
Copyright

by

Beatriz Becerra

2006



The Dissertation Committee for Beatriz Becerra certifies that this is the approved

version of the following dissertation:

Hispanic Students’ Perceptions of Institutional Factors that Affect

Their Persistence at Austin Community College

Committee:

William Moore, Jr., Supervisor

John E. Roueche

Norvell Northcutt

Margot Perez- Greene

Cinthia Salinas



Hispanic Students’ Perceptions of Institutional Factors that Affect

Their Persistence at Austin Community College

by

Beatriz Becerra, B.A., M.A.I.S

Dissertation

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of

The University of Texas at Austin

in Partial Fulfillment

of the Requirements for the Degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

The University of Texas at Austin

August 2006



Dedication

This dissertation is lovingly dedicated to

my parents Roberto Becerra & Arminta Isassi de Becerra.

Their unconditional support and constant love have sustained me throughout my life.

You will always be my fountain of inspiration.

Dedicatoria

Esta disertación se dedica cariñosamente a

mis padres Roberto Becerra y Arminta Isassi de Becerra.

Su apoyo incondicional y amor constante me han sostenido a través de mi vida.

Serán siempre mi fuente de inspiración.



v

Acknowledgements

I wish to extend my sincere regards and gratitude to the members of my

committee. I thank Dr. William Moore for his trust and for providing a source of

confidence, Dr. John Roueche for making leadership matter, Dr. Norvell Northcutt for his

rare combination of a joy and keen intellect, Dr. Margot Perez-Greene for her formidable

inspiration, and Dr. Cinthia Salinas for her constant oversight in this dissertation journey.

I thank the administration of Austin Community College for their continuous

support and their eagerness to investigate and evaluate in the name of student success.

Specifically, I thank the students used in this study for their willingness to share their

knowledge and experiences with me.

I thank my CCLP colleagues who helped me go on through their scholarly

example and personal concern. My great privilege has been to make dear friends.

I thank my many treasured friends for whose encouragement and assistance I am

sincerely grateful. I owe them my sanity.

Lastly, I thank my parents and family, who never doubted.



vi

Hispanic Students’ Perceptions of Institutional Factors that Affect Their Persistence

at Austin Community College

Publication No. _______________

Beatriz Becerra, Ph.D.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2006

Supervisor: William Moore, Jr.

In order for community college educators to formulate policies and processes that

facilitate student achievement and increase institutional effectiveness, it is imperative that

they understand students’ lived realities. Analyzing the perceptions of students who are

persisting will provide information to assist the institution in efforts to better understand

and serve Hispanic students.

The purpose of the study was to examine Hispanic students’ perceptions of

institutional factors that affect their persistence at Austin Community College. To

examine these perceptions, Interactive Quality Analysis (IQA) was utilized to produce a

grounded theory in students’ perceptions. Through focus groups and follow-up

interviews, data were collected to determine the institutional factors, which students

perceived as barriers to their college persistence. A systems representation of students’

perceptions was developed through the creation and analysis of conceptual mind maps.
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The findings of this study suggest that the factors contributing to the persistence

of the participants are represented in two major components, student-based and institution

based. The factors Cost of Education, External Factors, as well as Faculty/Student

Interaction, Student Support Services and Campus Climate, together form the foundation

of college persistence for this particular group of Hispanic students at Austin Community

College.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

Introduction

For many years, higher education researchers have been forecasting an increase in

the diversity of students and predicting that Hispanics would be the largest minority

group by 2020 (Day, 1996). Ahead of this prediction, the U.S. Census Bureau (2003)

confirms that the Hispanic population of the United States is 39.9 million, making people

of Hispanic origin the nation’s largest ethnic minority. According to the U. S. Census

Bureau (2000), Hispanics are the fastest-growing and youngest racial group in the United

States, accounting for approximately 13 percent of the population and this should

increase to 25 percent of the total U.S. population by 2050. The numbers released by the

Census Bureau point not only to a swelling Hispanic population, but also to an increasing

Hispanic population in the age-group of eighteen and twenty-four years, who are more

likely to attend college (Lane, 2001).

The shifting demographics of the United States show a dramatic increase of

Hispanic students enrolling in American higher education institutions (Livingston &

Stewart, 1984; Verdugo, 1995). Since 1980, nearly 1.5 million Hispanics have enrolled

in American colleges. During the last twenty-five years, college going rates among

Hispanics have led to a tripling in enrollment among this group (Foster, 2004). Lane

(2001) reports that the number of Hispanics in colleges will continue to grow, and

Hispanic undergraduate enrollment will increase in the United States by one million

before 2015, accounting for 15.4 percent of the nation’s campus population.
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Despite the surge in enrollment of Hispanics in college, this group remains

notably underrepresented at all levels of higher education. According to Carter & Wilson

(1993), Hispanic enrollment rates remain lower than those of their White peers.

Hispanics currently constitute 17.5 percent of the traditional college-age population, yet

they make up less than 10 percent of the total higher education student enrollment in the

United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).

In addition to low enrollment rates, Hispanic students have one of the lowest

overall educational attainment rates of any ethnic or racial group (U.S. Census Bureau,

2000). According to the U.S. Department of Education (2004), compared to other

groups, Hispanic students historically experience a lesser degree of success graduating

from college. Previous research shows that Hispanic students within the United States

are most likely to leave an academic environment prior to completing their educational

goal (Attinasi, 1989; Pascarella et.al., 1996).

Given the broad expansion of this group, it is clear that the number of Hispanics

in institutions of higher education is continuing to grow, thus demonstrating Hispanics to

be representative of an important and integral part of America’s future (Collier, 1995;

Rendon & Hope, 1996; Trueba & Bartolome, 1997). Consequently, the educational

attainment of Hispanics can no longer be discussed without seriously considering the

concerns and issues surrounding this minority group.

Institutions of higher education must assume the task of improving retention for

Hispanic students who face not only academic, but cultural problems as college entrants.

An objective of higher education institutions must be to identify the factors causing low
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retention rates for Hispanic students in order to implement student-centered actions

designed to meet their educational needs of this vital group.

The Community College

Community colleges have long served as the port of entry for minority students

into higher education. Consequently, the ethnic and cultural landscape of the American

community college is becoming increasingly diverse. With their open-door policies,

low-cost tuition, geographical proximity, wide range of study options, and general

flexibility, community colleges are well positioned to provide the kinds of instructional

programs, support services, and valuable credentials that minority students need to

succeed in postsecondary education. Community colleges commonly draw nontraditional

learners, (NCES, 2001); which are students characterized as first-generation college

students, women, ethnic and racial minorities, students below middle-class

socioeconomic status, commuters, transfers, and adult students age 25 and over

(Adelman, 1992).

Due to their accessibility, enrollment rates for minority students in community

colleges continue to rise (Rendon, 1994). Community colleges are currently educating

more than 11.6 million students, which represent 45 percent of U.S. undergraduate

students, and more than half of all minority students within higher education (AACC,

2005). Szelenyi states (2001), “the American college campus, like society as a whole, is

experiencing an expansion of racial and ethnic diversity” (p.1). From 1990 to 2000,

enrollment of underrepresented minorities at two-year colleges increased 65 percent

(NCES, 2003). In 2002, community colleges enrolled 47 percent of the nation’s African
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American students, 56 percent of Hispanic students, and 57 percent of Native American

students (NCES, 2003).

The trend of high percentages of minorities attending community colleges is not

a temporary aberration. More and more members of underrepresented groups are more

frequently opting to attend a community college rather than going directly to a four-year

institution (Laanan, 2000). Moreover, it is anticipated that minority enrollment at

community colleges will increase due to cutbacks in scholarships and grants forcing

minority students to enroll in community colleges, and because minority students will

comprise a larger proportion of high school seniors in the next two decades (Cuseo,

1998).

Retention Challenges

Despite the crucial role of sustaining and increasing the educational attainment of

minority students, community colleges continue to face enormous challenges. Whereas

significant numbers of minority students enroll, the numbers who graduate are

considerably smaller (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). Tinto (1993) reported that nearly one-

half of students entering two-year colleges do not continue beyond the first year, failing

to complete their postsecondary education.

While community colleges have the potential to change lives, they may still be

deficient in their ability to foster growth, learning, and student development as evidenced

by student retention, transfer, and completion rates (Hawley, 2004). As stated by

McClenney & Waiwaiole (2005) “while providing the open door to higher education,

community and technical colleges face the difficult task of designing the kinds of
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experiences and support services that engage and challenge diverse students to persist, to

learn, and to attain at increasingly higher levels” (p.34). For some two-year colleges the

ability to be responsive in providing resources to minority students may not be a main

concern. Literature shows that support for Hispanic students in higher education is

unplanned and not generally recognized as a necessity (Gray et al., 1996). Typically,

community colleges offer student support programs and services that contribute to

student success, however, limited support programs and services are offered based on

student ethnicity.

Fiske (1998) proposes that for many Hispanic students problems do not occur in

trying to enroll in college, instead the problems begin once students are enrolled.

Research studies have identified various factors that contribute to or influence students’

decisions to persist in college once enrolled, or leave college before achieving their

intended educational goals (Astin, 1993; Braxton, 2000a; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993).

Individual student attributes, such as academic ability, race, ethnicity, and gender

combined with demographic, socioeconomic, cultural, family, and personal motivations

have all been identified as contributing factors to students voluntarily leaving college

(Avalos & Pavel, 1993; Blanca, 1989; Braxton, 2000; Rendon, 1994; Tinto, 1993).

However, beyond the influence of the mentioned factors, student interactions on college

campuses have been shown to affect student persistence as well. Formal and informal

interactions that the student has with the institutional environment will affect their

cognitive development (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993). Identified by Astin

(1993b) Noel et al., (1985) and Tinto (1993) the institutional variables that are associated
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with influencing students’ decisions whether or not to persist are, policies, procedures,

student support services, and interactions with faculty and staff. Student academic

success during the first year of college is a reflection of the students’ academic, social,

and personal experiences within the institution (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto,

1993).

Barriers to student success also include cultural validation, which Laden (2000)

writes is crucial to increasing persistence among all Hispanic students in community

colleges. Validation, as defined by Rendon (1994), is a multi-faceted process that

supports non-traditional student development in dominant culture institutions, which is

believed to be a missing factor in the education of non-traditional students.

A lower level of expectations from community college faculty (Brint & Karabel,

1989; Cohen & Brawer, 1989) is another impediment for student success. Low

expectations are typically manifested in a lack of attention and encouragement for the

students (Persell, 1997). This is unfortunate because faculty members have the ability to

build influential relationships with students on campus that lead to measurable gains in

academic knowledge and skills (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Similarly, contact with

peers is an important part of students’ daily life. Interaction allows them to receive

information about the community and institution (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto,

1993). Pascarella and Terenzini, (1991) add that incorporation into the academic and

social communities of the institution facilitates cognitive development for students

Adding to the factors of institutional failure is that underrepresented groups on

campuses often experience segregation, discrimination, and cultural incongruence (Fiske,
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1988; Gloria & Robinson-Kurpius, 1996). Researchers such as Loo & Rolison (1986)

posit that the “lack of congruency” between cultural backgrounds and the pervasiveness

of White culture is disconcerting and creates both isolation and alienation. Because of

non-inclusive academic climates, Hispanic students are often perplexed by the feeling

they must choose between their cultural community and the campus community (Gloria

& Pope-Davis, 1997). This incongruence brings about stress that too often results in

students’ poor academic success and leads to lower retention.

Understanding the complexity of the educational experience for Hispanic students

requires the consideration of a number of factors, especially with the predicted

demographic changes that posits colleges and universities to serve higher numbers of

Hispanic students. Many researchers have noted that these changing demographics

demonstrate that Hispanics are representative of an important and integral part of

America's future (Collier, 1995; Parnell, 1990; Rendon & Hope, 1996; Trueba &

Bartolome, 1997). Given this information, it is essential that colleges and universities

become increasingly aware that they will need to accommodate greater numbers of

minorities as these students move through the educational pipeline and ensure that the

minority populations are equipped with educational success (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001b;

WICHE, 2003).

It is evident that institutional reform can no longer be discussed without

considering the issues that surround ethnic and racial minorities (Santos, 2004). Braxton

(2000) notes that in light of the changing demographics of Hispanic students, educational
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institutions need to intensify efforts to identify reasons for students voluntarily choosing

to leave college before graduation.

Problem Area

Hispanic students in higher education institutions are at risk due to serious

inadequacies in the educational system. Thus far, educational systems have been unable

to meet the needs of minority students, causing Hispanic students to trail behind their

non-Hispanic counterparts in many areas. While there have been quantitative studies

conducted to examine the dynamics of student retention of minority students, particularly

those enrolled in community colleges, current quantitative effectiveness measures do not

capture students’ perceptions of factors that affect their goal attainment. The trend in the

past has been towards statistical evidence of retention, with few studies on minority

students’ experiences (Attinasi, 1996). Nora and Cabrera (1996) assert that Hispanic

students’ educational underachievement justifies further research in analyzing the

“complex factors, which may affect the differential progress of Hispanic students in

community colleges” (p.271). Attinasi (1996) concludes that research needs to be done

on Hispanic students that “is naturalistic, descriptive and that emphasizes the insider’s

point of view” (p.191).

Research studies attest to previously identifying institutional variables that

influence students’ decisions to remain enrolled in college. Yet, the identification of

variables that contribute to student persistence and satisfaction with the institution is not

enough. The need extends throughout institutional structures to learn how to develop and

adopt strategies that may increase the success of a growing Hispanic population.
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Statement of the Problem

Austin Community College (ACC) has a district wide Hispanic student population

of 23.4 percent. The Fall 2002-Fall 2003 retention rate for Hispanics was at 42 percent

(ACC’s IE Office). Qualitative data is necessary to provide insight into Hispanic

students’ persistence at ACC to help increase their persistence.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the study was to accurately determine the institutional factors that

affect Hispanic students’ persistence at ACC. The purpose of the study was also to

provide information that could help administrators determine better strategies to increase

the retention rates of the Hispanic student population.

Research Questions

In order to explore Hispanic students’ perceptions of the institutional factors that

affect their persistence in a community college, the following broad research questions

that underlie this study are:

1. What are Hispanic students' perceptions of institutional factors that influence their

persistence at ACC?

2. Has the students’ race and ethnicity affected their educational experience at ACC?

3. What are students’ recommendations to improve the educational experience for

Hispanic students at ACC?
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Definition of Terms

The following is an overview of terms commonly used in discussing student retention.

Attainment means that the student completed a program and received a

credential/ certificate in a vocational field, associate degree, or bachelor’s degree (NCES,

2000).

Attrition is the term used to describe all who withdraw from an institution

without formally completing a program.

First-generation refers to students whose parents’ highest level of education

attainment is a high school diploma or less (NCES, 1999).

Higher education refers to education within an accredited, degree granting, two

or four-year college or university.

Hispanic is the term the U.S. Census Bureau (2000) uses to define as a person of

Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American, or other Spanish

culture, or origin, regardless of race.

Persistence in postsecondary education refers to those who have continued

anywhere in postsecondary education, including those who have transferred from one

institution to another (NCES, 2000).

Postsecondary education refers to formal education beyond high school.

Retention refers to those students who remained at the same institution where

they started until they completed a program (NCES, 2000).
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Significance of the Study

Bennett & Okinaka (1990) suggest that minorities experience a greater range of

difficulties in education than those of the majority culture. Because each minority group

may have unique perceptions of their personal educational experiences, the significant

reason for conducting this study is to develop an understanding of Hispanic students’

perceptions of their persistence within a two-year institution. Analyzing the perceptions

of students who are persisting will provide information to assist the institution in efforts

to better understand and serve Hispanic students.

In order for community college educators to formulate policies and processes that

facilitate student achievement and increase institutional effectiveness, it is imperative that

they understand students’ lived realities. Understanding Hispanic students’ perceptions

of this particular community college can provide valuable insights into improving their

own institutional effectiveness as well as institutional effectiveness at other institutions of

higher education.

Limitations

Qualitative research collected on Hispanic students’ perceptions, feelings, and

interpretations for the study is limited to a student group from a two-year public higher

education institution. Therefore, this study may be limited in its ability to generalize

beyond the participants. Interpretations of the findings may also by limited due to

campus community enculturation of the study group. Additionally, the interpretation of

the data may be limited due to the ethnic and cultural filters of the interviewer. Lastly,



12

interviewees responded to questions concerning memories of their educational

experiences at the college and these recollections, when given, may be subject to many

variables.

Assumptions

The following assumptions were made in planning and designing the research
study:

1. Institutional factors alone do not account for persistence (Moore, 1971; Bean &

Metzner, 1975; Roueche, 1993). Therefore, students’ external factors, emotions,

and motivations were taken into account.

2. Generalizations about retention can be misleading because each institution is

dynamically unique. Consequently, it was assumed that the results of this study

may or may not be an accurate reflection of Hispanic students’ persistence for any

other academic institution.

3. It was assumed that the identification and examination of institutional factors

affecting Hispanic students’ persistence was of interest to ACC’s leadership.

Chapter Summary

The present study was a replication of Hawley’s (2004) study, which explored

Black students’ perceptions of institutional factors related to their persistence in a Central

Texas community college system. Focusing exclusively on Hispanic students who attend

ACC, this study outlines issues for retention of Hispanic students and intends to

investigate students’ perceptions of the institutional factors that affect their persistence.



13

As Hispanics begin to be the largest ethnic minority population, higher education

institutions must respond to the challenges by finding ways to not only enroll, but also

retain and graduate the majority of the Hispanic student population. The opportunity

imbedded in these challenges for higher education is clear: by responding effectively

through the development of an educational environment that supports underrepresented

groups of students, ACC and other higher education institutions can further contribute to

an educated American society.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction

A wealth of information exists on student persistence and completion in higher

education. Research on student persistence continues to be published and yields vast

insight on an issue that has become a major concern for institutions of higher education.

Chapter II reviews in detail the development of several theories and models that attempt

to explain the process of college persistence (Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993). Tinto’s (1975,

1987) Student Departure Model, Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1980) Student Persistence

Theory, and Bean and Metzner's (1985) Student Attrition Model grounds the major areas

of research used in this study. Additionally, chapter II reviews academic preparation,

campus climate, support services, financial aid, and academic and social integration as

factors related to persistence.

Tinto’s (1975) Theory of Student Departure

The main theoretical framework used for this study is Tinto’s (1975, 1987)

Theory on Student Departure which has been the conceptual basis used for much of the

research on retention. Tinto’s theory (1975) is an expansion of Spady’s (1970) model,

which is one of the earliest conceptual models on the student attrition process in higher

education. Influenced by Durkeim’s (1951) theory of suicide, Spady (1970) suggests that

suicide is more probable when individuals never fully integrate and establish membership

within their environment. Hence, Spady (1970) theorizes that withdrawing from an
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institution is a result of a student’s inability to integrate into the higher education

environment. Spady (1970) concludes that the social integration of students (shared

group values, academic performance, normative congruence, and support of friends)

increases the student’s commitment to the institution, reducing the likelihood of student

attrition. Basing his theory of integration on the work of Spady (1970), Tinto (1975,

1987) contends that students’ departures from an institution “reflect the character of the

individual’s social and intellectual experiences within the institution” (1993, p. 51).

Tinto (1975) adds that students may leave the college community because they do not

feel membership in the community. In other words, they may feel a sense of “anomie” or

lack of belonging in the college. Accordingly, Tinto (1975) states, “it is the interplay

between the individual’s commitment to the goal of college completion and commitment

to the institution that determines whether or not the individual decides to drop out” (p.

96). Tinto (1975) concludes that the more a student integrates into the social and

academic life of the campus, commits to graduating, and develops loyalty to the

institution, the greater the chances that the student will persist and graduate.

Tinto expanded his research, which resulted in a Student Integration Model of

college persistence. The Student Integration Model (Tinto, l975) emphasizes that during

college, students’ experiences, both with the institution and other students will influence

the students’ level of integration into college, academically and socially. According to

Tinto (1975), this level of academic and social integration has an impact on the student’s

development of goals and commitments resulting in a decision to either persist or depart

from college. Students who fail to find a satisfactory niche in the academic or social
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system of the college tend to develop low levels of commitment to the institution and

graduation (Tinto, l975). Tinto (1987) believes the absence of student integration appears

from two sources, incongruence and isolation. Incongruence refers to the state where

individuals perceive themselves as being substantially at odds with the institution.

Isolation refers to the condition in which individuals find themselves largely separated

from the daily life of the institution, causing poor integration

To help develop his theory on student departure, Tinto in 1987, employed the rites

of passage framework of Dutch anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep (1960). This model

parallels to Van Gennep’s concern with the movement of individuals and societies over

time, and the student departure and incorporation in the new college (Tinto, 1987). Tinto

(l987) stresses that it is “possible to envision the process of student persistence as

functionally similar to that of becoming incorporated in the life of human communities”

(p. 94).

The rites of passage as described by Van Gennep (1960) include a three-phase

process of separation, transition, and incorporation. In the separation stage, Tinto (1975)

suggests that for students to think of themselves as part of the college community, they

must leave, to some extent, their former communities. During the transition stage,

students cope with the strains of departing from the known while not completely

accepting, understanding, or integrating into the new college environment. The third

stage, incorporation, reflects students’ competency to incorporate as a new member of an

institution. Incorporation is analogous to integration. Tinto (1987) adds, "eventual

persistence requires that individuals make the transition to college and become
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incorporated into the ongoing social and intellectual life of the college" (p. 126). Tinto

(1975) suggests that attrition occurs when the students’ rites of passage are incomplete.

Tinto’s (1975, 1987) major findings emphasize that:

● Interactions between the individual and academic environment (faculty and

staff), as well as social interactions between the student and peer groups within

the institution, strengthens the students’ ability and desire to persist (Tinto,

1987).

● Students’ social integration and academic performance suffer due to the limits

placed on integration with faculty and other students outside the classroom. The

more they perceive these interactions as positive, and themselves as integrated

into the institution, the more likely they will persist (Astin, l984; Nora, l987;

Pascarella & Terenzini, l980).

● Positive educational outcomes are the product of an interaction between student,

staff, and institutional characteristics to the extent that staff and the learning

environment match student characteristics. Outcomes such as student success

and improved retention are further encouraged (Tinto, 1982, 1993).

● The majority of colleges consist of many communities and subcultures. Rather

than conforming to one dominant culture in order to persist, students must locate

at least one community in which to find membership and support. Further, Tinto

notes that membership does not require a full sharing of values, instead, only

some degree of consensus is necessary (Tinto, 1993).
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Shortcomings of Tinto’s Student Integration Model

Although Tinto’s (1975) model resonates with educators and influences many

college environments, it has produced a variation of critiques. Researchers suggest that

Tinto’s (1975) model overly emphasizes individual rather than social factors. The model

implicitly blames students for their own departure, when in fact, other social, cultural,

and environmental factors may influence lower participation (Braxton, 2000a; Laden,

Milem, & Crowson, 2000; Rendon, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000; Tanaka, 2002; Tierney,

1992).

Tierney (1992) argues that Tinto’s (1975) theory is prejudicial in nature, because

it is severely limited when applied to minority students (Tierney, 1992; Rendón, Jalomo,

& Nora, 2000). To think that students, especially minority students, must or will

disassociate from their culture, belief system, and familial support network to become

integrated and accepted in their new life on a college campus is difficult to accept.

Rendon (1996) further states, “nontraditional students often have to negotiate a new

landscape, learn how to step in and out of multiple contexts, engage in double readings of

social reality and move back and forth between their native world and the new world of

college” (p.19).

Lastly, Attinasi’s (1989) critique of Tinto’s (1975) model is that the model is

“often quantitative in methodology, developed on the basis of, and tested with, data

collected from institutional records and by means of fixed questions” (p.149). To explore

students’ own perceptions of the persistence within the context of their educational

experience qualitative methodology is recommended (Braxton et al., 1997).
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Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1980) Student Persistence Theory

Subsequent research has supported Tinto's (1975) theory in explaining the

behavior of traditional, classroom-based students at colleges. For example, Pascarella &

Terenzini’s (1980), who conducted one of the first validity tests of Tinto’s (1975) student

departure theory, agree with Tinto’s (1975) theoretical view that background

characteristics are influential in students’ decisions to persist. However, Pascarella and

Terenzini (1980) state that student background characteristics alone are not reliable

predictors of persistence. In their study, Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) find strong

evidence that the absence of significant student interactions with other college members

is the single leading predictor of college attrition (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1979).

Pascarella and Terenzini (1979) add that formal and informal interactions with faculty are

instrumental in developing students’ academic and social integration, thus, encouraging

persistence in college. Pascarella and Terenzini (1979) also perceive that involvement in

student activities is an important factor in persisting at their academic institution. They

agree with Tinto’s theoretical view that academic and social integration are equally

influential in students’ persistence decisions. Pascarella and Terenzini (l980) conclude

that lack of integration into the college environment due to insufficient contact with

members of the institutions is, perhaps, the most important predictor of student

withdrawal.
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Bean and Metzner's (1985) Student Attrition Model

In contrast to the theoretical emphasis on social integration developed by Tinto

(1975) and Pascarella and Terenzini (1980), Bean and Metzner (1985) explicitly

developed a model of attrition for nontraditional students, both at four- and two-year

institutions. Bean and Metzner contend that the theoretical models of student attrition

rely heavily on socialization to explain attrition. Since nontraditional students do not

have the opportunity to socially integrate into the institution, a different theory is needed

that can help better explain the attrition process. Bean and Metzner's (1985) conceptual

model recognizes that social integration plays a smaller role in student attrition.

Moreover, they contend that outside “environmental” variables are more important in

student persistence. These variables include finances, hours of employment, outside

encouragement and family responsibilities. Bean and Metzner (1985) further suggest that

“goal commitment” and “intent to leave” are important factors for nontraditional

students. In their model, two variables that are under the control of the colleges are

academic advising and course availability. Bean and Metzner (1985) state that academic

advising should be designed to increase goal commitment and influence the student’s

intent to leave. Furthermore, they add that course availability should be considered as a

determinant of attrition, especially for nontraditional students, who generally have a more

instrumental view of their college education (Bean and Metzner, 1985).

Clearly, the presented theories and models have made significant contributions

toward furthering the understanding of the dynamics between students and institutional

environments. They offer insight into the intriguing issue of student retention by
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providing knowledge pertaining to the factors that affect student success. As institutions

of higher education continue to diversify rapidly, the need to increase educational

attainment of culturally diverse students is paramount. Undoubtedly, these models can

continue to influence or perhaps mold the development of educational strategies intended

to increase the retention and success of students, including culturally diverse students.

Factors Related to Retention

Student retention is difficult to predict because there are so many factors that

impact student success in college. However, after reviewing the student departure

literature, several quite significant factors emerged that affect student retention:

academic preparation, campus climate, support services, financial assistance, academic

and social integration, faculty-student relationships and external factors.

Academic Preparation

A number of research studies correlate academic preparedness of students with

their persistence and college completion rates (Borman, Stringfield, and Rachuba, 2000;

Fiske, 1988; Parker, 1997; Richardson, Simmons, and de los Santos, 1987). It is apparent

that without the prerequisite skills needed to survive the rigorous curricula of most

college campuses, many students underachieve and leave college during their first year,

or before their sophomore year begins (Astin, 1977; Tinto, 1975; Richardson and

Skinner, 1992). However, while academic preparation is a common issue and a primary

feature of many models of retention, this study does not view it as an institutional factor

affecting the persistence of Hispanic students at ACC.
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Campus Climate

A major influence on retention and success of students is campus climate.

Researchers agree that campus climate is important to retaining students to degree

completion. According to Harris & Nettles (1996) attitudes and behaviors of students

combined with the norms, ideologies, and values of an institution create a campus

climate. Campus climate is also determined by the way students feel and see themselves

on campus. Such perceptions are influenced by the complex interplay of numerous

variables including student demographics, student involvement, campus culture, campus

facilities, curriculum, as well as relationships with peers, faculty, and staff (Astin, 1993;

Lau, 2003; Nora & Rendon, 1990; Pope, 2003).

According to Rendon (1994), many academic institutions do not foster inclusive

environments where students from a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds can interact

and be comfortable with each other. Rendon (1994) adds that lack of diversity in the

student population, faculty/staff, and curriculum restricts the nature and quality of

students’ interactions, threatening their academic performance and social experiences.

Nevarez (2001) concurs with Rendon and adds that educational institutions must create

an academic and social climate that fosters the success of minority students. To create a

climate that affirms and endorses cultural diversity, Nevarez (2001) suggests institutions

do the following: (1) revise curriculum and policy with an awareness of cultural values,

(2) create programs and services to accommodate minority students, (3) provide faculty

and administrative role models, and (4) foster a sense of belonging and social integration

among students.
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As institutions of higher education serve students from increasingly diverse racial-

ethnic backgrounds, they must recognize that many students may be lacking the

familiarity of the college environment and institutional culture. Therefore, ensuring the

rights of all individuals to equal education and to a collegial climate is a strong

commitment academic institutions need to make. Having a campus climate in which

diversity is valued is an important factor contributing to the comfort and educational

success of minority students on community college campuses (Szelenyi, 2001).

Support Services

The ability of an institution to provide appropriate support to students during the

college years, both academically and socially is imperative. For some institutions, the

need to be responsive in providing support services to minority students is not a main

concern. Literature shows that support for Hispanic students in higher education is

unplanned and not generally recognized as a necessity (Gray et al., 1996).

Research shows that most of the support services issues relate to course

availability, course content, instruction, as well as support mechanisms such as tutoring,

mentoring, and career counseling (Rendon et al, 2000; Rendon & Nora, 1988).

Financial Assistance

Finances and the availability of financial aid drive persistence decisions for many

minority students (Cibik & Chambers, 1991). It is unlikely that low-income students will

be able to complete their educational goals without any financial assistance. Fields

(1988) states that for Hispanic students "expanded financial aid, better information about
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it, and simplified financial aid processing are among the most important things campuses

can do to help students remain in college" (p. 25). Nora (1987b) adds that Hispanic

community college students who received high levels of non-campus and campus-based

financial aid are enrolled in more semesters, earn more semester hours, earn high grade

point averages, and receive some form of college credential.

Studies show that many students are very concerned about the affordability of

college, but they lack the knowledge to access outside financial resources. Hence,

improving financial aid information can significantly affect student attrition rates of

minority students (Lee, 1991; Stewart, Russell, & Wright, 1997). The ever-present

financial burden and need to work leads many students, especially Hispanic students, to

cut back to part-time status or to interrupt their studies at some point in their educational

experience (Lee, 1991; Stewart, Russell, & Wright, 1997).

Social and Academic Integration

The process to become socially and academically integrated into the fabric of an

institution has been found to be critical in promoting students’ persistence and success

(Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Kuh, Schuh, & Whit, 2005; Padilla & Pavel, 1994). Tinto

(1993) believes that social integration among minority students is influenced by formal

forms of associations, such as involvement in student organizations. Murguia, Padilla,

and Pavel (1991), in a qualitative study, found that participation in ethnic organizations

enabled minority students to scale down the larger campus environment by forming

smaller "enclaves" (p. 436). In a similar study, Padilla, Trevino, Gonzalez, and Trevino

(1997) found that ethnic organizations enhanced the college experiences of minority
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students by allowing them to "retain and nurture a sense of ethnic identity on campus" (p.

134).

Research generally agrees on the importance of academic integration with regard

to student retention and the fact that students have a difficult time persisting when they

are not academically integrated. The classroom experience is perhaps the most important

component of the college experience for community college students because it may be

the only place where students meet their peers and interact with faculty. Thus, it is easy

to understand the frequent observation that if students do not get academically involved

in the classroom, they are unlikely to get involved beyond the classroom (Tinto, 1998,

2000).

External Factors

Some factors beyond institutional control affect student retention. External

factors found to complicate college participation are family commitments and

responsibilities, conflicts with employment, and financial problems. According to Jones

(1986), students enrolled in community colleges are four times more likely to leave the

school due to non-academic reasons than for academic reasons. It is difficult for

academic institutions to assist students in areas that are not under the institution’s control.

Chapter Summary

The results of this literature review are a strong reminder that access to higher

education can no longer be narrowly defined in terms of college enrollment and that

retention and adaptation are equally important issues especially for minority students.
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While not conclusive, research in the field of retention suggests that institutional factors

may enhance or hinder student persistence as students navigate life in college. Most

existing models and theories described in this chapter do not provide specific information

about institutional factors affecting Hispanic student persistence; however, they do

provide a framework for understanding student persistence in higher education.

Review of the research further shows how students’ experiences of persistence are

mostly embedded in social and structural processes of the academic institutions they

attend. It is apparent, by high minority attrition rates that educational institutions need to

adapt to the diversity in their student populations. If positive changes are to occur,

community colleges must become aware of the fact that students are not only transformed

by entering college, but that they transform the college environment itself (Dey &

Hurtado, 1994, 2000).

Finally, this literature review gives credence to the purpose of this study and the

research questions posed for investigations. Therefore, Hispanic student persistence is

studied with hopes that the findings refine and add to the body of knowledge on minority

student retention that already exists.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This chapter outlines the description of the research methodology and design used

to investigate Hispanic students’ perceptions of institutional factors related to their

persistence. An overview of qualitative methodology followed by a specific description

of the research design is presented. The chapter also describes the rationale for the

choice of qualitative methodology and explains the procedures used for data collection

and analysis involved in using Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA). A description of

the quality criteria used in the study is also included in this chapter.

Qualitative Method

There were many reasons qualitative methodology was selected to study Hispanic

students’ perceptions. The first reason was because qualitative approach is used to build

complex, holistic pictures of the participants’ words and views in context-specific

settings, or “real world settings” providing an accurate interpretation of a phenomenon

(Creswell, 2003; Patton, 2002, p.39). Secondly, this method often seeks to study

individual views that are complex, interwoven and that may be difficult to measure with

surveys and instruments. Thirdly, the qualitative approach enables the researcher to

move from reflective thought to identifying unique perspectives of those participating in

the research. Lastly, this method was used because it cultivates an understanding and

sensitivity to a situation, as well as the variables that influence it.
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Grounded Theory

This study utilized grounded theory in the development of the methodology.

Strauss and Corbin (1994) describe grounded theory as “a general methodology for

developing a theory that is grounded in data systematically gathered and analyzed”

(p.273). An important concept of grounded theory is that the research principle behind

grounded theory is neither inductive nor deductive, but combines both in a way of

abdicative reasoning.

A defining characteristic of grounded theory is that theoretical propositions are

not stated at the outset of the study, rather generalizations emerge out of the data

collected. Thus, the emergent theory is grounded in current data collection and analysis

efforts (Mertens, 1998). Grounded theory is “an inductive strategy for generating and

confirming theory that emerges from involvement and direct contact with the empirical

world” (Patton, 1990 p. 153). The basic rationale behind grounded theory is drawn from

data that offer insight, enhance understanding, and provide a meaningful guide to action

by using comparative analysis for generating theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 12).

Constructionism is the epistemological view used in this study. Constructionism

views all of our knowledge as "constructed", because it does not reflect any external

"transcendent" realities; it is contingent on convention, human perception, and social

experience (Bruner, 1990). The main underlying assumption of constructionism is that

individuals are actively involved right from birth in constructing personal meaning that is

their own personal understanding from their experiences (Bruner, 1990). Rather than the

transmission of knowledge, learning is an internal process of interpretation: learners do
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not transfer knowledge from the external world into their memories, rather, they create

interpretations of the world based upon their past experiences and their interactions in the

world. How someone construes the world, their existing metaphors, is at least as powerful

a factor influencing what is learned as any characteristic of that world (McMahon, 1998).

Research Design

Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) was the methodology used to complete the

study. IQA is a systems approach that utilizes techniques adapted from the Total Quality

Management (TQM) movement (George & Weimerskirch, 1998) to produce and analyze

data (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). IQA relies upon focus group processes, semi-

structured interviews, and observation to understand and explain phenomenological

relationships. Northcutt & McCoy (2004) and Crotty (1999) state that the philosophy of

IQA depends heavily on data gathering and analysis process to capture a socially

constructed view of the respondents’ reality (p. 11). IQA techniques assist group

members in describing and labeling experiences and the relationships among these

experiences to produce a theory in perception (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). Figure 3.1

illustrates the typical IQA research flow.
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Figure 3.1 Typical IQA Research Flow

Source: Northcutt & McCoy (2004)
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Setting

Austin Community College, the location of the study, is an “open-door” multi-

campus commuter institution located in Central Texas. The college system is comprised

of six campuses with varying sizes and enrollments. Campuses are located throughout

the city serving a wide range of residents of the local and surrounding communities. This

institution provides associate degrees in university parallel/transfer programs,

career/technical programs, certificates and offers continuing education courses for

workforce and community development purposes.

Austin Community College prides itself as being an educational resource for all

the surrounding communities and sees itself as “one institution”. As such, this study will

seek to capture Hispanic students’ perceptions at all campuses, considering Austin

Community College one institution.

The Problem

Austin Community College, as an institution, understands that no isolated event

or service can yield student success and recognize that experience molds success. As a

result, ACC embarked on a study to examine factors of retention and attrition of their

Hispanic student population. The vision of the project is to gain an understanding of the

various experiences Hispanic students can have throughout their college career,

especially with regard to attending a predominantly white institution.
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Participants

The research objective was to depict and interpret various realities regarding

Hispanic students’ retention at ACC. Three focus groups were conducted at three

different ACC campuses that encompassed perceptions of students representative of all

six campuses. The following criterion was used in the student selection: first-year

Hispanic students who have attempted 15 to 30 credit hours at ACC.

Sampling

Participants were identified in several ways. First, the researcher obtained a list

of Hispanic students from the registrar's office. Participants were randomly selected

through homogenous purposeful sampling from the list and a phone call was made to

each of the students inviting them to be participants of the study. Once initial contact

was established with interested respondents, consent to participate in the study was

consulted and conferred. According to Patton, the logic of purposeful sampling is to get

"information-rich cases from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central

importance to the purpose of the evaluation," as opposed to "gathering little information

from a large, statistically significant sample" (Patton, 1987, p. 52).

Data Collection and Analysis

IQA research consist of several data collection methods that are intended to assist

group members in describing and labeling their experiences and the relationships among

these experiences (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). Steps for qualitative data analysis

include using specific focus group and interview processes to produce and analyze data.
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The system consists of categories of meaning called affinities and the perceived causal

relationships among the affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

Focus Groups

After producing an issue statement from research questions, the data collection for

the study began with three focus group. The focus groups consisted of eight, seven, and

five students for a total of twenty focus group participants. Focus groups were designed

to elicit participants’ points of view through interaction between the members (Mertens,

1998, p. 174). Northcutt & McCoy (2004) state that focus groups may be formed with

groups of individuals who may have varied opinions and experiences with the system, but

who share a common perspective. Using focus groups as a unit of analysis is an

appropriate research strategy “when the researcher is interested in how individuals form a

schema or perspective of a problem” (Mertens, 1998, p. 174). Insight gained from

interaction among focus group participants was necessary for the development of the

system’s categories of meaning also known as research affinities.

Facilitating an IQA focus group consists of the following steps: describe the

process to the participants, implement a warm-up exercise, lead a nominal group process,

and ask the group to identify, organize, and group affinities. Organizing the affinities is

known as inductive coding. Grouping and revising the affinities is known as axial

coding. Once the affinities were identified through the focus groups, the researcher

further analyzed the data through theoretical coding. Once the interview theoretical
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coding was completed for each focus group, an IRD and SID for each focus group was

created (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

IQA Focus Group Process

Description of the process. Once research was drafted, issue statement produced

and focus groups identified, the researcher was ready to proceed. As each focus group

began, the researcher introduced the nature and object of the study. Participants received

consent forms to assure confidentiality throughout the research process.

Warm-up exercise. The warm-up exercise was designed to clear the mind of

students of all thoughts except the issue at hand. During the exercise, the facilitator

emphasized the importance of the task by mentioning the value of each member's

contribution and by providing an indication of how the group's output would be used.

The facilitator then presented the issue statement and facilitated a guided imagery process

where the participants were asked to relax, close their eyes, and focus on their positive

and negative academic experiences at ACC.

Nominal group technique. The researcher then asked the group members to

participate in a silent nominal technique. After providing adequate time for reflection,

each participant was given a marker and a stack of index cards to write one word, phrase,

or idea per card regarding their educational experience at ACC. Northcutt & McCoy

(2004) suggest that silent nominal technique generates a large amount and a variety of

data, as opposed to verbal brainstorming, which often causes a group to follow a single

train of thought. Additionally, the nominal group technique prevents hierarchical
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influences and dominant participants from altering individual responses, which ascertains

authenticity and individuality of thoughts and reflection about the issue statement

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

Inductive Coding

Once participants produced as many cards as possible in the time provided, the

researcher instructed the participants to tape the cards along a wall and begin the coding

process of grouping cards into similar themes (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The

facilitator reviewed each card and assisted the group in clarifying the meaning of each

card. Participants were asked to cluster and group cards silently into categories they

believed the cards belonged in. Northcutt & McCoy (2004) state that the intent of

inductive coding process is to categorize data into thematically organized groupings,

referred to as affinities.

Axial Coding

Participants were asked to refine and reorganize affinities if needed. Through

group discussion and consensus, students were encouraged to narrow down the meaning

of the affinities into sub affinities if necessary. Northcutt & McCoy (2004) state that

axial coding seeks to name, organize, clarify, and refine affinities. According to Strauss

& Corbin (1998), axial coding represents the text through a “process of relating

categories to their subcategories” (p. 123). Finally, the researcher facilitated a group

discussion in which affinities were given appropriate titles that accurately reflected the

meaning of each affinity. After each affinity was named, the researcher used the data
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gathered from the cards and focus group discussion to write a paragraph describing each

affinity. The affinity descriptions were grounded in the text through reference to quotes

and examples from the data. Therefore, the full range of meaning for each affinity area

was thoroughly articulated.

Theoretical Coding

Theoretical coding is the process in which the focus group investigates links

between the affinities by developing statements of cause and effects (Northcutt &

McCoy, 2004). Using theoretical coding, the participants were given the task to analyze

the relationships between each of the affinities. In order to analyze all possible

relationships, students were given the option of either A→ B, B→ A, or no relationship.

Before the relationships were analyzed by all members of the focus group, the researcher

facilitated a systematic process with the focus group to build hypotheses and arrived at a

consensus. The process of theoretical coding offers insights about the relationships and

identifies the underlying structure of the group mind map. The data from the group

hypothesizing activity was summarized in a matrix called an Affinity Relationship Table

(ART) containing all perceived relationships in the system (see Table 3.1).
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Table 3.1 Sample Focus Group Affinity
Relationship Table (ART)

Affinity Name
1. A
2. B
3. C
4. D

Possible Relationships
A → B
A ← B

A <> B (No Relationship)

Focus Group
Affinity Relationship Table

Affinity Pair
Relationship

Example of the relationship
either in natural language or
in the form of an IF/THEN
statement of relationship

1 → 2

1 ← 3

2 <> 3

Once the focus group Affinity Relationship Table (ART) was completed, an

Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) was created from the data recorded in the ART. An IRD

is a table that represents all relationships among affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

The IRD is a diagram with numbers representing each affinity and directional arrows

indicating the cause-and-effect relationship between any two affinities (see Table 3.2).

Table 3.2 Sample Interrelationship Diagram (IRD)

Tabular IRD

1 2 3 4 OUT IN ∆
1 ← ← ← 0 3 -3 
2 ↑ ← ← 1 2 -1 
3 ↑ ↑ ← 2 1 1
4 ↑ ↑ ↑ 3 0 3

Count the number of up arrows (↑) or Outs
Count the number of left arrows (←) or Ins

Subtract the number of Ins from the Outs to determine the (∆) Deltas
∆ = Out- In
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After both the ART and the IRD tables were completed, the affinities were then

sorted in delta order producing a sorted IRD. The purpose of the sorted IRD is to show

the affinities that cause or influence the system. The IRD contains driver affinities that

have a higher number in the “out” column than the “in” column. Conversely, the IRD

contains outcomes affinities that are caused by the system’s elements that have a higher

number in the “in” column than the “out” column.

Based on deltas, the system was sorted into a series of five topological zones:

primary driver, secondary driver, pivot, secondary outcome, and primary outcome

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The primary driver is “a significant cause that affects many

other affinities” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). Secondary drivers also exist which are

those affinities that are influenced by the primary driver, but cause other elements. A

system may also contain pivot zones, which occur when an affinity does not cause or

affect any other element in the system. The system has secondary and primary outcomes.

Secondary outcomes are affinities that are influenced by secondary drivers, but affect the

primary outcomes (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The primary outcome is “a significant

affect that is caused by many of the affinities, but does not affect others” (Northcutt &

McCoy, 2004 p. 32). Based on these five topological zones the system elements were

assigned tentative positions in the Systems Influence Diagram (see Table 3.3).
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Table 3.3 Sample Tentative SID Assignments

Tentative SID Assignments

2 Primary Driver
3 Secondary Driver
5 Circulator / Pivot
4 Secondary Outcome
1 Primary Outcome

Systems Influence Diagram (SID). Once the IRD data was analyzed and assignments

of drivers and outcomes produced, a picture of the entire system of influences was

created based on the affinity relationships. This graphic representation is called a System

Influence Diagram (SID), also referred to as a mind map. Northcutt & McCoy (2004)

state, “this graphic representation of relationships paints a vivid picture of system

dynamics for both investigator and participants” (p. 48). Additionally, Northcutt &

McCoy (2004) add “SID is a visual representation if the theory of perception, grounded

in the specific experiences and logic of the participants” (p.48).

The steps to creating the System Influence Diagram are as follows:

1. Set the affinities in five columns based on deltas and assign topological zones

beginning in the left column as follows: primary driver, secondary driver, pivot,

secondary outcome, primary outcome.

2. Beginning with primary driver(s), connect direct relationships with arrows based

on the IRD data. Draw each arrow from the causal affinity to the effect affinity.

Work left to right through the diagram until all relationships are displayed. The

result is a cluttered SID (Figure 3.2).
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3. Eliminate redundant links. For example, if 3 connects to 1 and 5 and if 1 connects

to 5, show the 3,1,5 path and eliminate the 3,5 path. The result is an uncluttered

SID (Figure 3.3). (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

Figure 3.2 Sample Cluttered SID

2

3 4

1 5

Cluttered
SID

Primary Secondary Pivot Secondary Primary
Driver Driver Outcome Outcome

Figure 3.3 Sample Uncluttered SID

2

3
4

1 5

Uncluttered
SID
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Interviews

The next step of the data collection in the IQA process is interviewing. An IQA

interview is a semi-structured interview designed to add richness and depth description to

the meaning of affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). To understand the interview

methods used in this study, a description of the data collection and analysis procedures

used in the IQA interview process is presented, followed by information on axial coding,

theoretical coding, Interrelationship Diagrams (IRDs), and Systems Influence Diagrams

(SIDs). This section concludes with a description of IQA combined interview coding and

SID creation.

IQA Interview Process

The affinities produced by the focus groups were used to create an interview

protocol. The main purpose of the interview protocol was to use the affinities identified

through focus group data collection and analysis to inform and shape questions for the

second round of data gathering, which are individual interviews. The interview protocol

was also used to substantiate affinities created by the focus group and to elicit

descriptions of relationships among the affinities.

Axial and Theoretical Interviews

The IQA interview consists of two parts, an open-ended axial interview, and a

structured theoretical interview. The axial interview was designed to provide rich

description of affinities by the respondents whereas the theoretical interview is designed

to identify relationships between affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The axial
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interview is a relatively unstructured portion of the interview designed to provide the

researcher with a narrative of how the respondent perceives the elements of the

phenomenon (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The open-ended axial interviews began with

identifying the primary driver in the sorted IRD and working through the remaining

affinities in no particular order. Through the questions, “what does the affinity mean to

you? Tell me about your experience with the affinity”, the interviewer sought to address

what each affinity meant to the interviewee. Theoretical interviews were structurally

designed to examine the perceived relationships between affinity pairs by asking the

question “How does this affinity relate to all other affinities in the system of perceived

cause and affect?” During the theoretical interviews, each participant was given an

Affinity Relationship Table to guide the interview. The participants were then asked to

perceive the connections between all possible pairs of affinities.

Axial Interview Coding

Coding an interview is the first step toward creating a mind map (Northcutt &

McCoy, 2004). After a transcript was prepared for each interview, the text was analyzed

for axial codes. Axial codes within the transcript are “specific examples of discourse that

illustrate or allude to an affinity” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p.242). During the axial

coding for each interview, the researcher reviewed each line of the interview and looked

for phrases or statements that defined or provided examples of a specific affinity. The

researcher then documented each quote related to the specific affinity with the specific

transcript line number and additional researcher notes for each quote in an Individual

Interview Axial Code Table (ACT) (see Table 3.4).
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Table 3.4 Sample Individual Axial Code Table

Individual Interview Axial Code Table

Affinity Transcript
Line

Axial Quotation Researcher
Notes

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Theoretical Interview Coding

Similarly, for theoretical coding, the researcher analyzed data from the theoretical

interview to determine perceived relationships between each pair of affinities. Through a

formal line of questioning, the researcher identified theoretical codes illustrating affinity

links. Quotations, relationships, transcript lines along with researcher notes were

recorded in an individual interview affinity relationship table (see Table 3.5).

Table 3.5 Sample Individual Theoretical Affinity Table

Individual Interview Theoretical Affinity Relationship Table

Affinity Pair
Relationship

Line
Number

Theoretical
Quotation

Researcher
Notes

1 → 2
1 ← 3
1 <> 4
1 <> 5
2 ← 3
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Combined Interview Coding

Once all interviews for the study were coded, the data from the interviews were

summarized to create a combined SID that represented a composite of the individuals’

experiences. Data from each Individual Interview ACT were transferred to a Combined

Interview ACT (see Table 3.6). By combining axial code data into one table, the

researcher created a database for the entire set of interviews (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

Table 3.6 Sample Combined Interview Axial Code Table

Combined Interview Axial Code Table

Affinity Transcript and
Line #

Axial Quotation Researcher
Notes

1.
2.
3.
4.

Following the procedures used to combine axial data, the researcher combined the

theoretical code data to summarize the relationships identified in the theoretical

interviews. The data were then documented in a combined interview affinity relationship

table (see Table 3.7).

Table 3.7 Sample Combined Interview Affinity Relationship Table

Combined Interview Affinity Relationship Table

Affinity Pair
Relationship

Line
Number

Theoretical
Quotation

Researcher
Notes

1.
2.
3.
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Frequencies were tallied to determine the direction of the relationship, similar to

the focus group theoretical coding process. If a relationship is not obvious, Northcutt &

McCoy (2004) recommend using the Pareto Principle of 80% to eliminate outlying

responses. If frequency tallies are close in number, the researcher flagged the affinity

relationship for consideration as a recursion (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). The frequency

tallies and resulting relational direction were recorded in a combined interview

theoretical code frequency table (see Table 3.8)

Table 3.8 Sample Combined Interview Theoretical Code Frequency Table

Combined Interview Theoretical Code Frequency Table

Affinity Pair
relationship

Frequency Theoretical Code

1 → 2 10
1 ← 2 4

1 → 2

1 → 3 1
1 ← 3 13

1 ← 3

Once the researcher determined the relationship direction, the data was recorded

into a combined interview IRD. The final depiction of the analysis is a mind map, which

reflects the interview respondents’ collective experience with the phenomenon of

institutional factors that affect Hispanic student persistence (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

The researcher then interpreted the relationships responsible for system dynamics.
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Quality Criteria

Thomas (2002) states that a key issue for qualitative research is developing a

shared understanding of appropriate procedures for assessing the research’s credibility or

trustworthiness. The notion of trustworthiness refers to the internal and external validity

of the qualitative research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln & Guba (1985) add

the aim of trustworthiness in a qualitative inquiry is to support the argument that the

inquiry’s findings are “worth paying attention to” (p.290). In a broad sense, trustworthy

qualitative research needs to be based on systematic collection of data, using acceptable

research procedures, and allowing the procedures and findings to be open to systematic

critical analysis from others. The following procedures were used to assess the

trustworthiness of this research.

Credibility

In qualitative research, credibility is a correspondence between the respondents’

perceptions and the way the researcher portrays the data (Mertens, 1998, p. 181).

Credibility is an evaluation of whether or not the research findings represent a “credible”

conceptual interpretation of the data drawn from the participants’ original data (Lincoln

& Guba, 1985, p.296). To ensure credibility in this study, the researcher used

triangulation, peer debriefing, and member-checking techniques.

Triangulation is the use of multiple and different sources to help understand a

phenomenon (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher crosschecked information and

conclusions to look for corroboration. In addition, the researcher used theory
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triangulation, which is the use of multiple theories and perspectives to help interpret and

explain the data.

Peer debriefing was especially important in establishing trustworthiness in this

research. Peer debriefing is a process where the researcher engages a disinterested peer

to provide an external check on the inquiry process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The

researcher used peer debriefing at each step in the IQA process, especially in issue

statement development, focus group comparison, interview protocol consistency, and

combined interview affinity relationship determination. Peer debriefing challenged or

confirmed the impressions about the developmental process and provided insight from

another perspective.

Since the research results of this study are a representation of the participants’

perceptions, the participants were given an opportunity to check the data. According to

Lincoln & Guba (1985), this technique involves verifying interpretations and conclusions

with the participants responsible for producing the data. During each phase of the focus

group process, the researcher checked with the participants to ensure that the data fit their

perceptions. Participants were asked if the data accurately reflected their experiences and

if they found any incorrect information.

Dependability

Lincoln and Guba (1985) contend that the assessment of dependability involves

accounting for all available data and ensuring appropriateness of inquiry decisions (p.

324). Dependability is an assessment of the quality of the processes of data collection,

data analysis, and theory generation. To ensure the study was appropriate and of high
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quality, the researcher was open to emerging patterns, employed reflexivity during the

research process, and conducted additional literature review. The researcher followed

IQA protocol and reviewed each step of the IQA process to ensure dependability

(Mertens, 1998).

Transparency

Increasing trustworthiness is accomplished by providing a clear link for each step

from the raw data to the reported findings. The researcher attempted to make clear how

the raw data were gathered, how the analysis was carried out, and how the findings were

derived from the data analyses.

Transferability

Transferability in qualitative research entails providing sufficient substantial

description for a reader to reach conclusions regarding transferring results to other

situations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316; Mertens, 1998, p. 183). Because the IQA

process offers many opportunities for detailed description, the researcher attempted to

provide thick analysis and interpretations so that it included the complexities, the

variability, as well as the commonalities of the data.

Confirmability

Confirmability is a measure of how well the inquiry’s findings are supported by

the data collected. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As Mertens (1998) states, confirmability

means that data and data interpretation are not contrived by the researcher (p. 184). To

establish confirmability, the researcher ensured all qualitative data were tracked to its

source by listing transcript line numbers from axial and theoretical coding data in a
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database. Additionally, the researcher created a detailed database to track data collection

and analysis throughout the research process.

Chapter Summary

This chapter explained the methodology used to study Hispanic students’

perceptions of institutional factors that affect their persistence. An overview of

qualitative methodology was provided followed by a description of the research design

used for the study. Interactive Qualitative Analysis was described in detail including

specific procedures for data collection and analysis. The chapter concluded with criteria

to assess the study’s quality using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness

components.

The following chapter details the findings of the study and includes descriptions

of the institutional and non-institutional factors that influence Hispanic students’

persistence at ACC. A grounded theory regarding this phenomenon, ascertained through

the qualitative research methodology outlined in this chapter, is also presented.
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS

Introduction

As the number of Hispanic students continues to rise, educational institutions

need to explore how they can improve college retention rates among Hispanic students.

This is an especially significant issue for two-year institutions because Hispanics often

select these colleges to begin their post-secondary education (Astin, 1993a, 1982). Issues

addressing retention often are central to the goals of institutions and students. Therefore,

it is worthwhile to examine Hispanic students’ perceptions of institutional variables

related to their educational experience. Additionally, as stated by Astin, (1993b),

students’ perceptions about the value of their college experience, should be given greater

weight.

IQA data collection and analysis methods were utilized to determine what factors

influence the educational experience of Hispanic students at ACC, how these factors

relate to one another, and the implications for ACC administrators in the development of

effective retention strategies. In this chapter, the findings of the focus groups and student

individual interviews are presented using “woven quotes”. This narrative approach

representing the “live voice” of the students (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004) was used to

answer the following research questions:

1. What are Hispanic students' perceptions of institutional factors that influence their

persistence at ACC?
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2. Has the students’ race and ethnicity affected their educational experience at

ACC?

3. What are students’ recommendations to improve the educational experience for

Hispanic students at ACC?

Study Participants

Using homogeneous sampling, three focus group of eight, seven, and five

participants were selected from Hispanic students attending ACC. The participants were

asked about their perceptions of the institutional factors that affect their persistence.

When asked, “Tell me about your educational experience at ACC,” participants generated

101 responses on 5x8 cards. Once cards were sorted by themes, participants named the

themes and produced a list of eight affinities. A list of the words and phrases written on

individual cards was developed (Appendix A). The affinities that comprised students’

perceptions of factors affecting their persistence were used as the basis for the interview

protocol (Appendix B).

From the 20 focus group participants, 14 agreed to do follow-up interviews.

Eight participants were female and half were between the ages of 18-19. Eleven out of

fourteen students were first-generation and 10 students attended part-time during Spring

2006. A complete list of characteristics of participants is found in Appendix C.

In the follow-up interviews, questions were asked to ascertain participants’

experiences, perceptions, and affinity significance in the context of their experience at

ACC (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). Participants were also asked about the influence they

thought their race/ethnicity had on their experience at ACC. Lastly, students were asked
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to make recommendations on how to make the educational experience better for Hispanic

students at ACC. Each interview was transcribed, analyzed, and transferred into axial

code tables. A database for the entire set of interviews was then created. The following

information summarizes the axial code data contained in the database for all three

research questions.

Axial Coding Summary – Research Question 1

To summarize interview results, a composite description of each affinity as

described by students was created. The following descriptions of the eight affinities

identified by the focus groups comprise students’ collective perceptions of institutional

and non-institutional factors that affect their persistence. These factors include Student

Support Services, Campus Climate, Faculty-Student Interaction, Student Life, Cost of

Education, Personal Motivation, Student Emotions, and External Factors.

Student Support Services

Student support services refers to the support mechanisms available to students

designed to help them succeed in college. Student support services provide opportunities

for academic development, assist students with basic college requirements, and

additionally provide motivation for students towards the successful completion of their

post secondary education. The goal of all student support services should be to increase

the college retention and graduation rates of its participants and facilitate the process of

transition from one level of higher education to the next.
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Advising

Advisors were helpful at pointing me at the right direction. Many students

find advising as a supportive experience. “The advisors asked me what kind of degree I

wanted and they gave me the guidelines of the courses I needed to take. I have not used

the advisors and counselors too much, however, the time I did use them, I was very

confused, and they pointed me to the right direction. The person I spoke to was very

helpful in trying to get me situated with my classes, checking the direction I was going,

and trying to help me transfer to a larger university. She provided information that was

helpful. My advisor has been good in telling me what classes to enroll in and how to read

the schedule. I spent a lot of my time with my advisor at Cypress Creek. From all the

other advisors that I had a choice from, she was the one I latched on to. Our interaction

as a student to teacher and counselor to student was close. We developed a good

relationship. Not everybody is fortunate to have someone who cares. I went to see an

advisor and he told me what classes to take. He asked for my major and then gave me a

list of classes to take. I have not seen an advisor since I started, but I know they will

probably lead me in the right direction. I frequently go visit my advisor because I need

help getting my classes. They helped me and gave me advice on the classes that I

needed. There was a woman that helped me out in advising. She was in the same

curriculum that I was in, which helped her lead me into the right direction.”

There are long hours to wait. There is a need for additional advisors during

critical times. “For advising there is not enough advisors, there is a long wait especially

when I am trying to enroll in classes. When I finally saw the advisors, they answered my
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questions quickly and did not really elaborate. They always seem to be in a rush.

Advising takes too long when classes start every semester. The most difficult part for me

is when I do not know which direction I am supposed to go and all I can count on is the

support here at ACC. I look to the advisors to show me which direction to go in or what

classes to take next, especially because I have found it problematic to choose, enroll in

and drop my classes. Advisors do not get much in depth as to what my situation is in

regards to what classes I can handle. Many students have full-time jobs and have other

things to think about and many of the counselors are not really into what your needs are.

There are long lines you wait until they call you and then when you go up there it is like

“boom” it is all fast. It is weird.”

Financial aid

Applying for financial aid went smoothly. Most students cannot afford college

tuition without financial aid. “I receive financial aid because my mom is low income and

it is good. It covers my books and classes and leaves a little extra for me to spend. I

applied for financial aid to help since I have a daughter I have to take to daycare and I do

not work right now so I applied for financial aid through FAFSA online. I received it this

semester and last semester.”

I did not apply because I am not sure how to go about it. Students do not find

much financial aid information readily available. “I do not know how to apply for

financial aid. I was told that I was going to be talked through it. No one explained to me

how to apply. ACC did not explain much about financial aid. Many people do not know

about financial aid. They do not explain what you need to do to qualify for it. I really do
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not know how to get a hold of financial aid. I just do not know how to get a hold of it.

Maybe there should be some financial aid courses or seminars to be informative and to

make it easy. Applying for financial aid is not very inviting right now.”

Registration

Registration is self-explanatory. I did it by myself and if I can do it,

everybody can do it. Different methods of registration worked well for students. “Step

by step instructions on how to register are provided. I felt very confident that I could

register and I did. I registered over the phone and it went well. Everything with

registration has worked out well and easy. I have been going to a college campus for a

number of semesters so I have gotten used to different registration styles. I typically

register myself online and that goes well. Registration has been the most helpful support

service. They were helpful in the office. The ones that helped me the most were the

people in the main office. I went in there five times and they were very patient even

though they had to deal with many people. It is easy for me to register over the phone

and that is the only way I do it. Registration is easy, you just have to list the course

number, and it gives you the time. To register, I just do it on the web or on the phone. I

register in person and it goes smooth. Both semesters I registered over the phone. That

went without problems pretty smooth and nice.”

Registration is a little screwy. Registration for some students can be

challenging. “I know that whenever I have signed up a couple of the times I have had my

classes dropped because my loan had not gone through but no one told me, so I had to

register again. There should be an easier way to go through registration. Registration is
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hard online. There are so many steps, then you come to campus, and they tell you to go

elsewhere. It is just sort of a haphazard thing because you go to the places they tell you

to go to and then they send you somewhere else without even helping you. So, it seems

that they need to be a little less chaotic. I always register over the phone because I have a

hard time registering on line. I guess I am not very computer literate. I find registration

problematic because of the login system. For some reason I put in the same password

and I can never get back onto it when I am trying to enroll or check my transcripts.

Every time I have to reset the password and I can only enter it when it is at default. After

that, the default does not work and my password does not work. I came to the registrars’

office to see if I could register with them and they told me that they prefer students to

register over the web and not in the office. I told them I had tried registering online and

that I had many problems with the computer. All they said was ‘here is the number, here

is he book you can just call this number and register’. Registration has been the most

problematic of the student support services.”

Course availability

Usually the courses I choose I get. Students find courses to be suitably offered.

“Courses I want are not booked. I usually get the courses that I desire. Course

availability is very convenient because there are so many campuses. Although they only

offer certain courses at certain campuses, it will be ok when I get into the nursing

program and have to travel to the Eastview campus.”

Classes fill up fast and it is hard to get into the classes I want to get in.

Limited course availability poses problems for students. “The only problem I had with
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registration was the first time I registered. As a new student, I had to wait and it did not

seem fair because the classes that I needed were already full. I could not take the classes

I wanted and had to wait another semester. I tried to join the Honors program, that way I

can get into some AP classes that are smaller and easier to get in. The biggest problem I

have is with course availability was during registration. I have seen classes fill up if you

do not get to them soon enough. There is maybe a section of several classes that I miss

out on because I wait until a month or a few weeks before the semester starts to register.

Maybe this is a problem because I register late or maybe because of the popularity of a

teacher, but whatever it is, the classes fill up quickly. They may be scheduling too few

classes, I do not know. I had problems with course availability. I signed up late and

there were no courses available. The courses that I want to take are crowded. They are

over filled, so I have to wait until the next semester or take the six-week session. I like to

be in the long sessions so that I can go in a slow pace and I can understand it more, but

some classes are not available.”

Tutoring Lab

I have utilized the tutoring lab and have benefited greatly. Students recognize

the tutoring lab as an empowering tool. “I think that it is nice that they have free tutoring

available at different campuses. The main service I always use is the learning center. It

is a service to all the students and it is free. It comes with your tuition if you need help.

They do not have tutors for every class, but for the major classes like English, Math, and

Foreign Languages, they have been helpful. The tutor there is getting me through

English right now. She is great and I like that. I think tutoring is one of the best services
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they offer and they have good hours. The learning lab is great. I always utilize it.

Anything you do not understand or anything that you have questions about they are there

and they will give you one-on-one tutoring. I am the type of student that I can look at in

on the board in class, but I do better one on one where I can see exactly what is going on.

If I have questions, I can ask the tutors for help. I use it for Algebra a lot and they always

have tutors available. They always have one tutor for every subject. Tutoring lab is cool.

I have been there to work on some papers. The tutoring lab actually has good professors

and tutors that help you through your homework. Out of all the services provided, the

learning lab has been the most helpful.”

There are not enough tutors. The number of tutors and their hours of operation

impede students from accessing the support. “I have problems with my English class,

when I go to the tutoring lab after work, there is hardly anybody there. The most

problematic service has been tutoring, because I work. They operate from 8:00am to

5:00pm and I work from 1:00pm to 6:00pm and the time that I do have available to go to

the lab there are no tutors available for Business Math or Accounting. I can come to class

and that is ok, but when I need tutoring, I cannot stay. I get out of work at 7:00 pm and

they close the lab at 8:00pm so by the time I get here I only have thirty minutes. I went

to the tutoring lab to ask for help and when I got there, only one tutor was available and

she was helping five other students. I just waited and waited, but my next class started at

eleven so I had to leave. I think that there should be more tutors available.”
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Testing Center

I like that they have multiple testing centers and we do not have to go to just

one. Various testing centers across campuses prove to be practical. “We can just go to

whichever testing center. At Northridge, the testing centers are open until eight and on

the weekend. They have testing centers at all the campuses, so I can go take a test at

Eastview campus if I am on that side of town instead of having to go to the location that I

go to school. It is very convenient.”

Campus Climate

Campus Climate refers to the way it feels to be on campus, the way people

interact with each other, the learning environment of the college, and the presence or lack

of diversity, with regard to race/ethnicity in the student population, faculty, staff, and

curriculum.

Race/ethnic diversity among the student population

I do think that the student body is diverse. Students find the presence of

diversity among the student body. “My experience has been relatively diverse. I have

not particularly noted the percentage but I think that there is a mixture. It is not primarily

Hispanic, Black, or White. I think that it is diverse here at the Riverside campus. There

are mostly Mexican and White people, but it is still diverse. Riverside is the most diverse

campus I have seen so far. There are mostly White people at Riverside, but they are a lot

of Hispanics and there are few Black Americans. I think there is a diverse group of



60

students that go to Cypress. I have experienced diversity. In all my classes, there are all

types of ethnicities. I do not think that there is much segregation at all.”

As for diversity, I really do not see that many Latinos. There is a perceived

lack of Hispanic representation among the student population. “At Pinnacle, there are

hardly any Latinos. The diversity at this campus (Pinnacle) is more upscale. At Rio

Grande and at Riverside you see a lot more Hispanic and African American. At Pinnacle,

you see more Caucasians and Hispanics that come from well-off families so they act

more stuck up. Among the student body at Riverside, I do not see as many Hispanics as

Asians, Whites, or Blacks. I am not used to the lack of diversity, because I am from L.A.

California. Over there everybody is Latino and there is White people, but there is so

many Latinos that the White people just blend in. White people are in their own world

and I guess because of that I am self-consciously afraid of rejection, of somebody

pushing me off, or just being rude. I only talk to peers that are from my same race.”

Race/ethnic diversity among faculty and staff

I think we have a good amount of diverse people in the faculty. Students

acknowledge the diversity among faculty and staff. “I have experienced diversity with

my teachers. I have had different varieties and ethnicities with my teachers. Last

semester I had a Black teacher. This semester I have a Mexican teacher for my

Government class. There is a mix in the teachers, for example I had Black and Asian

teachers. Some of the Physics teachers are Chinese, a couple of my Math teachers are

African American, and one of my teachers has a real strong accent, I think she is from

Argentina. There is a combination of instructors. I have had White teachers, I have had
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Hispanic teachers, and I have had Indian teachers. There is diversity among staff. I went

to the counseling office and they were all from different races. A lot of the faculty and

staff at the Riverside campus are very diverse.”

There are not a lot of faculty I can identify with. Students do not identify

themselves ethnically due to the lack of Hispanic faculty. “I have been taking classes for

two semesters and I have not had or seen any Hispanic or Latino teachers. My Math

teachers have all been foreign. The rest of my teachers have been White. The teachers I

have had have all been White, but I do not really care as long as they teach me what I

have to learn, judge me for what I am turning in and what I am not and as long as they

guide me from what I am doing or what I am not doing. There are not many faculty that I

can identify with I guess maybe, because all of my teachers have been White.”

I feel female are the dominating group. Few differences noted between gender

in student responses to campus climate. “There are a lot of females here on this campus

(Northridge). I feel like there is a lack of male on this campus and that goes for the

students and faculty. Every time I say something in class, a guy always jumps in the

middle of my explanation without me being done and contradicts me. The way he says

things, the way he disagrees always causes tension. I do not think that it is necessarily

because of my race, but because of my gender.”

Physical Environment

As far as inviting, I would have to say so. Students assess views positively

about the campus’ physical environments. “When you walk into Pinnacle it is like

walking into an office building. I am used to this type of physical setting, so I feel more
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laid back. The classrooms are not too big and there are about twenty people in class, and

that is good, because it is roomier and I feel ready to learn. When you walk into Cypress,

student services are there right away and there is a little lounge. Cypress is a small

campus. It is not too big to where students would feel uncomfortable there. Riverside

feels like a real college campus.”

Interaction

Interaction is good. Everybody is cool with everybody. Students evaluate

their positive interaction and collegiality with their peers. “When I first step onto

campus everybody interacts with each other. Well everybody here is friendly. Actually

quite friendly to where they see you smoking a cigarette and they will walk right up to

you and say you got a cigarette. My classes are next to a learning lab so I get to see a lot

of groups of different color and some same color interacting with each other. I think they

talk just to talk, but also it seems as if they are helping each other out with the same

courses. I think interaction is good. You can talk to people and meet new people

everyday. It is not a completely isolated feeling; there is a social atmosphere to it. It is

really inviting, you can go up to people and bring up a good conversation. I would not go

as far to say that everyone is walking around introducing themselves to one another.

Normally, when I walk into the cafeteria, there is socialization. People are working

together for class. I think that as people get to know each other throughout the semester,

within the classroom there is a lot more socialization. It is just a matter of how you want

to be treated and you treat others the same way. Come correct and you will get a correct

answer.”
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We do not mix with each other. Thoughts on student interaction are at times

negative. “When I come in to class a White girl already sitting next to me just stares at

me, gets all her stuff, and moves away from me. It does make it uncomfortable for me to

be there. People from different places, those who are not born here, have more in

common, so they talk more. Some students are nice and some do not really talk to you.

It seems there are many clicks. After mid semester, you really do not get into those

clicks. I just keep to myself. I really do not talk to other people here at all.”

Racism

I have not felt any racism here at all. Students feel free of racism and prejudice

in an open climate. “I have not had problems with any students or teachers. The students

I talk to in my classes have been nice to me. My English teacher is White and she is fair.

She is not racist in any way. I do not see that she is racist in any way she talks to

everybody. If you have a problem, she will not make you feel less. The whole

environment to me is fine. There are only a few Hispanics kids in my English class, but

you know we are all treated equally. The professor never singles anyone out. She is fair

with everybody and she always lets us know that she is there to help us see us pass the

class. I have great teachers because they do not interfere with anything. They do not

interfere with Mexican or other types of Hispanics.”

Faculty-Student Interaction

Faculty-student interaction refers to the interaction found between faculty and

students.
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Faculty want students to succeed. Faculty is student oriented and has

significant impact on student satisfaction. “Teachers have been very helpful. They have

helped me as much as they can. I have found most of my teachers to be good and

helpful. Most are very encouraging. I know that many times I have had rough times and

moments that I doubt myself. In fact, I have dropped several classes because of that, but

my teachers have helped me a lot and have encouraged me to stick with it by telling me

that I can do just like anyone else. I like that encouragement because it makes me feel

good about myself and about the sacrifice I am making to be in school. The way faculty

treat me seems to be good because they really try to please the students. Faculty inspires

me in many ways. I have a teacher in Writing that I think is the best. I have very poor

writing skills and I am improving and I am proud of myself because of her, I feel more

confident. My Math teacher even helps me with some of my personal problems.”

I have a strong communication with my teachers. Communication with

professors is positive. “I tell professors when I am not going to be in class, or if I am

going to be late because of personal reasons. Because of that, I feel very comfortable

with all of them. I think that if you talk to teachers more then you become their friends

and if you just ask them what they want they will tell you. The teachers I have are good

and understanding. My History teacher is awesome. I can ask him a question on

anything and he has the answer for it. I am lucky to have a lot of good teachers that are

interested in what I think and teachers who want feedback and who want to share if they

have found a shortcut or something better. Teachers are always there to help us

understand more if we did not get what they were talking to us about it. I ask my English
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teacher something and he stays with me and answers my questions. He also helps me see

things better especially because it is harder for me to see or understand things the first

time. If I have a question or am confused about anything, I always ask my teachers. I

have never had problems with them not wanting to help me. I can talk with most of my

professors one on one.”

Instructors are reasonable in their availability if I need help. Faculty make

themselves available to consult with students outside of class. “Outside of class faculty

have office hours and when I talk to them they are helpful. My professor was very good.

He would help students and offer to meet with us after business hours. I think professors

are very flexible with the schedules. Faculty understand the needs of their students; they

just do not want it to be their way.”

Professors have materials they need ready for class. Faculty members benefit

student learning by coming prepared to class. “Overall professors come and they know

what they are going to talk about. I think professors have a good direction on what and

how they teach. All my teachers are knowledgeable about the content. All my teachers

are on the point of what they are talking about. If you ask questions, they answer you

right away and they are knowledgeable about the subject they are talking about in class.

The faculty seem very knowledgeable, sometimes too knowledgeable, it seems like there

is way too much information than what I need to know and I know it is a college class but

there is still a lot of information. All my teachers this semester are great. Most of my

teachers seem to know what they are doing and seem to know what they are talking

about.”
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All my teachers are different. Professors change their teaching styles so it

relates better to student learning styles. “Every teacher has their different curriculum and

a way they like to teach it to each class. Oftentimes their style helps students determine if

they want to stay in the class or not. Some teachers I have slow down a little in their

teaching, especially when the class is not keeping up with the pace of their teaching style.

Some professors stay on the teaching schedule, some of them struggle with the schedule,

but they still make sure that all the work is done. All my teachers have different grading

policies.”

Teachers do not interact much with the students. Not all professors apply

themselves to the academic success of the students. “I ask my English teacher questions,

he does not answer my questions, and he moves on. Perhaps I should approach him more

aggressively with my questions. The only questions teachers answer are the questions

you ask them. They do not provide further information about where to go or extra

information for classes or other teachers or campuses. If you ask certain questions, those

are the only questions they are going to answer. It has had quite an impact on me

because they are being so quiet with information. Teachers just go over the book, go

over some questions and the rest is up to the student to make sure they know for the

exam. My teachers did not really talk to us too much about a lot of different things.”

You can tell what teachers are there for you and what teachers are not. Some

teachers do not give a lot of structure in their directions. “I have a hard time with my

English Comp teacher. It is hard for me to pick up things. As an example, let me just tell

you that it took me half of a semester to figure out what paraphrasing was. I obviously
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did not make it to the end. He never accepted my papers; I just kept getting them back. I

misinterpreted the assignments because he did not really go over the essays with us. That

was one of my weaker things in that class. Some teachers like the one I have for

Accounting, you ask him something if you do not get it, he will explain it to you once

again. After that if, you need further explanation, he gets frustrated and says you should

get it by now. Previously, I was not feeling one of my instructors too good. She always

made me feel as if there was something wrong with me every time I wrote my papers.

She would turn them back and say you have many mistakes. She never helped me, so I

had to drop that class.”

I did not connect with my professor at the beginning of class. Professors’

ability to connect with their students influences retention in that class. “At the Rio

Grande campus, I really did not like the professor I had. I never asked her for help so I

went about myself the whole semester. I really drifted away from her. I felt like I did not

want her help. It was because the way she taught us or what she did not teach us or how

she was not very informative in our classes. She did not come off as a very good

professor. My English teacher, well she is somewhat old and she forgets stuff. I had one

teacher who was new. She had just graduated and it was her first job teaching over at

Cypress. I had many questions and she did not know the answers. She would just tell me

to read out of the book because she really did not know a whole lot. She did not know

what she was talking about most of the time. I wish I had had a better teacher, because

that affected my grade. I have just had one bad professor who was new and not really

into the routine of teaching. The only reason I dropped a class was because the instructor
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was unorganized and would not finish her lecture. We still had to do the homework and I

did not like that, so I dropped that class. My teachers are not always well prepared.

Some instructors do not have everything together that they are going to teach us about. I

have dropped classes because teachers not organized.”

Student Life

Student Life refers to student activities, student clubs, organizations, and other

types of social interactions with peers.

Student life is ok. Clubs and organizations are available for students to

experience. “It seems like there is a lot of student life. I have not tapped into student life,

but if you walk around there is stuff. You walk downstairs and the chess club is down

there. You walk into the cafeteria and you see student life all over the walls. Sometimes

they have little set-ups outside; they have either bible study or Black history stuff like

that. It sounds like stuff that people can be interested in. I have seen some sort of theater

activity like for deaf people. I am interested in that. When I went over to Northridge, I

was interested in the people were playing Chess. I do not know if it is a club or just a

social group of people that sit down and play. I found that interesting because one of my

interest is Chess. I have seen around campus many of the activities that are going on.

Clubs are out there available to make the academic experience better for students.”

I have not heard of any clubs. Students are not aware of student life

opportunities available to enhance their academic experience. “I do not see clubs or

activities available regularly or have heard about them from other students in my classes.

I have not heard of any clubs or organizations at all. I know very little about any of those
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clubs or organizations. On this campus, I have not heard of any organizations that have

to do with certain or specific subjects like Chess clubs or Hispanic organization. I have

not heard of any at all. I have not done any student activities. I have not seen any clubs

or organizations. I have not really come across clubs and organizations. I have not noted

too many clubs and organization on the campuses that I have been to. They do not have

any student clubs or organization, I do not believe. Student activities, I never been told

of any in my classes.”

Nothing has really caught my attention. Students are not interested in student

activities that are available. “There are maybe one or two organizations that I have seen

posters for, but nothing has really caught my attention. I have not particularly looked for

any. I just try to stay focused on my school. Activities may have been advertised, but I

was not looking for them, so I may have just passed them by. I have seen some posters

advertising clubs, but they do not make me want to go join a club. I guess I do not feel

comfortable being part of clubs and organizations because I am a shy person. I do not

really go to any of the activities or I am not part of any organizations because I do not

have any friends to go with. I would like to join clubs and organization, but it feels like if

I go it will probably be with people who are not going to be social, so I think then why

go?”

I have a very busy schedule. Between their school and work schedule, it is

difficult for students to engage in campus activities. “I have not had time to do any

student life activities. I do not have a lot of time. I know that they have a Hispanic one

but I have no time to be there. I have not experienced any of those organizations or clubs
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at school. I just go to class, do my work, and go home, that is about it. The only thing I

come to school for is class and the learning lab. I do not get into things. I want to get

into things on campus, things around here, like the classes they have on Fridays at the

Riverside campus called success for college. I went for a while every Friday but then I

started working and that was all that I pretty much go into here on campus. I really do

not have a lot of time. Although there might be some clubs and organizations, I have not

looked into them because I do not have a whole lot of time. I am not part of any club or

organization. I do not have time to be in clubs, or any other deals just classes work and

then go home. I do not really stick much around campus. I only go there for class. I

have too much going on to be involved. It seems that students have jobs that they work

forty hours a week or plus, there is not a lot of time.”

Cost of Education

Cost of education refers to the amount of money students spend on academic

courses.

I think the tuition I pay is great. Students consider tuition very reasonable.

“Community colleges like ACC can help students get started even if they do not have that

kind of money to pay. I think that tuition is great because as much as my mom wanted

me to start of at a university, I would have ended up paying double the amount that I am

paying now. Yes, I could have started at a big school, but the smart thing to do was

getting a couple of credits out of the way at a cheaper price and then transfer to an

institution in which I could get my bachelors degree. I think that tuition is fair. It is not

too high compared to colleges and big universities. Tuition is fair; it is not too much
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compared to other colleges. Tuition is reasonable. I think that for being a local

community college, ACC’s tuition is probably where it needs to be. I paid in-district

tuition and I think that it is rather reasonable. It is about $2,500 for about three classes

and that includes everything. I think that it is expensive, but if you look at it going to like

UT or Texas State you are going to be paying about $5,000 a semester.”

I think out-of-district tuition is a bit expensive. Out-of-district tuition rates

seem high to some students. “When I first signed up at Cypress, I was considered out-of-

district and my classes were double than in-district tuition. I could have gone to UT and

pay the same price that I was paying at ACC. Once I get settled in and find a campus in

which I am not paying out of district classes, tuition will be cheap. Tuition is great if you

live in district, but if you live out of district, you pay about double. I had to move into

Austin to actually be in district. Although tuition is great compared to taking the same

classes at St. Edwards or UT, it is still high. It is high for me because I have to have a job

to keep going to school. ACC should consider that just because I am out of district does

not mean I have that kind of money. Tuition is high for everyone, but especially

Hispanics, because some of us do not have money to go to school. Cost of education for

a foreign student is high. I do not know why they have these rules about you being a

citizen. I have seen the schedules and if you are a foreign student, you pay a higher

tuition or if you are from another state, you pay a higher tuition and if you are from here,

your cost is going to be lower. I am glad I get financial aid, because the classes I am

taking, although they are worth it, are too expensive. If I would not receive financial aid,
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I think that I would have to work full-time and reduce my classes and only go to school

part time.”

Books are always a drain on the wallet. Aside from tuition, students find books

to be quite expensive. “My brother took classes that I am taking, but I have to buy new

books because they changed editions and now I have to buy new books. He could have

handed the books down to me if they were the same edition. I know that ACC is trying to

make money, but it is hard enough already paying for tuition. New books, if you register

late, can be somewhat expensive because all they have is new books. I know that the

books are very expensive, especially for my Math classes. They were $105 and were

used. Next semester, I need to buy more books and next semester I have another four

classes. Books are too expensive.”

Paying for transportation is another thing. Students see transportation as

another financial barrier to overcome. “I know that UT students can ride the bus for

free, but I understand that is part of tuition and fees. There is a fee incorporated that is

paid to Capital Metro. Students pay it up front and some students may not use it. If it

means that tuition would increase then I am not really for trying to get free bus passes.

Since I am a student, I can go get a $5.00 pass and that works out ok. I would imagine it

would not be much less to have it added to the fees and it may not benefit all the

students.”

All that stuff adds up. Cost of college attendance is beyond students’ control.

“When it comes to books and parking it accumulates and it lets you know exactly where

you are going to fall in debt. All that stuff is expensive, books mainly. You would be
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surprised to find out how many teachers want you to spend $50 to $60 on a used book

they say go online and all that. In essence, you have to be willing to pay; there is no easy

way around it.”

Personal Motivation

Personal motivation refers to the development or existence of personal goals,

educational goals, career goals that motivate the student to persist in college.

My motivation would have to be my family. Family significantly influences

students’ motivation. “My motivation is to have a better life for my family, and not have

to break my back like my parents. My dad works construction and my mom is a

custodian at a high school and a housekeeper at hotels. So, I am trying to make a better

living for my family so that I will not have to break my back working. My motivation to

come to school is to help my family. To help my parents and support them like they have

supported me. My parents motivate me all the time by just telling me that one day I will

be somebody. Every time I hear that from my parents, it feels like I can do it. They help

me out and I know I can make a difference in my family knowing that none in my family

have yet graduated or gone to school. I feel I should be the one that is going to be

somebody in my family. That makes my family proud of what I am and what I have

accomplished. My parents are my motivation because they work and because I know

they do the best to raise me up with a good education. My mom works from 7:00 am

until 8:00 pm and my dad took a part-time job to help me. I feel I need to give them

something because they are making an effort for me. My personal motivation is partly
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the pressure of my parents to get an education and that drives me. My parents did not

finish high school. My dad only completed the sixth grade and my mom finished high

school in Mexico. They tell me to work so that I will not suffer as they suffered. My dad

works in construction and he tells me you do not want to end up like me. My motivation

is to have a degree and to show my dad that I can do it. My dad is from Mexico and he

always reminds us that he came here to give us a better life. He is always asking me

when I am going to bring home a degree. I have to live up to his expectations and I want

to. I really do not want to get a degree for my dad, I really want to do it for myself, but

you know if it will get him off my back, I definitely keep with it.”

My motivation is to try to get ahead. Personal desires turn into motivation for

many students. “My motivation is to do something with my life. My motivation comes

from me always wanting to be a nurse. I want to be a nurse someday and I know that I

need to stay in school in order to become that. I wait tables right now and I tell you what,

you do not want to wait tables your whole life. I work at a country club, I see the same

people over and over, and that is my personal motivation. My motivation is also to make

more money. I want to have something that I can say, “this is what I have done with my

life, and not “I waited tables, that is what I did with my life”. My motivation is coming

to school and doing what I have to do in order for me to be where I want to be. I think I

motivate myself by just saying, “I can do it, I can do it, if I want it then I can do it”, that

is what keeps me going, telling myself I can do it. My motivation has highly affected my

persistence. Going to college has never been a question; going to college has just been a

certainty. So what I want to say is that going to college is a motivation, it is a goal that I
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have already established and that keeps me going. The reason I went back to school is

due to my personal motivation. I believe I need more preparation to make a reasonable

living by myself. Mainly my motivation is for my personal satisfaction. What motivates

me is wanting that degree, so that I can have something to fall back on if my job does not

work out. My motivation is that I know I can do it all. Even though I am forty-nine, I do

not feel forty-nine. I do not feel like I am too old to go to school, or too old to learn.”

I think to have an education is actually quite flattering. Students feel a sense

of pride in their ability to go to college. “Something I can go back home to show. It is

kind of like a treasure chest; kind of like a slap right there in front of them…'hey look

what I have been doing with my life.' Personal fulfillment, money, and certainly to make

my parents happy is my personal motivation. I want to have a family, I want to have

kids, and I want to have a job that can support them. I want to be able to tell myself that I

can still learn. Personal fulfillment, money, and certainly to make my parents happy is

my personal motivation.”

My personal motivation is that I have seen many of my fellow friends fall.

Students perceive that their choice to go to school was a good alternative. “Seeing how

all my friends ended up, either dead or in jail, I think that being in school gives me the

satisfaction of knowing that I am not going to be a statistic. I am not somewhere I do not

want to be, I am somewhere where I need to be. If you have had the kind of experience

that I had in life for example, gangs, street life, dealing with the cops, you would

understand that going to school is a whole lot better and that is my motivation. I see all

of my friends and they do not have really much hope for their future. They are into drugs
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and all, working at Wal-Mart. Many of my friends have kids. Many of them are already

working to help their family because they are low-income families. Not everybody gets

the chance to show his or her family what you can end up as. I do not want end like my

friends. I know what it is like being confused and trying to decide education or money,

and you cannot get much money without education. Going to school is a good example.”

Student Emotions

Emotions refer to the feelings and reactions of the students’ academic experiences

at ACC.

I am always nervous, I am always nervous when I am here at ACC. Students

are anxious and uneasy as they begin their college experience. “When I started college,

it felt like I walked into a whole other world. Thinking of going to class and being

around other people who are also there to learn made me nervous. I think for me

nervousness was a typical thing. Especially when you are going into a new environment,

you do not know any of the people. I moved here and I did not know any of the people in

class, but you get over it. It is something everyone deals with in their everyday lives.

The first time I stepped onto this campus, I was feeling nervous. I was obviously by

myself, my brother was not with me and I did not know who to go with or who to talk to I

was really nervous and I was stuttering the first time I talked to an advisor. I guess it is

that feeling of not knowing what to expect on the campus and from my teachers. I am

always nervous, I am always nervous when I am here at ACC, especially if I do not know

the teacher, or if I get a new teacher or if I have new students. I always get nervous to
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talk to them, not expecting how they are going to answer or how I will get to know them.

I was nervous, but maybe because it was my first year, but also I felt kind of lost all the

time. Everything was so different from high school and it was so different from what I

thought college would be, so I was lost. I was lost and I was so insecure that I would

doubt myself about everything. When I first started school, I was nervous. When I was

in high school they would be like college is going to be very hard they are going to give

you more homework and they are going to be harder on you and so then when I got here I

was nervous to see how it would turn out they way they said. I was nervous, but that did

not interfere with my career. I did feel nervous, but that went away very quickly because

it seemed a lot of people felt the same way.”

At first, I felt fear. Students are apprehensive about class expectations. “I did

not know if my teachers were going to be really strict or easy to talk to during the class,

so I felt fear. I always feel anxiety when I have tests, when I go into classes because

there is always something new to learn and you do not know if it is going to be easy, if it

is going to be hard, or if it is going to be a lot of work or just a simple thing to do. I think

anxiety is an everyday thing that I experience in my quizzes or tests. I was scared. I had

no one I could talk to. I did not know what to expect even though my teachers in high

school told me that it would be different and harder. I was scared, but by the second

week of my first semester, I felt comfortable. I called my mom and told her that I finally

was at a point that I was starting to feel comfortable at ACC and that made me feel good.

I guess I am scared to go out and talk to people.”
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I do not have fear anymore. Students feel comfortable in their environment

once they get comfortable with the atmosphere. “My first semester gave me a picture of

what to expect for the rest of the time that I am going to be here, so I do not have fear

anymore. It has been a few years since I had something put in my hands and getting

close to doing what I am doing now. I feel satisfaction in learning something that I do

want to learn. It was exciting. They had some sort of carnival outside with games. It

was cool because students could play poker and win chips that could get you drawing

cards so you could win prizes. It was an orientation because it was the first day. I won

an IPOD that day and it was cool because those things are expensive. Whatever emotion

I feel, whether stress or nervousness, I enjoy, because I look forward to it. I enjoy stress.

I enjoy stressing about my classes.”

When I first started going to college I was confused about what was going on.

Students experience confusion during their high school to college transition. “It is a little

different from high school; there is a lot more freedom and responsibility as far as getting

to your classes. If you do not make it some teachers will give you a hard time other

teachers, well that is not really what they are here for. It is really quite confusing at

times. You get scared, you get nervous, you ask yourself, what am I trying to do here,

what exactly is keeping me here?”

Going to school is stressful. Stress among students seemed to be a common

problem. “I get stressed because it is a lot of homework that we have to keep up with.

There are many things you have to take care of and that can count for you or against you

and that is a lot of stress. Stress depends on the professors that you get. Some professors
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give a lot of homework, while others most of the work is done in class. There are some

days you have to keep on trying to get the homework done even though you do not know

how to do much of it. There is stress because I have many things on my mind, like

family, work, and school. School is a lot of stress; it is more stressful during the last

weeks because of finals. The only emotion I feel is stress. When you have so much

work, I can see how that stress about work falls over to school life. You are sitting in

class and thinking about all these other things.”

External Factors

External factors refer to the demands students contend with outside the institution.

Employment

The biggest problem I have with trying to finish school is work. Employment

was found to be one of the most prevalent external factors affecting student persistence.

“Working is mentally and physically demanding and there is a temptation between

paying money to go to school or working to get paid money. Sometimes one outweighs

the other. To pay my tuition and other things, I work part-time and I do medical studies

at PPD to get through. Work is an external factor, because classes sometimes set-up

programs outside to help you, like tutoring and because of work I am unable to attend.

For my Pharmacology class I had two workshops that were both on Saturday and I work

on Saturdays so it was stressful trying to get someone to cover my shifts and request

some time. I work about 35 hours a week, and I go to school full-time. Work, as I have

experienced it, can be a force against trying to get through school. Work is almost like a
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necessary evil it seems like. I used to work full time, but I recently quit because I knew

finals were coming. I have been to college before and I made the decision at that time to

drop out because I could not work and go to school. This time, I am not going to let work

come between my school. I am going to get a degree no matter what.”

Family Obligations

I am not working, but I help my dad, that it is a big external factor for me.

Family obligations debilitate student progress. “I have the responsibility when I am not

studying to help with the chores. Another responsibility is to help my dad. He is a

contractor and since he does not understand much of the English language, I help him

out. I do the bookkeeping for him, making sure that all the papers are organized, invoices

and work orders. I do not really have a job, but I consider this a job. I help my parents

around the house. It is just them and me right now and we live in one house. I work and

help them pay the bills. My daughter takes a lot of my time. I go home after school,

clean, cook dinner, and get everything ready for her. In addition, I have to spend some

time with her and make her feel special. I want to spend all the time in the world with

her but I cannot. It is hard to juggle everything especially when you add work into the

whole equation. You have no time to do anything else. When it comes to family

obligations, yes, it is hard because you have to be here, you have to do that, and they do

not really care if you have homework or not. My external factors are just a lot of family

obligations. I have many family obligations. Everyone is always asking me to do

something that I always end up doing. I try to do my homework, but time goes by so

quickly and I do not do my school work.”
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Other Factors

I am involved in my church and my band. Factors outside employment and

family hamper students’ educational experience. “Other external factors put a lot of

stress on me too when I am trying to get things going. The main external factor for me

would be the distance I have to travel. Sometimes there is a lot of traffic and I live so far

away. It is hard getting to class on time. Sometimes I think, all the time that I am going

to spend driving in traffic and is just not worth it. Another factor is religion. I am Jewish

and we have some holidays that happen to be on weekdays so I have to miss school.

Because it is not a real popular religion, like Catholics, it is hard to explain to teachers

why I have to miss school and some do not understand.”

I have no external demands. Some students are lucky to not have external

factors impeding their academic goals. “I do not work and all of my time is dedicated to

school. I guess I am one of the lucky ones. I have no family obligations now but I will

definitely, when I am done. Family obligations are not in the way because my son can

come with me and my other kids are supportive of me going to school. That does not

affect me; on the contrary, it makes me want to work more and harder. Work is not a

factor because I already informed my manager that I have classes and now it is finals and

my managers understand. My family does not put any demands on me. They understand

that I am a student. I am not married; I do not have to work, but I do have to try to clean

the house.”
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Theoretical Coding Summary

The axial coding summary described the factors students identified when asked

about their educational experience. Similar to the axial coding process, interview

transcripts were analyzed to create a theoretical code database for the entire set of

interviews. The database contains theoretical codes describing relationships between

affinities, with each code referencing the specific transcript and line number containing

the code. Since individual respondents identified relationships differently, relationship

frequencies were tallied and reconciled using Pareto protocol (Appendix D) (Northcutt &

McCoy, 2004). The relationship with the highest frequency was documented in the

Affinity Relationship Table (ART) and reconciled in the System Influence Diagram

(SID).

Affinity Relationship Table

The relationship students identified between each affinity pair is documented in

an Affinity Relationship Table (ART) ( see Table 4.1). This table summarizes the

relationships identified in the theoretical coding process.

Table 4.1 Composite Interview Affinity Relationship Table

Possible Relationships
A → B
A ← B

A <> B (No Relationship)

Affinity Name
1. Student Support Services
2. Campus Climate
3. Faculty/Student Interaction
4. Student Life
5. Cost of Education
6. Personal Motivation
7. Student Emotions
8. External Factors
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Composite Interview
Affinity Relationship Table

Affinity Pair
Relationship

Affinity Pair
Relationship

Affinity Pair
Relationship

Affinity Pair
Relationship

1 → 2 2 → 3 3 → 5 4 ← 8
1 ← 3 2 → 4 3 → 6 5 → 6
1 → 4 2 ← 5 3 → 7 5 → 7
1 ← 5 2 → 6 3 ← 8 5 → 8
1 → 6 2 → 7 4 ← 5 6 ← 7
1 → 7 2 ← 8 4 ← 6 6 ← 8
1 ← 8 3 → 4 4 ← 7 7 ← 8

Interrelationship Diagram

To begin rationalizing the system, an Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) was

created by placing arrows into a table depicting the affinity pair relationships summarized

in the ART (Table 4.1). The composite interview IRD and the IRD sorted in order of

deltas is shown in Tables 4.2 and 4.3.

Table 4.2 Composite Interview IRD

Tabular IRD

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OUT IN ∆
1 ↑ ← ↑ ← ↑ ↑ ← 4 3 1
2 ← ← ← ← ← ↑ ← 1 6 -5 
3 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ← 5 1 4
4 ← ↑ ← ← ← ← 1 5 -4 
5 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 5 0 5
6 ← ↑ ← ↑ ← ← ← 2 5 -3 
7 ← ← ← ↑ ← ↑ ← 2 5 -3 
8 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑ 6 1 5

Count the number of up arrows (↑) or Outs
Count the number of left arrows (←) or Ins

Subtract the number of Ins from the Outs to determine the (∆) Deltas
∆ = Out- In



84

Table 4.3 Composite Interview Sorted IRD

Tabular IRD – Sorted in Descending Order of ∆

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OUT IN ∆
5 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 5 0 5
8 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑ 6 1 5
3 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ← 5 1 4
1 ↑ ← ↑ ← ↑ ↑ ← 4 3 1
6 ← ↑ ← ↑ ← ← ← 2 5 -3 
7 ← ← ← ↑ ← ↑ ← 2 5 -3 
4 ← ↑ ← ← ← ← 1 5 -4 
2 ← ← ← ← ← ↑ ← 1 6 -5 

The deltas listed in the sorted IRD mark the relative position of the affinities

within the system. The initial placement of the affinities in the SID is represented in the

Tentative SID Assignments Table below (4.4).

Table 4.4 Tentative SID Assignments

Tentative SID Assignments

5 Primary Driver
Cost of Education

8 Secondary Driver
External Factors

3 Secondary Driver
Faculty/Student Interaction

1 Secondary Driver
Student Support Services

6 Secondary Outcome
Personal Motivation

7 Secondary Outcome
Student Emotions

4 Secondary Outcome
Student Life

2 Primary Outcome
Campus Climate
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Relationship Descriptions

Following is a description of each relationship represented in the system. These

relationship descriptions explain the entire system of drivers and outcomes based on a

composite of the students’ interviews. Theoretical codes describing the link between

affinity pairs are interpreted beginning with the affinities with the highest number of

positive deltas (system’s primary driver) and proceeding with the affinities with the

smallest number of positive deltas (system’s primary outcome) as represented in the IRD.

Cost of Education influences…

According to the students, Cost of Education is an overwhelming driver of their

persistence at ACC. Cost of Education has a direct influence on all aspects of their

educational experience.

Illustration 4.1 Cost of Education
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Emotions

Faculty/Student
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Personal
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External
Factors

External Factors. “Cost of education affects external factors because you have

to work to pay tuition. The more they raise tuition the more you are going to have to
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work to pay the tuition. Cost of education affects external factors because if I am trying

to pay for books and classes then I might have to work more and that is going to pull me

away from school.”

Faculty/Student Interaction. “Cost of education affects faculty student

interaction, because you have to pay faculty a certain amount, otherwise, they are not

going to want to come here and teach. Cost of education impacts faculty because if the

cost is high for students to be here then you need less faculty to help students. If there is

no student, I guess there will be no faculty.”

Student Support Services. “Cost of education affects how much support you

can get, and the quality of it. Cost of education affects student support services, because

they do not have enough money to pay for tutors. There is not enough money for tutors.

In my experience when I went to look for help, there was only one English tutor. They

probably want students to pay more money so that there could be more tutors.”

Personal Motivation. “Cost of education affects personal motivation, because

what you pay for school will affect your decision to continue pursuing your education.

Cost of education affects personal motivation, because when you see those big numbers

of how much school will cost you each semester you may not want to attend, or you may

want to attend fewer classes. Cost of education definitely affects personal motivation

because if I do not have enough money to go to school, that makes me feel down and

depressed because I may not have what I need to cover the tuition or my books.”

Student Emotions. “Cost of education affects student emotions because how

much I pay for a classes causes a lot of worries, for example ‘how am I going to pay for
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tuition, how am I going to spend time with my friends and family, how much m I going

to work to pay for tuition.’ The amount of money I pay for school affects how I feel

about the rest of my responsibilities. Cost of education affects my emotions for the same

reason it affects my motivation, high tuition makes me feel down and depressed.”

Student Life. “Cost of education affects student life because education is high

and many people really focus on spending more time on jobs trying to finish, trying to

pay for their classes instead of being in different clubs and organizations.”

Campus Climate. “Cost of education affects campus climate because if tuition is

high then there will be less students. For ethnic groups, like Hispanics, if the cost of

education is high then you will obviously see less Hispanics in the campus. If there is a

little bit of help on the cost of education then you will see a lot more people trying to take

a class or go further with their career.”

External Factors influence…

External factors are secondary drivers of Hispanic students’ persistence. External

factors influence all aspects of student persistence except cost of education.



88

Illustration 4.2 External Factors
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Faculty/Student Interaction. “External factors impact faculty/student

interaction just for the fact that you can be in class but that does not mean that you are

there. You may be stressed about what you are going to that day or do next week. You

are not fully there in class, you are not paying attention, and that affects your relationship

with faculty. External factors can affect faculty/student interaction because if students

have a job or a child, then that might influence how hard they try in class and that affects

their relationship with faculty.”

Student Support Services. “External factors affect student support services

because there are times when I am at work and that is the only time tutoring is available

and I am not able to make it. Workshops are also offered during the day when I am at

work. External factors affect support services because depending what is going on in

your life, you will decide to seek the services or not.”

Personal Motivation. “External factors affect motivation because demands

from family and work can pull you away from school. I know friends who have stopped

going to school and gone back home so that they can help support their families through
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whatever situations. External factors affect personal motivation just because if you have

so much that you are dealing with outside you are not as motivated to attend school or do

the homework it is just too much for you and you will have a breakdown eventually.

External factors, my friends, family, and my job, make me want to get ahead and that

motivates me.”

Student Emotions. “External factors affect student emotions because your life

outside of school, can affect how you feel about school and staying in school. If you are

having a rough time with your life that will affect your school. External factors affect

student emotions, because outside stuff can cause you to be stressed out. If there are

demands outside of school, it affects you emotionally and mentally because you have to

focus on your priorities.

Student Life. “External factors affect student life because if you are working you

may not have time to join or participate in student activities. External factors affect

student life because a student may have jobs or family obligations they need to take care

of as they go to school, keeping them from participating in student life.”

Campus Climate. “External factors affect campus climate because you might

have a rough day at work, you may be tired, especially the people that come in the

afternoon after their jobs, will be too tired to interact or pay attention in class. I think

because external factors bring happiness, joy, sadness, stress, and then you are dealing

with that and then you come to school and that affects campus climate.”
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Faculty/Student Interaction influences…

Faculty/Student interaction is a secondary driver of Hispanic students’

persistence. Faculty/student interaction influences all aspects of student persistence

except cost of education and external factors.

Illustration 4.3 Faculty/Student Interaction
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Student Support Services. “Faculty impact can affect student support services

by making themselves available to help students. Faculty affects student support services

because if you can get along with your professors, you will feel more comfortable

seeking student support services. If you go to class everyday and you are not comfortable

with your teacher, then you will probably hesitate to go to a tutor because you may think

they are the same.”

Personal Motivation. “Faculty affects personal motivation because if faculty

make you feel comfortable and make you feel like you can accomplish anything, then

your motivation will be positively affected. If students feel that a teacher is helping them
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they will feel more motivated to be in that class or to do the work or to be able to be

involved in the class or simply being here in school.”

Student Emotions. “Faculty can affect student emotions because faculty can

make you either feel at ease or not feel comfortable at all. Faculty can make you feel

good or bad about yourself. If professors are helpful, students can feel more comfortable

on campus. Professors can make the student feel emotionally connected to them.”

Student Life. “Faculty have to be involved in organizations. If they are your

mentors, they might motivate you to be part of student life. Faculty affects student life,

because I think that subconsciously students follow the example of their teachers and if

the teachers are active, then students might be too.”

Campus Climate. “Faculty/student interaction affects campus climate because

campus climate consists of how you see the campus itself. I think a large portion of

campus climate is the people you interact with and the main people you interact with

while on campus are instructors and faculty. Faculty has an impact on the campus

climate because if there are good people that support you will always feel a different type

of climate in the school. Faculty affects campus climate because for example, my teacher

tried to get the class to know each other better. We devoted our first three classes to

getting to know each other. We played games and I think that definitely helped the

campus climate, because that is actually how I made friends in class. Faculty are the

leads of the school and if they do not make you feel comfortable then the students will

not be comfortable.”
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Student Support Services influences…

Student support services is a secondary driver of Hispanic students’ persistence.

Student support services influences all aspects of student persistence except cost of

education, external factors, and faculty/student interaction.

Illustration 4.4 Student Support Services
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Personal Motivation. “Student services affect personal motivation because if

you feel comfortable with the services then you will be motivated to stay. Student

services affect personal motivation. With something like advising, they give you

information and help direct you towards the options available. I think that increases your

motivation when you are working towards something.”

Student Emotions. “Student support services affect student emotions because if

you are happy with the services then you will be happy at school while you are there.

Student support services affect student emotions because if the services you receive are

bad then that will have a bad impact on you, causing low self-esteem after that, or you

will feel that there is no one to ask for support. If the student support services do not
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offer much help then the student will feel overwhelmed with everything and feel lost and

confused.”

Student Life. “Student support services are very, very important and definitely

affect student life, because they make the student life easier. The services we receive can

actually help student life, because advisors or counselors can point us into clubs and

activities that are available.”

Campus Climate. “Student support services affect campus climate because the

support services you receive, especially when you start off, will affect how you feel or

think about the campus climate and the school programs. Support services affect campus

climate because depending on how you are treated by support staff, you will feel more

comfortable or not so comfortable and that will carry over to the climate of the campus.”

Personal Motivation influences…

Personal Motivation is a secondary outcome of Hispanic students’ persistence.

Personal motivation has a direct impact on student life and campus climate.

Illustration 4.5 Personal Motivation
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Student Life. “Personal motivation affects student life because if you are

personally motivated to get involved with the school then your student life will broaden

and you will participate in clubs and activities. Personal motivation affects student life,

because if a student feels motivated to be in a group, like a Hispanic club, then they will

obviously influence their student life by joining the club. Student life depends on

student’s motivation.”

Campus Climate. “Personal motivation affects campus climate, because some

days you may feel bad, then you take those emotions to school. Sometimes you might

feel good and go into class and then you interact and that affects campus climate.

Personal motivation keeps a person in school and that affects the climate of the campus.”

Student emotions influence…

Like personal motivation, student emotions is a secondary outcome. Student

emotions have a direct influence on personal motivation and student life.

Illustration 4.6 Student Emotions
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Personal Motivation. “Emotions rule what type of motivation you have.

Emotions affect your motivation because if you are worn out, or stressed, or feeling good

or positive it might strengthen your results in completing your goals.”
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Student Life. “Student emotions affect student life because depending on what

your emotions are you will want to participate in student life activities. Student emotions

affect student life because if you feel happy and comfortable you will want to be part of

student life.”

Student Life influences…

Like personal motivation and student emotions, student life is a secondary

outcome. Student life has direct influence on one element of the system, campus climate.

Illustration 4.7 Student Life

Campus
Climate

Student
Life

Campus Climate. “Student life affects the campus climate because if a student is

involved in different clubs and activities, then the climate will be better for the student. It

would be less tense and more pleasant because they are interacting more on the campus.

Student life affects campus climate because it is part of the social atmosphere.”
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Campus Climate influences…

Campus Climate is a primary outcome. Campus Climate has a direct influence on

student emotions.

Illustration 4.8 Campus Climate
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Student Emotions. “Campus climate affects student emotions because if you are

comfortable on campus, you are emotionally more stable on campus. You will not feel

singled out or you will not hate coming to the campus everyday. Campus climate affects

student emotions because of the comfort zone. If a student is comfortable then that will

make the campus climate more positive.”
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System Influence Diagram

The System Influence Diagram (SID) is a system representation of the

relationship descriptions and the data contained in the IRD. This visual diagram shows

the entire system of the institutional factors students perceive affect their persistence at

Austin Community College.

Cluttered SID. A composite of all system relationships is depicted in a cluttered

SID. The cluttered SID contains all links represented in the IRD. Figure 4.1.

Figure 4.1 Cluttered SID
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Uncluttered SID. By removing redundant links, an uncluttered SID was

developed. The resulting SID is illustrated in Figure 4.2.

Figure 4.2 Uncluttered SID
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Tour of the System

The uncluttered SID is a system of students’ perceptions that have affected their

persistence at Austin Community College. The following tour explains the students’

educational journey that begins with Cost of Education and ends with Campus Climate.

How each affinity is perceived, either positively or negatively can influence the

subsequent affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2002, p. 9:26). The tour is depicted visually

in Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.3 Theoretical Summary SID
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Theoretical Summary

Cost of education is a driving force in
the entire student persistence

puzzle.

External factors, such as family
responsibilities , employment, and finance

factors do not allow students to simply "be
students"

Formal and informal faculty interaction
is instrumental because that can guide

students in academic, personal and
professional areas.

Support services are critical for students' success.
It is incumbent upon colleges to understand that the
services provided shape the academic experience of

every student.

Students need to feel they validated
and feel a sense of belonging as it

impacts motivation to succeed.

Motivation plays a vital role in students'
willingness to get involved in the campus' life. A

student life that motivates students to get
involved, and endears them to their campus and

their success should be the goal.

Creating a campus climate that is
inclusive, open and inviting
greatly impacts student life.

An environment that concentrates on the
interplay of campus climate to student

emotions is of utmost importance.
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As we begin the tour through the system, it is important to note that the academic

journey for students of this study begins with factors that are external to the institution,

then moves to institutional factors and finishes with very personal outcomes. The

primary factor that impact student retention is Cost of Education. In order to take care of

their financial obligations with school and their families, students find that they must

work while in school.

External Factors follow in the system. There are too many external factors

students contend with that compete for their interaction with their campus community

that institutions do not have much control over. In addition to external factors institutions

cannot control, institutional factors exist that affect student persistence. The next most

important factor in the system is Faculty/Student Interaction. Positive faculty/student

interaction can provide students with the necessary attitude to adjust to the demands of a

college environment, which can also help increase their retention and graduation rate.

Support Services follow in the system. If Hispanic students are to succeed,

support services need to be provided that assist students to overcome personal concerns,

academic deficiencies and financial difficulties that impair their chances of succeeding in

college. The affinities that follow in the system are Student Emotions and Personal

Motivation. Students need to feel they are validated and feel a sense of belonging it order

to motivate them to persevere. Involvement in student life endears students to their

campus and that helps create a campus climate that is essentially inclusive, open and

inviting which are fundamental components of students’ success.
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Feedback Loops and Zooming

The Hispanic student persistence system does not include a primary outcome,

instead, a feedback loop consisting of four affinities, each influencing the others. The

four affinities that make up this loop include: Student Emotions, Personal Motivation,

Student Life and Campus Climate. Because of their interconnectedness, the distinction

between drivers and outcomes is blurred, suggesting these factors have meaning as one

dynamic set of affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).

Figure 4.4 “Circling the Drain” Loop
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A review of the axial and theoretical codes, together with the placement of the

loop in the overall system, reveals a “Circling the Drain” subsystem (Figure 4.4).

Naming the feedback loop and substituting the name “Circling the Drain” for the

“Student Emotions, Personal Motivation, Student Life, and Campus Climate” loop

constructs a simpler view in the form of zooming. The zoomed view is depicted in

Figure 4.5.

Figure 4.5 “Circling the Drain” Loop Zoomed
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“Circling the Drain” Loop Summary

The simplified, or zoomed view of the system reveals a “Circling the Drain”

subsystem (Figure 4.5). Comprised of four affinities, Student Emotions, Personal

Motivation, Student Life, and Campus Climate, this loop signifies that ineffective support

services increase the likelihood that students will not make the transition successfully

from one affinity of the system to the next. Students caught in this downward spiral will

eventually cease pursuing their educational goals.
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Axial Coding Summary – Research Question 2

In the follow-up interviews, all 14 participants were asked if they perceived their

race to have played a factor in their academic experiences at ACC. The responses are as

follow.

My race has not played a part in my experience at ACC. Racism was not a

pervasive factor in the students’ experience at ACC. “I cannot recall any racial incidents.

I do not think that my race has made a difference in the way I am treated, or the way

people talk to me. I have not felt any racism here at all. The students I talk to in my

classes are nice to me. I have not had problems with any students or teachers. My race

has not played a role in my experience at ACC, not that I can tell. I do not think race

played a big part in my experience at ACC and if it did, it would drive my personal

motivation to do better, it would make me want to rise above. I do not think my race has

affected my academic experience.”

“People can think what they want and think that all these White people are trying

to get at us and try to make us fail and all that kind of nonsense, but I do not think it is

matter of oppression anymore. It is all a matter if you can do it or not. So, I do not think

is all evil here. If it was, I think I would have known that. Honestly, no, I do not think

race plays a part at all in my experience here at ACC. I have not really seen any racism.

I have never felt racially discriminated here and I really enjoy the school. I hope that

when I go to UT, my experiences will be the same. I do not think race plays a part at all

in my experience here at ACC. I had racist experiences in high school, but not at ACC.”
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To me there is no difference between White and Mexicans. Students did not

experience differential treatment due to their race. “To me we are all the same. I do not

feel singled out if I am in a class full of White people. My race does not make me feel

uncomfortable. I think the stereotype of Hispanic towards White people may be

automatically that they will not be liked because of the color of their skin. Times are

really changing and it is not even about racism anymore; it is not that bad. No, I do not

find that my race has played a part in my experiences at ACC.”

“My overall experience at ACC has been a good one. I think it is fair for

everybody. It does not matter if you are Hispanic or Black, I think it is fair for

everybody. I do not think that as a Hispanic student I have been treated differently at

ACC. I do not believe my race is different from any other when I talk to a classmate or

faculty. I do not think that it really makes a difference whether or not I am a different

color. I think that I get along with everybody, and I really do not care what other people

say about my color because that is me and that is who I am. No, I do not think that I have

been treated differently because of my race. I think I have been treated the same as

everybody else.”

“It is equal in my point of view. In the classes that I have, everybody is Hispanic

I have one classmate who is African American and I think all of us are treated good. I do

not think that I have been treated differently because of my race. I forget that I am

Hispanic. I do not carry my Hispanidad with me. Although I am Hispanic, I do not

think, ‘Oh, she is treating me that way because I am Hispanic or she is being rude to me

because I am Hispanic.’ So, I do not see it that way. Maybe if they have treated me
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differently I did not notice. Like being good to me because they think that I need more

help, I do not think that either. I do not think I have been treated differently because I am

Hispanic. I am not really a racial person. I do not click if someone is making a racial

comment. I do not assume that it is due to racism or things like that because I am a very

nice person. I am a decent person and I do not feel that they would have any reason to be

racist towards me.”

“I do not think that my race has played a part in my stay here at ACC. However,

when you think of college you do not think of too many Hispanics in college, you think

more of the people who grew up with money like the richer people, which are mostly

White people. Usually the commercials you see on TV or the Internet do not have many

Hispanics. If they had a college specifically for Hispanics and offered financial aid then

Hispanics can be saying, ‘hey this is pinpointed at me.’ I do not think my race has

affected my persistence at ACC. I am treated fairly. I do not think that there is much

segregation at all. No, I do not think my race has played a part in the type of experience I

have had at ACC. There are no incidents that I have noticed. My race has not made a

difference at my schooling at ACC. I think that quality of education should be the same

for everybody not just fore a certain ethnicity.”

In a way my race and ethnicity has an affect on my persistence at ACC.

Some student encountered varying degrees of racism. “Obviously, there is not many

Hispanics or Latinos that have gone high enough. Some of us are here in school because

we are tired of being a minority. We are tired of being the ones that are ignorant, or the

ones that are always picking the crops, or the ones washing dishes. I feel that Hispanics
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are looked down upon here at ACC. We are just trying to make it. I feel that there has

been some unequal treatment. When I am in a classroom with many White students and

the teacher is White, the teacher refers more to them and tries to help them more. I have

to show my teachers that I am capable of doing many things as White people. I try to get

their respect. Being a Hispanic has affected my academic experience here at ACC;

nevertheless, it will not influence my goal to finish school.”

Summary Research Question #2

Aside from the pressures of pursuing a college education, minority students have

to deal with both cultural and racial issues on campus. Students in the study did not feel

their ethnicity had an influence on their ability to interact with their peers or their faculty.

Most of the study participants have not encountered racism at ACC. Twelve participants

did not find negative attitudes, racial threats, or racist stereotypes that created problems

that could force them to leave college prematurely. Two participants, however, did

encounter varying degrees of racism by being ignored and oppressed as a result of their

ethnicity. This type of racism has been proven to be a pervasive factor in student

retention. For many Hispanic students, it becomes difficult to feel integrated into the

mainstream of academics under these adverse conditions.
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Axial Coding Summary – Research Question 3

Students were asked for possible recommendations they could give to improve

Hispanic students’ educational experience at ACC. They gave the following

recommendations.

� “I do not have any kids but I think that for the students that have kids, daycare

facilities should be provided especially for Hispanic students. If we want

Hispanics students to go to school then daycare should be provided because there

is no other way that students can go to school and finish. For example, my sisters

would love to go to school, but they cannot because they have children and have a

job and no opportunity to go to school. Basically, they can not afford to send their

children to daycare, go to school, and pay bills.”

� “In this particular campus (Rio Grande), parking is an issue. I do not know what to

recommend for that, but just that there is a problem with parking. Parking for the

Northridge campus seems ok. Parking for the Riverside campus is not too bad.”

� “My recommendation for ACC is for them to inform students. Just inform because

many students do not know what to do after high school, who to talk to, or how to

be enrolled into college. Every school has a college and career center, but in my

high school, there was just one person. She was nice and she was the only one

who had information about colleges. There is a lack of information. Students

think that it is hard to enroll into a college or finish a career.”



109

� “Reduce cost of education, that is definitely a recommendation! There is a high cost

for college and people feel that you are not going to be able to finish school

because you may come from a low-income family.”

� “Definitely keep tuition affordable for any ethnicity because this is good country to

study in. Help with tuition would be good help for Hispanic students.”

� “I recommend more understanding. It seems the most Hispanics, including myself,

have a harder time grasping things, maybe because of a language barrier. It does

seem like many Hispanic students just are somewhat shy in the corner or in the

back of the class and they do not say much maybe because of they are intimidated

to say something. Faculty could be a bit more aware of that and try to

accommodate us.”

� “I recommend for the registration process to be made a little bit easier.”

� “I would recommend for ACC to be more aware of the Hispanic culture. Not that

they should celebrate Cinco de Mayo, but they should do a little bit more to make

us feel like we are welcomed here. They need to know that we are different from

them and they accept our differences. Maybe if they celebrated our culture then

that would make us feel like we are liked. ACC should have more events that

would make us feel accepted.”

� “My recommendation for ACC would be for them to have more activities for

Hispanic students. Something that can make us feel more comfortable on campus

instead of us thinking that we are not liked because of our color or who we are.

More Hispanic activities on campus, that is it.”
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� “As I said, I was not informed that my classes had been dropped. So maybe ACC

can create some sort of system where they can call you and say, hey, you are not in

these classes anymore.”

� “More informed staff that can inform the students on different things, because many

people have problems with stuff like that.”

� “Improve their support services, more student life, more clubs and organizations

that students can become a part of.”

� “I recommend for ACC to have a daycare facility. That is the biggest problem that I

have, getting daycare that is reliable.”

� “Better financial aid packages, because cost of education has a huge impact on

Hispanics.”

� “Student organizations should be more diverse and not be pinpointed at certain

classifications that people categorize people in. It should not be like that. If you

want to join a group, they tell you ‘well we have enough people’. They should

open to Hispanics.”

� “When I was in junior high, they had a Mother-Daughter program for Hispanics

students that I was a part of. They educated us on careers, leadership, and

motivating us with activities that made me want to go to college. Many of the

females that were in the Mother-Daughter program with me are attending college

and one or two have already finished college. ACC should have a Mother-

Daughter program.”
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� “ACC should create support groups that are specifically targeted for Hispanics on

how to manage finances or how to manage time wisely between school and work

and other things like that.”

Additional Comments

� “I will say that having a chance of being enrolled in school and being able to

continue my dream, which is to finish a career, is awesome. I definitely feel that

ACC is helping me reach my educational goals.”

� “I think ACC is well thought out.”

� “I think ACC is doing a great job with classes; it has helped me improve my

vocabulary. I think the ESL classes are great. My mom is taking one of those and

she is trying to learn English, and I am trying to improve my vocabulary and my

pronunciation.”

� “Doing this study was a nice experience.”

� “I had never looked at factors that affect my persistence the way this study

presented them; the way one would affect the other. This study is very interesting;

it should have been done a long time ago.”

Summary Research Question #3

Students’ recommendations suggested that institutional factors such as academic

advising, registration, and tutoring are in need of improvement. The availability of

daycare and parking were recommendations made by various students.
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Students felt that some instructors and staff had biases that reinforced social

stereotypes and felt there was a lack of cultural and social support. Thus, students

recommended for ACC to provide a campus life that better embodied their culture.

Cost of Education is a real factor students have to contend with as they continue

their studies. Students recommended not only for ACC to reduce tuition, but in addition,

ACC to offer workshops to help students become better informed about financial aid.

Students also sought assistance in learning how to manage their time between school,

work, and family responsibilities.

Chapter Summary

Research results produced data that were utilized to identify and describe the

factors that comprise perceptions of Hispanic students’ persistence at Austin Community

College. To illustrate the perceptions of the students visually, system representations

were created. Additional descriptions and inferences to the meaning of these affinities

will be presented in Chapter V. The study was conducted for the sole purpose of

identifying institutional barriers that can cause a student to cease pursuing their

educational goal. Additionally, the purpose of this study was to identify institutional

factors that can be addressed to improve Hispanic student persistence at Austin

Community College.
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CHAPTER V: IMPLICATIONS

Introduction

The ethnic and cultural landscape of the American community college is

becoming increasingly diverse. As populations of students begin their educational

journey, they are confronted with many issues that are detrimental to their retention and

success (Tinto, 1975; Astin, 1984; Jalomo, 2000). The success of these students depends,

in many cases, on their integration into the college environment. Tinto (1993) posits that

more students leave their college or university prior to degree completion than stay. As

community colleges continue to grow and become more diverse, the concern to develop

more innovative ideas to retain students has to be reached by whatever means necessary.

If community colleges plan to get a grasp of the continuing problem of student retention,

they must develop a community college atmosphere where retention is the focus.

The purpose of this study was to determine Hispanic students’ perceptions of

institutional factors affecting their persistence at Austin Community College. The

researcher used IQA as the methodology to convey and to build complex, holistic

pictures of the participants’ words and views in context-specific settings, or “real world

settings” in an attempt to provide an accurate interpretation of the phenomenon

(Creswell, 2003; Patton, 2002, p.39). The researcher explored the dynamics of the

students’ perceptions to develop a grounded theory on Hispanic students’ persistence.

Strauss and Corbin (1994) describe grounded theory as “a general methodology for

developing theory that is grounded in data systematically gathered and analyzed” (p.273).



114

Data were collected and analyzed to examine the factors that comprise Hispanic

student persistence and how these factors relate. Conceptual mind maps were created to

provide ACC with some idea of the problems colleges face in the area of student

retention. Chapter V will focus on the system and drawing conclusions from the data to

help develop a grounded theory for Hispanic student persistence. This chapter begins

with a inferences drawn based on theoretical perspectives. The chapter concludes with

implications for practice, implications for further research a personal reflection piece.

Theoretical Implications

While analyzing the data, themes were found woven within areas of Tinto’s

(1975, 1987, 1993) Student Departure Model, Pascarella & Terenzini’s (1980) Student

Persistence Model, and Bean & Metzner's (1985) Student Attrition Model. Examination

of each theme added understanding as to why Hispanic students elect to persist at Austin

Community College.

Tinto’s (1975) Theory of Student Departure

The most widely discussed and researched retention model is one developed by

Tinto (1975). In this model, student retention is a function of' a complex series of

interactions between a student and the institutional environment. Background

characteristics (e.g., family background, individual attributes, and pre-college schooling)

interact with each other and, in turn, influence both commitment to the institution and to

graduation. Such commitment is increased to the extent that the student/institutional

match fosters both academic and social integration. Although not all elements of Tinto’s
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(1975) theory were touched upon in the study, some elements demonstrated to be

particularly appropriate for explaining student retention for this particular study.

Significant to this research are the Tinto’s model elements such as family background,

external commitments, formal as well as informal academic integration as seen shaded in

the figure below (see Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1 Tinto’s (1975) Model of Student Departure

Family Background

Family background was significant to this study as it was in Tinto’s (1975, 1987,

1993) Theory of Student Persistence. Tinto's (1975) model of attrition recognizes that

pre-entry attributes and each student's goals and commitments can be precursors to the
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student's transition to college. Thus, students who are not prepared for the transition may

begin a process leading to attrition even before the first day of class. Personal

characteristics considered in this theory include economic status, previous school

experiences, culture, age, gender, academic ability, and race. Tinto (1975) believes these

characteristics combine within each person to produce a unique perspective in which each

student approaches and evaluates a college environment. Several background

characteristics presented in Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) theory were mentioned by

research participants. Most students in the study believed their ethnic background shaped

their motivation to attend college and their commitment to complete a degree. Some

students recalled stereotypes and stated they wanted to graduate from college in order to

prove those stereotypes incorrect.

Parent’s educational background and economic status appeared to influence

students’ motivation to remain in college. Eleven out of 14 students in this research were

first-generation and almost all were from middle to low-income families. Students

observed their families’ economic struggles and associated that with their parents’ lack of

education. Most students stated they viewed their parents’ educational level as reverse

role models and that helped shape their motivation to persist in college. Ten out of 14

students noted their parents strongly encouraged them to attend college and perform to

their potential. Students stated that their parents encouraged post-secondary education

because they believed that a college education could prevent them from low-paying jobs

and poverty. Tinto (1975, 1993) notes this positive guidance as an important factor to

students’ success in college.
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Tinto (1993) believes individuals from minority backgrounds face severe

difficulties while attending a majority school. For individuals caught in an institution that

provides little or no support, affirmation is often sought from “external family, peers, and

work communities” (p.63, Tinto, 1993). This observation is reflected in the perceptions

of students in this study who noted they look to their family as motivation to attend

college. All 14 students perceived encouragement from their family and friends as

extremely influential in their decision to persist in college. Cabrera et al. (1992, 1993)

demonstrate that encouragement from significant others directly affects academic and

intellectual development, college GPA, social integration, goal commitment, institutional

commitment, and intent to persist.

Family support is not the only factor students list as motivation to persist in

college. Self-improvement, economic security, and an attempt to control their fate also

appeared to be influential in students’ desire to persist. Participants who stated their

motivation to get ahead in life and avoid a life similar to their parents illustrated this

point. Students also mentioned they have aspirations for high paying careers that provide

financial stability. Tinto (1975) believes that students are “more likely to perceive

educational attainment as being directly related to their careers and feel the need to

persist in college as an economic necessity” (p.101). Students in the study fell within this

description, as they believed stable employment to be an important reason to persist in

college.

Themes of racism and isolation surfaced while examining the data related to the

students’ background characteristics. Several students believed their heritage set them
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apart from their White peers. This belief appeared to translate not into verbal, but into

nonverbal miscommunications. A particular student recalled a White peer moving from a

particular seat because the Hispanic student was going to sit near her. The student

believed the behavior of her White peer was due to the presence of cultural stereotypes.

Another student indicated she felt isolated from her cultural heritage. She believed

frequent interactions with ethnically similar people would ease her loneliness, as well as

provide social support. Students felt it was difficult to interact with students from the

majority culture because they did not know how their White peers would react.

External Commitments

Research participants’ commitment to persistence appeared to be contingent on

external factors other than institutional factors. Most of the students indicated having

numerous responsibilities and considered education as a second priority. Financial

constraints and family responsibilities were problems students stated they needed to

address and resolve in order to continue with their education. For some students,

employment and limited resources led them to believe they could not devote themselves

fully to their education, which made their commitment to persist unclear. However,

students continued to think of their goal to complete their degree to be very strong. The

researcher’s findings suggest that students’ commitment to their educational goals has the

strongest direct effect on persistence in comparison to other variables suggested in

Tinto’s model (1975, 1987) such as background (i.e., gender, race, aptitude, parental

aspirations for students), academic (i.e., grade point average, and academic development)

and social integration (i.e., satisfaction with social life on campus).
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Perceptions of Academic Integration

Tinto (1975) believes that satisfactory faculty/student interactions lead to

increased satisfaction with the academic environment of the college. This conclusion is

reflected in the current study. Students perceived formal interactions with faculty to be

instrumental in determining their perceptions of satisfactory integration into the college.

Students indicated that being treated as though they have intellectual potential developed

their confidence and enhanced their classroom comfort. They added that these

experiences served to deepen their academic integration as well as their commitment to

completing their educational goals. Conversely, some students stated some formal

faculty interactions had been negative. However, none of the students in the study

believed their negative experiences with faculty influenced them to the point of not

persisting.

Perceptions of Social Integration

Tinto (1975) indicates that involvement in formal activities and organizations

heightens a students’ sense of social integration increasing the probability of completion.

However, Tinto (1993) states that community college students experience a myriad of

extracurricular responsibilities that cause them to spend very little time on campus. Tinto

(1993) concludes that commuting students are less likely to be interested or involved in

events other than those directly pertaining to classroom activities. Ten participants in this

study appear to confirm Tinto’s findings. Most students found the academic environment

far more important than the social aspect of college. Because the students’ exposure to

the collegiate environment was limited, their student life was not strongly grounded.
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Most students believed the social environment was not very important to their goal

persistence and found little interest or time for organized activities. Other students found

clubs and activities to be desirable, but nonessential in their commitment to completion.

One particular student stated he had not received an adequate explanation of clubs and

organizations available and that he needed to know how they could be beneficial to his

academic experience before committing his time. Although most of the students

indicated the social environment to be non-influential, they recommended more diverse

student organizations and activities that could make them feel more comfortable on

campus.

Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1980) Student Persistence Model

Pascarella & Terenzini’s research on student retention and degree attainment

provides an important basis for the findings of this study. Extensive research by

Pascarella & Terenzini confirm Tinto’s (1975, 1987) theory that student-institutional fit,

specifically students’ integration into the academic and social systems of their

institutions, is the key antecedent of voluntary persistence. Additional elements

discussed in Pascarella and Terenzini’s model (1980) are structural/organizational

characteristics of institutions, student background/pre-college traits (aptitude, personality,

high school experiences), interactions with agents of socialization (faculty and peer

interactions), institutional environment (tolerance, safety), and quality of student effort.

Of relevance to the current study is formal and informal contact with faculty, positive

peer interaction, involvement in co-curricular activities, and the provision of supportive
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student services, such as advising, that provide a perception of advisors having a high

level of personal involvement and concern for the individual student (see Figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2 Pascarella & Terenzini’s (1980) Student Persistence Model

Informal Contact with Faculty

Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1980) research demonstrates that variables such as the

classroom environment and faculty interactions are positively associated with intellectual

growth and academic satisfaction of students. As well, students in this study equated

caring faculty interaction with positive student satisfaction. Students found in their

academic experiences at ACC, that frequent interaction with faculty increased their

satisfaction with the college. Results show that students who were provided
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opportunities to interact with faculty at greater levels tended to have a more positive

perception of their interaction with faculty. Overwhelmingly, students perceived faculty

as caring and interested in helping them learn. For some students, forming close

relationships with faculty was particularly difficult because they were not presented with

enough opportunities to engage with faculty as “friends”. However, overwhelmingly,

students said they experienced and benefited from the aspects of college life such as close

interactions with faculty, a challenging classroom environment, and participation in

intensive learning experiences. In addition, students generally recognized these

characteristics as important to their overall college experience.

Peer interaction and involvement in co-curricular activities

Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) found, among other things, that the educational

and interpersonal climates created at campuses, serve as powerful predictors of how

students actually experience college life and the success of their undergraduate education.

While the benefits students derive from those experiences are related to the students' own

effort and involvement, the way the institution is structured and the way it socializes

students can create both the opportunities and expectations for student involvement.

Involvement in student life for this study group was almost non-existent. The

present study indicated students did not take advantage of extracurricular opportunities

available because they “did not have time for student life.” Being part of student clubs

and organizations was not a central role in a students’ college life. Findings

demonstrated that time constraints, rooted mainly by employment, caused poor student

engagement in clubs and organizations. Students in this study have not made the
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particular connection between the greater the effort and personal investment they make,

the greater the likelihood of educational and personal returns on that investment across

the spectrum of college outcomes.

Advising

Academic advising offers the potential to help students clarify their educational

and career goals, select coursework that is compatible with their interests, skills, and

values, and develop a personal relationship with a university faculty or staff member

(Metzner, 1989). Clearly, an important relationship exists between the research

participants and academic advisors. Students viewed their advisors as guides to lead

them through the academic environment. Two particular students indicated that advisors

should have a professional relationship, while also maintaining a close friendship with

them. Students felt that a personal relationship with their academic advisor was

important for their satisfaction, success, and retention. Most students looked for

knowledge in their advisors, since they felt advisors were leaders that could help them get

through the complexities of the college environment. Furthermore, students suggested it

would be better if advisors knew intimate knowledge of their goals and ambitions so that

they would not be seen as just “another student”. The results indicated that students seek

a connection with advisors that can lead them to greater involvement at the institution,

increased learning, and ultimately retention.
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Bean and Metzner (1985) Student Attrition Model

Bean and Metzner (1985) developed a model of attrition specifically applied to

nontraditional students. The model included academic variables, background and

defining variables, environmental variables, academic outcomes, and psychological

outcomes. Bean & Metzner’s model, while similar to Tinto's, considers that the attrition

of nontraditional students is affected more by environmental varibles (factors outside of

the academic environment), than by integration into the academic environment.

Environmental factors in Bean and Metzner’s model include finances, hours of

employment, outside encouragement, family responsibilities, and opportunity to transfer.

Bean & Metzners’ variables of relevance to this study include academic variables,

environmental variables (finances, hours of employment, and family responsibilities), and

psychological outcomes (see figure 5.3).
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Figure 5.3 Bean & Metzner’s (1985) Student Attrition Model

Academic Variables

Adequate academic advising along with course availability were stated as the

prevailing institutional factors that affect student persistence. Most students perceived

academic advisors to be essential to their success, but found that their time with advisors

was limited. Students felt they waited long periods to see advisors and once they got in

to see them, they are hurried through the session. Course availability was seen a barrier

as well. Students felt not enough sessions were offered for the basic courses. When they

tried to register, classes were full and that caused them to take courses that were not

desired or needed.
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Environmental Variables

The reality is that the more environmental variables present in students’ lives, the

less likely they will leave the institution with degrees in their hands (Bean & Metzner,

1985). Results in this study call to the forefront that external environment has a great

impact on students’ persistence. Students stated they had obligations that precluded them

from devoting the same time and effort to their studies. Some students were single

parents, employed, and supporting their families, and indicated they did not have the

luxury of being immersed intellectually, emotionally, or physically in the academic

environment.

The problem of finances manifested in the lives of students in a variety of forms.

One in particular was cost of education. Students revealed that the greater the cost of

education, the less likely their ability to persist. In other words, their ability-to-pay-for

education was less likely if tuition would increase. Students added that cost of education

went beyond tuition, and that additional economical barriers they had were expensive

books, parking, and transportation.

Psychological Outcomes

Stress among students seemed to be a common problem. Academic stress was

indicated to be caused by particular professors and the assignments given. Other things

cited as contributors of stress were family responsibilities and work. Stress, however, in

this study did not seem to deter students from their goal commitments. Students showed

a strong desire to succeed, even if it was against many barriers. Students clearly

understood that an education would better their chances of an improved life for
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themselves and their families. Students demonstrated an eagerness to prove to

themselves, their families, and their friends that they would succeed. Students were

determined to succeed and knew their sacrifices regarding time, effort, financial and

family would be worth it when they graduated.

Conclusion

When examining the information from this study, Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993)

Student Departure Model, Pascarella & Terenzini’s (1980) Student Persistence Model,

and Bean & Metzner's (1985) Student Attrition Model were used as lenses though which

to view the data. All three models, composed of many linking parts, lead to the

conclusion that there is not a generalized, all-purpose attrition model for all students and

institutions.
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Becerra’s Student Persistence Model

In their landmark studies, Tinto (1975), Pascarella & Terenzini (1980), and Bean

& Metzner (1985), profiled a variety of factors that influence students decisions to persist

in college. Drawing from the aforementioned theorists, Becerra’s Student Persistence

model, grounded in this study, encompasses many of their same elements. Becerra’s

model represents the causes of student withdrawal, which are categorized into two areas,

student-based (e.g. cost of education, external factors, student emotions and motivation to

persist, etc.) and institution-based (faculty/student interaction, student support

mechanisms, student life, campus climate etc.). As the Becerra Student Persistence

Model is delineated, it is important to note that information regarding the causes of

withdrawal can come from various sources. For this particular study, the source of

information regarding the causes of withdrawal comes from the students’ views, which is

the most useful.

There is no shortage of literature on the factors that affect students’ decisions to

persist in obtaining an academic degree. Generally, such literature notes that reasons for

leaving are due to factors relating to the student, which institutions can do little about,

and factors, not related to student, which are under direct control of the institution.

Becerra’s model encompasses both (Figure 5.4).
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Figure 5.4 Becerra's Student Persistence Model
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Student-Based Factors

Becerra’s Student Persistence Model begins with Cost of Education and External

Factors as the two main elements that fall under the student-based area. These two

factors are significant barriers for students seeking and completing their educational

goals. In this model, cost of education is the key reason students indicated they would

withdraw from college. Students are concerned with the affordability of college and

many may indeed lack funds for their educational attainment. What is worse, however, is

the lack of knowledge students have on how to access outside financial resources.

Students operate under economical constraints and institutions cannot afford to ignore

students whose financial situations may make them more likely to withdraw.

External Factors are noted in Becerra’s Student Persistence Model as vital reasons

for student persistence. Work and family are two predominant and conflicting external

factors students contend with as they attend school. Most students find the need to work

in order to support their studies or other family responsibilities. Because employment has

a direct impact on the student’s ability to study, that may increase their inclination to

withdraw.

Student Emotions is another factor, which can negatively impact the students’

persistence. Some students have difficulty coping with stress, nervousness, and fear as

they engage in school and these emotions can affect their self-confidence regarding their

choice of pursuing higher education. This model contends that students experience the

most positive feelings when they are surrounded by a caring culture and an array of

services that can assist them in making connections with college.
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The last element found under the student-based area of the model is Personal

Motivation. This model views personal motivation as internal to the student and

something, which is out of reach of the institution. While many institutional factors exist

that can affect student motivation, this model contends that it is not the problems students

face, but their motivation to cope with the problems. For example, it is not the troubles,

per se, that the students face, but the reactions they have to them.

Institution-Based Factors

The institution-based factors as depicted in the Becerra Student Persistence Model

are Faculty/Student Interaction, Student Support Services, Student Life and Campus

Climate. The influence of faculty has been cited as the most important factor in retaining

students at all types of institutions (Roueche, 1993). Becerra’s Student Persistence

Model infers that student retention is linked to faculty/student interaction. Most of the

students’ time on the campus is in the classroom and the interaction with faculty

influences the students’ motivation to succeed. Students who perceive that there is a poor

connection with their faculty or that their faculty does not care about their success, may

be tempted to withdraw.

The support services students receive are fundamental to Becerra’s Student

Persistence Model. It is clear that students need quality support services to help them

achieve their goals and these services can be provided in such varied modalities. It is the

offering of support services such as enrollment services, advising, tutoring, and

counseling services, which can significantly impact students’ persistence. Institutions
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themselves can do relatively little about student-based factors affecting persistence, they

can however, design and impact the quality of the student academic experience.

Another factor speculated as important, but ancillary, in the Becerra Student

Persistence Model is Student Life. A students’ college experience, their success and

outcomes, can be increased through active engagement in a variety of college life

(Metzner, l989). Most of the literature supports Metzner’s statements, however, this

model depicts student life as ancillary to students’ persistence. Most of the students in

this study cited student life as an insignificant factor in their educational experience.

A critical factor noted as central in the Becerra Student Persistence Model is that

of Campus Climate. Failure to properly integrate into an institution is a cause of

withdrawal, which is cited frequently. Campus climate is not an abstract concept but

rather a very real “feel” to the environment a student encounters. This model infers

campus climate as essential to students’ persistence. The student needs to feel welcomed,

valued, and included in its campus community. The ability of a student to find and

develop friendships and support networks and to come to identify with the values, culture

and practices of the institution are critical to the students’ success.

Conclusion

The Becerra Student Persistence Model has elements of the three persistence

models portrayed in the literature review. Tinto’s (l975) Student Departure Model

outlines academic integration, family background, and external commitments as integral

to student persistence. Similarly, the Becerra Student Persistence Model points to

faculty/student integration and the support of family and friends as decisive to students’
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persistence. Becerra’s model, which portrays external factors as significant, parallels

Tinto’s (l975) external commitments. Students in this study alluded to the external

factors, which affected their studies as family obligations and outside employment.

The Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) Student Persistence Model emphasizes

informal contact with faculty and institutional factors as well as other college experiences

as important to student success. Likewise, the Becerra Student Persistence Model clearly

shows that faculty/student interaction is very influential in students’ decisions to persist

in college. In this study students clearly indicated they would not have been successful

had it not been for the support of their faculty, whom at times serve as mentors and

advisors to their students.

The environmental variables hypothesized in Bean and Metzner (l985) were also

supported in the Becerra Student Persistence Model. In the Bean and Metzner (l985)

model, cost of education is seen as an environmental variable as would family

responsibilities, employment and outside encouragement. This study outlined cost of

education as a primary driver to their decision to stay in school or drop out. In order to

address their family responsibilities as well as the finances needed to cover the cost of

education, students stated they need to be employed. Students also attributed their

tenacity to succeed to support from family and friends.

A major distinction between the Becerra Student Persistence Model and all other

aforementioned models is student life. In the Becerra Student Persistence Model, student

life, albeit, important to the students’ college experience, is not important to the

respondents in this study. Respondents clearly stated that they were so involved in
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addressing their school and family obligations that they did not have an interest in or time

for campus student life. Another key difference is that cost of education is definitely seen

as a barrier to their success. Even though the other models reference finances, they do

not indicate it to be the primary driver as the Becerra Student Persistence Model asserts.

It is evident that regardless of what institutions change in relation to the academic and

social experiences of students, if they do not address the students’ primary concern

regarding cost of education, the student will simply not persist in college.

The Becerra Student Persistence Model is important as it explores the perceptions

of institutional factors, which impacts the persistence of Hispanic students. Given the

changing demographics of this student population and the challenges colleges and

universities have with attrition of this student population, any insight into the influences

of their retention should be further researched.

Implications for Practice

As the understanding of Hispanic students’ success develops, several initiatives

can be cited as being effective in our quest for greater student retention.

First and foremost, we must address the cost of education factor and this can be

accomplished through various initiatives. Colleges must review their internal processes

and evaluate their financial aid programs. Just as important, financial aid offices need to

not only disseminate information on the availability of financial aid to students on a

timely basis, but actually set up some hands on workshops of filling out the financial aid

forms and helping students with financial counseling. Some colleges have set up “Go
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Centers” at area high schools in an effort to reach out to seniors on a more timely basis.

This practice could be enhanced by requiring all seniors to fill out financial aid and

admissions applications and assisting them in that process.

Another method of addressing the cost of education is by creating student

employment on campus, which mirrors the work-study program, but is not necessarily

need based. Understanding that students need to work while in school, creating jobs on

campus will not only help students financially, but will also connect them to an office on

campus. As the literature shows, a connection to campus is paramount to student

persistence. As campus jobs are created, these jobs could have a retention connection.

The institutional benefits of creating jobs on campus for students cannot be

underestimated.

The second set of practice implications focuses on student services. Advising is

important to student retention and institutions need to make sure that the ratio of advisors

to students is appropriate. Institutions should provide competent advisors and well-

trained staff who are alert and intrusive in their approach with students. Advisors should

not simply wait for students to come in for help, but rather make advising mandatory to

ensure students are making appropriate choices.

Support groups for Hispanic students to help them make the transition from high

school to college is also recommended as is a mandatory orientation program.

Orientation programs should serve as a continuing process of integrating students into

college life. Learning skills workshops should be integral part of any comprehensive

orientation program. Topics such as time management, study skills, learning to use
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learning resources and other topics suggested by students could be covered in these

sessions.

The third implication for practice centers on faculty and student interactions.

There is no doubt that faculty play a crucial role in promoting educational growth among

students. There are several was in which faculty members can help to maintain a positive

learning environment for students. Whereas, faculty-to-student relationships arguably

have much merit when it comes to their contributing to student retention, it is not

necessarily the case that faculty, for example, always see these initiatives as part of their

role. Regrettably, many may see such involvement as taking them away, from their

primary role of teaching or research. Academic advising is critical to student retention

and getting faculty involved in advising can enhance the faculty-to-student relationship.

Administrators should encourage faculty to lengthen their office hours, soften their

approaches (to lessen the intimidation factor), and become interested partners in the

students’ educational process.

Implications for Research

Persistence research has a challenging future as there are still so many

unanswered questions still needing resolution. The answers to the questions posed in this

study create several more questions ideal for further research. One suggestion is

programs found to facilitate retention in one institutional setting should be the focus of

replication studies in different institutions. Several replications assure the reliability of

the effectiveness of the given program to foster student persistence.
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Additionally, there is a need for colleges to increase the persistence rate for the

nations’ ethnic minorities. Minority students are altering the nature of higher education

in many ways. In the end, students will elect to stay or leave college not so much

because of a theory, but because college and university faculty and administrators have

made transformative shifts in curriculum development, in and out of class learning,

student programming, and other institutional dimensions that affect students on a daily

basis. Consequently, connecting retention research to field practitioners in collaborative

relationships can transform research in a whole new level of theoretical accuracy and

applicability.

Chapter Summary

The study of student perception is a fluctuating enterprise. Students take into

consideration a myriad of integrated and complex issues when forming their opinions

about their collegiate experience. Institutions unable to effectively monitor student

perceptions eventually find themselves wrestling with a much more costly issue, student

attrition. Given the high stakes in much of the development retention program and

student attrition analysis, it seems ludicrous institutions would attempt to formulate

opinion on student perception without directly asking the student. They need to make

decisions based on facts and demand for accountability.

Interest in student success, in particular student retention, has not diminished. If

anything, student retention has become a focal point of discussions among community

colleges and universities alike. As community colleges continue to grow and become
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more diverse, the need to better understand why some students persist towards degree

completion and others do not needs to become a renewed priority. In summary, this

study made it clear that attrition is the result of the interaction and interplay among the

multiplicity of factors, cognitive, psychological, social, institutional, and circumstantial.
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Researcher’s Personal Reflection

This piece is a reflection of my thoughts and impressions of my own journey

thorough this study. It is my intention to give the reader a more personal glimpse of the

insight that was learned from this process and from the participants. It is important to

attempt to truly give voice to the participants’ comments by providing a more personal

account of this experience.

The process I followed was standard and methodical. I obtained a list of

Austin Community College students enrolled for Fall 2006. I was a little apprehensive as

I prepared to call the students for I did not know how they were going to react to getting

a call from a stranger who would then be asking them to participate in a study. I,

nonetheless, moved forward and began calling students. I introduced myself and the

purpose of my call and I asked them if they were willing to participate in a study, which

affords them the opportunity to talk about their experiences as an ACC student. My

apprehension diminished quickly as I found the students very receptive to my calls and

very willing to give of their time.

As I conducted the three focus groups, I found myself looking at the campuses

through the lens of a student and I was deliberate in taking in what I gleamed from the

physical setting of the campus and the environment it created for its students. Fourteen

follow-up interviews followed, and I found that process to be the most rewarding. I

learned a great deal from each of the follow up interviews and it was evident that these

students were giving thoughtful and personal insight to their experiences.
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I learned a great deal from this journey and it reminded me of what is important

to students. I found students to be candid and forthcoming with personal accounts of

their struggle as well as their motivation to get a college education. I was impressed

with how much the stories echo similar values and aspirations. They are all in college in

an effort to better their lives and the lives of their families. They are all proud of what

they have accomplished to date and all understand there is still much that needs to occur

for them to be truly successful.

Students seem to have common threads intertwined in their academic journey.

They all have a strong desire to succeed, all understand the sacrifices they have to make

in order to stay in school and all are focused in reaching their goals. It is as if they will

succeed in spite of whatever obstacles may come their way. It may take them longer to

graduate, as they deal with life issues, but they will succeed.

The time I spent with these students was valuable and it validated my

understanding of the spirit that guides these Hispanic students. They want what all other

students want. They desperately want a better life for themselves and their families and

they clearly understand that education is the key to that better life. It was clear to me the

impact a college has on the lives of these students and that colleges and universities have

a tremendous responsibility to be responsive to its community and to be the vehicle which

impacts the lives of the community it serves.
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Appendix A: Focus Group Affinity Write-Up

Focus Group #1: Northridge Campus

Personal Motivation

� Redemption

� Acceptance

� Vengeance

� My major goal is to finish a 4-year degree. My brother had motivated me.

� Love

� Destiny

Campus

� Online classes

� Convenient campus locations

� Flexibility (positive)

� Distance from home

� Times of classes (negative)

� Hard parking

� Limited course offering at certain campus locations

� Having a study lounge where students can do their work

� Outdoor classes (more)

Finances

� Low in-district tuition fees

� Inexpensive

� Cost of classes

� Out of district tuition

� I consider myself lucky. My parents are helping me to pay class and books.

� Some of my friends work to pay class and books.

� Financial aid – sense I been in school…I had to always pay for lunch.

� I know is hard to get some financial aid for many things not just class.
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Social Factors

� My work schedule

� Going to class helps me get away from all my stress and thoughts

� Overwhelmed with school work

� Stressed

� Personal conflict with work

� Work issues intervening with school

Academic Support Services

� Library info available

� Computer lab

� Learning lab

� Good tutors

� Teachers set learning objectives

� All my teachers are able to teach well.

Advising

� Helpful advisors

� My first advisor did not help a lot

� Advising – who to talk to?

� Good advisor

� Which classes are you suppose to choose

Student Services /Activities

� Poor Online help and FAQ’s

� Clubs?

� Confusing testing system

� Testing center (more flexibility in testing times compared to in-class tests)

� While current student discount bus fares are good, free bus travel would be nice.

Though it may prove unreasonable (would tuition be raised)

� Registration problems
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Focus Group # 2: Riverside Campus

Student Interactions

� Alienation between them and us Hispanics. I do not know if that is how it has

always been but were I grew up (California) everyone talked to everyone.

� Classmates not serious

� My first day of class I was so nervous. I did not know how it was going to be or

how it was going to work.

� Classroom sizes (# of students)

� I am planning to finish in here my career. I think that it is not easy, but there is

many people waiting for me to succeed.

� I have known Alicia, since she attends Travis for the first time. So, I feel

comfortable to talk to her because she speaks Spanish. I feel comfortable to

express my thoughts.

� Met people I never new before.

Feelings & Emotions

� I do not care about my appearance the longest that I feel comfortable with myself.

Many people do and I do not blame them, but I am too busy to care about

minimum stuff.

� Burdensome workload

� A lot of homework summer courses are less stressful to me than a full semester.

� I feel comfortable in here even though there is not a lot of communication.

Sometimes it is because we are too busy, but ones you need some help there is

always somebody more than welcome to help me.

Student Services

� My boyfriend had a lot of trouble trying to register (from the people that work at

ACC).

� When trying to register I had a hard time finding a class that was not full. The

reason was because it was my first semester and if you are new, you have to wait

longer versus if you are an existing student.
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� Complicated ways to enroll

� Explain the financial aid

� More advisors

� Better advising

� Had a lot of questions and counselor seemed to be in a rush

� Environment is sometimes impersonal

Diverse Student Ethnicity

� I realized there are not very many Hispanics in classes

� It would be cool to see more Hispanics around the campus when I go to school

Faculty

� Teachers not well organized

� Caring professors

� Some good teachers

� My teachers have been friendly

� Here at Riverside some teachers are pretty good and helpful

� Instructor did not show up for a week

� I had to drop out of my first English clad because I was failing. I did not feel

supported or encouraged to do well in that class.

� Hispanic classmate asks for help and teacher looks at him like how did you get in

this class. He knows the teacher does not like going to his desk.

� I could never see teachers as friends or someone I could go to for help.

� When asking for help I feel looked down upon
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Focus Group #3: Rio Grande Campus

Campus Climate

� Hispanic students have made me feel welcome and more comfortable to

participate but from other students it’s a different kind of feeling

� All classes were diverse

� It felt like High school. The way that campus is set up makes it not feel like

college. All you do is go up and down on the elevator.

Student Emotions

� I started at the Pinnacle campus. At first I was nervous

� The only negative thought that comes to mind is being able to hold job that will

work with my school hours and babysitter. I am a single mom and it sucks with

just the two of us when it comes to sharing quality time with her because I am

always tired.

� Toward the middle of the semester, I tend to start missing class. I am not sure

why that is. I think it is my own laziness.

� When I first walked on campus, my first thought is what am I doing here?

Faculty

� I was satisfied with my teachers most were passionate about their job. That is

what helps me stay interested.

� Teachers have been great; they are very helpful and make me more comfortable.

� My Elementary math professor had a big impact. He has the same mentality I

had, which is that anyone can do or be anything they want as long as you know

what you want in life. For the fact, he repeated so many times to me it gave me

more strength so to speak to keep going in Algebra.

� My psychology professor did not beat around the bush or put padding to make

people feel better. She was real and told the truth not many wanted to hear. This

particular class made me analyze a lot of things I do everyday and the people I am

around and why certain people with certain traits get along well. Do not cry over

spilled milk.
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� Professors have been very willing to make the experience easier to deal with as

far as deadlines and special projects that can be affected by 9 to 5 jobs.

� I had a friend (Hispanic) who only came for a semester and went back come

because he failed a class, but he said he tried, but it was difficult because the

teacher seem to be more interested in the students who knew more than to help

the ones trying to understand the lesson.

Student Services

� Rio Grande campus was the friendliest one when I first applied. The financial aid

in particular was very helpful and continues to be.

� It was not difficult registering, so my interest in attending ACC has not changed.

Because I had to enroll on my own if I wanted to go to school.

� The online classes are great for those of us that work full-time and have families

at home.

� The learning lab is very helpful to acquire more info or extra help with certain

projects.

� ACC offers help to students that need extra help on their assignments

� Great customer service from all administrative offices. Not a bad experience yet.

� When I registered, it went smoothly and pretty quick.

� I have not noticed any different treatment from staff because of my ethnicity, it

seems even.

� When I stated what high school I went to the employee began stating: I would not

want to go near that school giving the impression that it was a bad neighborhood.

That made me feel upset because I live down the street.

� I had to bring my transcript three times. First, my high school forgot a score.

Second ACC lost it. Third, it was finally documented.
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Comprised Focus Group Affinities

Campus Climate
� Diverse student ethnicity
� Diverse faculty ethnicity

Faculty Impact
� Faculty student interaction
� Instruction
� Content

Student Support Services
� Advising
� Counseling
� Registration
� Financial aid
� Tutoring lab
� Testing
� Course availability

Student Life
� Social interaction
� Student activities
� Student clubs & organizations

Personal Motivation
� The development or existence of personal goals
� Educational goals
� Career goals

Student Emotions
� Stress
� Nervous

External Factors
� Work
� Family obligations

Cost of Education
� Cost of classes
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol

The Hispanic Student Experience at ACC
Interview Protocol

Focus groups have identified several common themes or affinities that describe
their experience at Austin Community College. Let us look at each of these
themes one at a time and tell me about your experiences with these.

1. Student Support Services
Student Support Services refers to the support mechanisms available to
students designed to help them succeed in college.

2. Campus Climate
Campus Climate refers to the way it feels to be on campus, the way people
interact with each other, the learning environment of the college, and the
presence or lack of diversity, with regard to race/ethnicity in the student
population, faculty, staff, and curriculum.

3. Faculty- Student Interaction
Faculty-student interaction refers to the interaction found between faculty and
students.

4. Student Life
Student Life refers to student activities, student clubs and organizations and
other types of social interactions with peers.

5. Cost of Education
Cost of education refers to the amount of money students spend on academic
courses.

6. Personal Motivation
Personal motivation refers to the development or existence of personal goals,
educational goals, career goals that motivate the student to persist in college.

7. Student Emotions
Emotions refer to the feelings and reactions of the students’ academic
experience at ACC. Tell me about your emotions.

8. External Factors
External factors refer to the demands students have outside the institution.
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Appendix C: Characteristics of Study Participants

Spring 2006 Hispanic Study Percentage # of Participants

Gender
Male 43% (6)
Female 57% (8)

Race/Ethnicity
White/Caucasian 0% (0)
Asian, Pacific Islander 0% (0)
Black/African American 0% (0)
Native American 0% (0)
Hispanic/Mexican American 100% (14)

Age
18-19 50% (7)
20-21 14% (2)
22-24 29% (4)
25-34 0% (0)
35 or older 7% (1)

Full/Part Time Status (Spring 2006)
Full-time 29% (4)
Part-time 71% (10)

Transfer Student Status
Transfer Student 71% (10)
Non-Transfer Student 29% (4)

Employment Status
Does Not Work 29% (4)
Work 71% (10)

First-Generation Status
First Generation Student 79% (11)
Non-First Generation Student 21% (3)

Residency Status
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Appendix D: Theoretical Code Frequency Table

Affinity Name
1. Student Support Services
2. Campus Climate
3. Faculty/Student Interaction
4. Student Life
5. Cost of Education
6. Personal Motivation
7. Student Emotions
8. External Factors

Combined Interview
Theoretical Code Frequency Table

Affinity
Pair

Relationship
Frequency

Affinity
Pair

Relationship
Frequency

Affinity
Pair

Relationship
Frequency

1 → 2 8 2 → 6 5 4 → 7 4
1 ← 2 1 2 ← 6 5 4 ← 7 6
1 → 3 3 2 → 7 6 4 → 8 0
1 ← 3 5 2 ← 7 5 4 ← 8 11
1 → 4 5 2 → 8 1 5 → 6 10
1 ← 4 4 2 ← 8 5 5 ← 6 0
1 → 5 4 3 → 4 7 5 → 7 10
1 ← 5 8 3 ← 4 1 5 ← 7 0
1 → 6 7 3 → 5 2 5 → 8 7
1 ← 6 2 3 ← 5 2 5 ← 8 3
1 → 7 11 3 → 6 11 6 → 7 5
1 ← 7 0 3 ← 6 2 6 ← 7 8
1 → 8 0 3 → 7 10 6 → 8 3
1 ← 8 5 3 ← 7 4 6 ← 8 10
2 → 3 3 3 → 8 0 7 → 8 0
2 ← 3 9 3 ← 8 7 7 ← 8 13
2 → 4 6 4 → 5 2
2 ← 4 6 4 ← 5 4
2 → 5 0 4 → 6 4
2 ← 5 5 4 ← 6 5
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