? 

 

Are there any policies, programs, or services specifically targeted to students of color or students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? If so, please explain. 

 

How receptive are students to these services? 

 

Component Two: Recruitment and Admissions  

 

How do recruitment and admissions influence students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds persistence to graduate? 

 

• Student Identification 

o How do you all collaborate with high schools to identify prospective students? 

o How do you develop outreach programs that target the student of demographics of 

interest?  

o How do you engage school counselors and teachers from local secondary 

schools? 

o How do you incorporate college students in the recruitment of high school 

students? 

o How do you incorporate alumni associations to identify prospective students     

• Admissions 

o How do you establish your admissions criteria? 
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o How do you evaluate compatibility with the institution and the prospective 

student? 

o How are college admissions test scores considered in your admissions formula  

 

Are there any policies, programs, or services specifically targeted to students of color or students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? If so, please explain. 

 

How receptive are students to these services? 

 

 

Component Three: Academic Services 

How do academic services influence students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds 

persistence to graduate? 

 

• Academic Advising  

o What does your department offer that addresses ongoing professional 

development for advising staff?  

o Can you describe the type of advising provided to students throughout the college 

experience? 

o How are advisors properly trained on specific policies, course structure, and credit 

requirements within the institution? 

• Supplementary Instruction  

o How do you utilize peer study groups to foster learning?  

o How do you incorporate peer supplemental instruction? 

o How do you incorporate practical application experiences with class 

assignments?  

o How do you integrate a variety of instructional methods to support student 

learning? 

o How do you incorporate non-classroom opportunities for student-faculty 

interaction? 

• Tutoring  

o How is tutoring accessed and scheduled? 

o How are tutors selected?  

o How do you encourage students to utilize tutoring and group studying? 
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Are there any policies, programs, or services specifically targeted to students of color or students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? If so, please explain. 

 

How receptive are students to these services? 

 

Component Four: Curriculum and Instruction 

How do curriculum and instruction influence students of color from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds persistence to graduate? 

 

• Curriculum Review and Revision  

• How are curricula designed? 

• How are curricula reviewed? (Faculty, student, or outside consultation)? 

• How are current and innovative technologies incorporated in the curriculum? 

• How would you describe the variety of class time offerings? 

• Instructional Strategies   

• How do you incorporate interactive, hands-on, exploratory instructional practices? 

• Have you established learning communities?  

• How do you integrate supplemental instruction into the curriculum?  

• What research opportunities, both short and long term, are offered? 

• How are educational technologies utilized to complement instruction? 

• Assessment Strategies  

• What assessment strategies are used to monitor students’ academic progress? 

• What early intervention programs are in place to assist students who have 

academic difficulties? 

• How does your department monitor and analyze student achievement and 

progress?  

• Faculty Development/Resources  

• What ongoing training and development opportunities are offered to faculty? 

• Do you have a faculty reward system in place? If so, what components make up 

this system 

• What type of professional development opportunities are offered to faculty? 

• Are funds allocated to faculty for classroom research projects? 



 

102 

  

  

Are there any policies, programs, or services specifically targeted to students of color or students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? If so, please explain. 

 

How receptive are students to these services? 

 

Component Five: Student Services   

How do student services influence students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds 

persistence to graduate? 

• Campus Climate  

o How do you build s supportive environment through your services? 

o How do you provide a safe environment for the campus community?  

o How do you collaborate with academic services to provide non-classroom 

opportunities for students? 

• Accessibility/ Transportation 

o How do you collaborate with local area transit to assist students  

• Housing  

o How do you ensure affordable housing options  

o How do you encourage campus residency for students  

o How do you offer an appropriate number of housing spaces to meet the needs of 

the student body? 

o How do you assist students living in off-campus housing? 

o How have you incorporated living-learning or themed community options?  

• Counseling  

o What types of psychological counseling services are offered to students? 

o What types of career counseling services are offered to students? 

  

Are there any policies, programs, or services specifically targeted to students of color or students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds? If so, please explain. 

 

How receptive are students to these services? 
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PERMISSIONS: FIGURE 1 AND 2 

 

From: "Ricky Clark Jr." <clark_rd@mercer.edu> 

Date: Wednesday, January 29, 2020 at 12:28 PM 

To: Watson Swail <wswail@swaillandis.com> 

Subject: Permission to use: Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement  

 

Good Afternoon Dr. Watson Scott Swail, 

 

It is an absolute pleasure to reach out to you this afternoon. 

My name is Ricky Clark Jr., and I am a Doctoral student at Mercer University. I am researching 

minority student retention and success, and I was hoping to gain permission to use your 

Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement and its images as the theoretical 

framework for my study. I first learned about your model while reading, “The art of student 

retention: A handbook for practitioners and administrators.” After learning about your model, I 

knew I wanted to include for the lens in which I viewed minority student success and retention. I 

would be thrilled if granted permission to utilize your model in my dissertation. 

 

Thank you so much for the consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you, 

RC 

Ricky Clark Jr. 

Associate Director  

Housing and Residence Life 

Mercer University 

Phone: (478) 301-5118 

E-mail: clark_rd@mercer.edu 

Empathy-Developer-Positivity-Context-Communication 

See someone doing a great job? Tell us about it! 

 

From: Watson Scott Swail <wswail@educationalpolicy.org>  

Sent: Wednesday, January 29, 2020 1:26 PM 

To: Ricky Clark Jr. <clark_rd@mercer.edu> 

Subject: Re: Permission to use: Geometric Model of Student Persistence and Achievement 

 

Thanks for the email, RC. Absolutely go ahead and give it your all. I’d love to see the outcomes.  

 

Best regards,  

 

Dr. Watson Scott Swail 

President & Senior Research Scientist 
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