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SUPERVISOR:  Cynthia Salinas 

 
 Using Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA), this study examined the experience of 

individuals who earned a high school equivalency following the completion of a federal adult 

education program, then transitioned to community college.  The IQA research protocol was 

used to address three research questions: 1) What are the elements/factors that make up The 

College Experience/Being a Student for individuals who have completed their high school 

equivalency? 2) How do these elements/factors relate in a system of influence? 3) How do the 

experiences of adult education students who transition to college compare to those of traditional 

college students.  Following several focus groups, eight affinities were identified: 1) Faculty 

Impact; 2) Playing the Game; 3) Life Management; 4) Academic Life; 5) Relationships; 6) 

Growth and Transformation; 7) Emotions; 8) Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose.  

Interviews were conducted with 20 former adult education students to examine the relationships 

between these affinities in a system of influence.  The affinity of Faculty Impact was found to be 

a primary driver in the College Experience for these students, and further analysis of interviews 

highlighted additional positive and negative experiences faced by students relative to the various 

affinities.  Implications of this research highlight the importance of postsecondary institutions 

addressing all barriers students may face during participation, in particular nontraditional 



viii 

 

students, and considering all characteristics of these students when mapping out a plan for their 

success and persistence.    

 

 

 

 

 

  



ix 

 

Chapter 1 : Introduction .............................................................................................................. 1 

The Tipping Point ................................................................................................................................... 2 

A Texas Focus ......................................................................................................................................... 4 

This Study ................................................................................................................................................ 7 

Nontraditional Students ......................................................................................................................... 7 

The Federal Stage: Adult Education .................................................................................................... 9 

National Reporting System (NRS) ..................................................................................................... 10 

Finding the Solution ........................................................................................................................... 13 

Chapter 2 : A Review of the Literature .................................................................................... 15 

A Limited Pool ...................................................................................................................................... 15 

The Nontraditional Student ................................................................................................................. 16 

The Nontraditional Student and Community College....................................................................... 18 

Traditional versus Nontraditional....................................................................................................... 19 

General Academic Preparedness......................................................................................................... 21 

Beliefs About and of the High School Equivalency Student ............................................................. 23 

The Adult Learner ................................................................................................................................ 26 

Adult Learner Characteristics ............................................................................................................. 27 

Cultural Capital .................................................................................................................................... 30 

Self-Efficacy .......................................................................................................................................... 34 

Theories of Persistence ......................................................................................................................... 35 

The Digital Divide and Digital Equity ................................................................................................ 38 

Rethinking What Matters .................................................................................................................... 41 

Conclusion of Literature ...................................................................................................................... 42 

Chapter 3 : Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) as a Methodology .................................. 44 



x 

 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 44 

Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................................................. 44 

Research Questions............................................................................................................................... 45 

Introduction to IQA Methodology ...................................................................................................... 45 

The Problem of Induction .................................................................................................................... 46 

The Use of IQA with Adults ................................................................................................................. 47 

Respect for Learners as Decision Makers .......................................................................................... 49 

Feeling of Safety ................................................................................................................................ 51 

Conceptual Framework ....................................................................................................................... 52 

Pilot Study ............................................................................................................................................. 55 

Assumptions ....................................................................................................................................... 56 

About City College............................................................................................................................. 56 

Focus group 1: Reading 0301 ............................................................................................................. 57 

Focus group 2: Reading 0302 ............................................................................................................. 57 

Focus group 3: Math 0300 ................................................................................................................. 57 

Warm-up exercise .............................................................................................................................. 58 

Results ................................................................................................................................................ 60 

Research Design in IQA ....................................................................................................................... 61 

The Problem ....................................................................................................................................... 64 

Who Cares About the Problem? ......................................................................................................... 64 

What are Potential Causes of the Problem? ....................................................................................... 65 

Problem Questions ............................................................................................................................. 66 

Constituencies .................................................................................................................................... 66 

Final Design ....................................................................................................................................... 68 

Focus Groups ........................................................................................................................................ 68 



xi 

 

Selection of Participants ..................................................................................................................... 69 

Focus Group Location ........................................................................................................................ 70 

Identification of Affinities .................................................................................................................. 70 

Interview Protocol ................................................................................................................................ 71 

Selection of Participants ..................................................................................................................... 72 

Interview Phases ................................................................................................................................. 74 

Open-ended Axial Interview .............................................................................................................. 74 

Interview Part 1 .................................................................................................................................. 75 

Structured Theoretical Interview ........................................................................................................ 75 

After the Interview ............................................................................................................................... 78 

Transcripts .......................................................................................................................................... 78 

Axial Code Table (ACT) .................................................................................................................... 79 

Composite Affinity Descriptions: The Affinity Write-up .................................................................. 80 

The Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) ................................................................................................. 81 

Cluttered System of Influence Diagram (SID) ................................................................................... 84 

Uncluttered System of Influence Diagram (SID) ............................................................................... 85 

The Pareto Principle ........................................................................................................................... 86 

The Final System and Analysis .......................................................................................................... 87 

Limitations of This Study and Conflict of Interest ............................................................................ 87 

Study Limitations ............................................................................................................................... 87 

Conflict of Interest ............................................................................................................................. 88 

Ethical Research Dilemmas ............................................................................................................... 89 

Critiques of IQA ................................................................................................................................... 91 

Summary ............................................................................................................................................... 92 

Chapter 4 : Results of This study .............................................................................................. 93 



xii 

 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 93 

System Elements ................................................................................................................................... 93 

The Problem Statement ...................................................................................................................... 93 

The Constituencies ............................................................................................................................. 94 

Renaming and Reconciling Affinities for the Interview Protocol .................................................... 96 

Individual Interviews ........................................................................................................................... 98 

Presentation of Interviews .................................................................................................................. 98 

Adult Education Student Interviews – Combined ........................................................................... 100 

Faculty Impact .................................................................................................................................. 100 

Playing the Game ............................................................................................................................. 103 

Life Management ............................................................................................................................. 107 

Academic Life .................................................................................................................................. 110 

Relationships .................................................................................................................................... 112 

Growth and Transformation ............................................................................................................. 115 

Emotions .......................................................................................................................................... 117 

Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose ...................................................................................... 119 

Theoretical Interview Component .................................................................................................... 120 

Theoretical Code Frequency Table .................................................................................................. 121 

Reconciliation through Pareto and Power Analysis ......................................................................... 122 

Creation of the System of Influence Diagram (SID) ........................................................................ 134 

Affinity Tabular Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) ........................................................................... 134 

Development of Cluttered SID ......................................................................................................... 136 

Summary .......................................................................................................................................... 138 

Chapter 5 : Findings ................................................................................................................. 140 

Introduction and Development of the Uncluttered SID .................................................................. 140 



xiii 

 

Research Questions............................................................................................................................. 140 

Conceptual Framework ..................................................................................................................... 140 

Exploring the Uncluttered SID .......................................................................................................... 141 

Overall System Tone ........................................................................................................................ 143 

Faculty Impact .................................................................................................................................. 144 

Playing the Game ............................................................................................................................. 146 

Academic Life .................................................................................................................................. 147 

Growth and Transformation ............................................................................................................. 148 

Life Management ............................................................................................................................. 148 

Relationships .................................................................................................................................... 149 

Emotions .......................................................................................................................................... 150 

Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose ...................................................................................... 151 

Exploring Null Relationships ............................................................................................................. 152 

Comparison to Literature .................................................................................................................. 154 

General Academic Preparedness ...................................................................................................... 154 

Beliefs About and Of High School Equivalency Student ................................................................ 156 

Adult Learner Characteristics ........................................................................................................... 157 

Cultural Capital ................................................................................................................................ 158 

Self-Efficacy .................................................................................................................................... 159 

Research Implications ........................................................................................................................ 160 

Revisiting the Conceptual Framework ............................................................................................. 160 

Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition .......... 161 

Tinto’s Formula for Student Success ............................................................................................... 162 

McCoy’s System of Traditional College Student Success ............................................................... 162 

Implications for Practice .................................................................................................................... 163 



xiv 

 

Clearly Described Course Sequences and Faculty Roles ................................................................. 164 

Small Academic Successes .............................................................................................................. 166 

It is Critical for Students to Know How They are Doing ................................................................. 166 

Students Need to be Recognized for What They Have Accomplished ............................................ 167 

Academic Institutions Must be Structured for Success .................................................................... 168 

Colleges Must Provide Adequate Support ....................................................................................... 168 

The Need for Additional Research .................................................................................................... 170 

The System of Influence of the Faculty Experience ........................................................................ 170 

Are Things Different Across Different Community Types .............................................................. 171 

How do the Experiences Affect Outcomes ...................................................................................... 171 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................... 172 

Appendices ................................................................................................................................. 174 

Appendix A: Possible Causes of the Problem .................................................................................. 174 

Appendix B: Request to Interview Students .................................................................................... 176 

Appendix C: Informed Consent ........................................................................................................ 177 

References .................................................................................................................................. 182 

 

 

  



xv 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1.1: NRS Adult Education Educational Functioning Levels for English Speaking   

Students ..................................................................................................................... 11 

Table 3.1: Factors Associated with Student Persistence According to Previous Research ....... 54 

Table 3.2: McCoy’s (2013) College Student Experience Affinities and Sub-Affinities ........... 55 

Table 3.3: Focus Group Description .......................................................................................... 56 

Table 3.4: Age Ranges of Participants of this Study ................................................................. 73 

Table 3.5: Racial/Ethnic Makeup of Participants ...................................................................... 73 

Table 3.6: TSI Placement in Lowest Domain of Participants .................................................... 74 

Table 3.7: Delta Value and Affinity Type ................................................................................. 83 

Table 4.1: Constituency Selection.............................................................................................. 94 

Table 4.2: Comparisons ............................................................................................................. 95 

Table 4.3: This Study Affinities and Sub-Affinities .................................................................. 97 

Table 4.4: Affinity Names and their Associated Number ........................................................ 121 

Table 4.5: Combined Interview Theoretical Code Frequency Table ....................................... 122 

Table 4.6: Frequencies of each Non (null) Relationship Affinity Pair ....................................... 127 

Table 4.7: Power and Pareto Analysis ..................................................................................... 129 

Table 4.8: Calculating the Actual Variance Among Relationships Using the Cumulative 

Percent (Frequency) ................................................................................................ 133 

Table 4.9: Potentially Ambiguous Relationships ..................................................................... 134 

Table 4.10: Affinities and Infinity Numbers .......................................................................... 134 

Table 4.11: Final Affinity Numbers and their Location within the System ............................... 136 

Table 5.1: Total Ins and Outs of Affinities in Uncluttered System ............................................ 143 



xvi 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 3.1: The College Student Experience Focus Group Warm-up Exercise ...................... 59 

Figure 3.2:  IQA Research and Document Flow from Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 45 ........ 62 

Figure 3.3: IQA Research Design: A System with Recursion from Northcutt & McCoy,  

2004....................................................................................................................... 63 

Figure 3.4: Research Design, This Study ................................................................................ 68 

Figure 3.5: The College Student Experience Interview Protocol ............................................ 75 

Figure 3.6: Affinity Relationship Table .................................................................................. 78 

Figure 3.7: Sample Interview Axial Code Table ..................................................................... 79 

Figure 3.8: Sample Combined Interview Theoretical Code Frequency Table ........................ 81 

Figure 3.9: Sample Tabular IRD ............................................................................................. 82 

Figure 3.10: Sample Setup of Initial System ............................................................................. 84 

Figure 3.11: Sample Cluttered SID ........................................................................................... 85 

Figure 4.1: Removal of Arrow through Recognition of Pass-through Relationship .................. 124 

Figure 4.2: Maximizing Variance.......................................................................................... 132 

Figure 4.3: Power Analysis ................................................................................................... 132 

Figure 4.4: Tabular IRD ........................................................................................................ 135 

Figure 4.5: Tabular IRD Sorted in the Descending Order of Delta ....................................... 136 

Figure 4.6: Initial Affinity Placement ................................................................................... 137 

Figure 4.7: Cluttered SID ...................................................................................................... 138 

Figure 5.1: The Adult Education Student College Experience Uncluttered SID .................. 141 

Figure 5.2: Affinity Tone Based on Participant Feedback .................................................... 144 

Figure 5.3: Faculty Impact Feedback Loop ........................................................................... 145 



xvii 

 

Figure 5.4: Emotions Feedback Loop ................................................................................... 151 

Figure 5.5: Placement of Playing the Game and Relationships in the Final System ............ 152 

Figure 5.6: Placement of Life Management and Relationships in the Final System ............ 154 

 

 



1 

 

Chapter 1 : Introduction 

In 2013, the most recent year of data available at the time of publication, over 540,000 

individuals passed the high school equivalency (GED Testing Service, 2014).  While this 

represents almost three quarters of the total number of test takers, and half of those enroll in 

some form of postsecondary education, only a small percentage of these individuals complete a 

postsecondary degree or certificate. This statistic varies throughout the United States.  For 

instance, of test-takers from 2003, 11.6% of the 52.6% who enrolled in postsecondary education 

completed a degree or certificate within seven years (Zhang, Guison-Dowdy, Patterson, & Song, 

2011).  The statistics out of Texas predict seven to eight percent of students persisting (Texas 

Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2011).  

The low rate of persistence of individuals in and through college is, in part, due to the 

general overall academic preparedness of high school equivalency students who enter college 

after completing their high school equivalency. A majority of high school equivalency 

completers who move on to postsecondary education enroll in community college (Bailey, 2009; 

Prince & Jenkins, 2005); however, it is estimated that approximately 60% of all students, 

including those who are high school equivalency completers, who enroll in community college, 

will require some type of developmental education in their college career (Bailey, 2009). While 

this statistic is high, Bailey (2009) predicts that it does not begin to articulate the number of 

students who begin their career at a community college academically unprepared, as these 

statistics are based on the number of individuals who actually enroll in remedial coursework 

upon entrance into community college.  Some states, however, do not require enrollment in 

remedial coursework, California being most notable, and in many states, there are loopholes 
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around these requirements (Bailey, 2009).  For example, in Texas, individuals enrolling in a 

Level 1 credit certificate, equivalent to 15 semester credit hours. are not required to enroll in 

remedial coursework, regardless of their scores on the entrance exam.  The entrance exam 

provides for other exemptions, such as veteran status (51 TEC §3062). 

Academic preparation, however, is only one barrier students, and in particular high 

school equivalency students, face when enrolling in college. Postsecondary practices such as 

registration, placement tests, course requirements, and financing, as well as general navigation of 

the college environment, present distinctive challenges for individuals enrolling in college 

(Bailey, 2009).  For high school equivalency participants who are more likely to be first 

generation college students (Bailey, 2009; Garvey& Grobe, 2011), the only opportunity to learn 

these complex systems, which are likely unique to most individuals, and in particular those who 

have never seen anyone navigate these system, is in the adult education classroom.  

Unfortunately, research has shown that these classrooms are rarely structured to “show the 

ropes” to these students, but rather focus on successful high school equivalency test completion 

(Garvey & Grobe, 2011).  

THE TIPPING POINT 

With nearly three quarters of those who enroll in high school equivalency programs 

completing their equivalency, one might wonder why limited transition into postsecondary 

education is of such importance or cause for alarm. First and foremost, while over 800,000 

people take the GED® battery each year, there are an estimated 39.7 million individuals between 

the ages of 16 and 64 who are not enrolled in school and have not obtained a high school 

diploma or its equivalency (GED Testing Service, 2013).  This means that high school 

equivalency preparation programs, run throughout the nation on federal, state and other funding, 
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are reaching only approximately two percent of the population needing these services.   This 

population includes individuals who need basic literacy services (meaning they read, write or 

perform math at less than an eighth-grade equivalency level), preparation for the high school 

equivalency exam, or English as a Second Language.  Notably, most jobs in the current economy 

that pay family sustaining wages require some form of education beyond high school (Carnevale 

& Derochers, 2003). This leaves a large segment of the population with limited options for 

moving out of poverty, despite working at least one (often, more) full time jobs, creating what is 

commonly known as the “working poor” (Duke & Ganzglass, 2007).  

Research out of Washington State, most commonly referred to in adult education circles 

as “The Tipping Point Research,” finds that to see a significant wage increase, individuals must 

complete at least 30 semester credit hours, which is, in Texas, the completion of a Level 1 credit 

certificate (15-30 semester credit hours) or a Level 2 credit certificate (30-51 semester credit 

hours). This type of certificate is that which is most often sought after by high school 

equivalency completers and other individuals with low basic skills who enroll in community 

colleges (Prince, Jenkins, & Columbia University, 2005).  

Authors of the research, Prince, Jenkins, and Columbia University (2005) note that, 

compared with students who earned fewer than ten college credits, students who earned a 

credential equivalent to at least one year of credit full-time coursework earned significantly more 

per year. Specifically: 

• $7,000 more per year for those who begin in English as a Second Language Coursework 

• $8,500 more per year for those who begin in basic literacy or high school equivalency 

coursework; 
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thus making a year-long credit college certificate the tipping point for long-term wage potential. 

However, as previously noted, typically less than 10% of the approximately 39,700,000 

individuals in the country without a high school diploma or equivalency persist long enough to 

complete this certificate, creating an epidemic of working poor families with few options for 

moving up the socioeconomic ladder.  

 The necessity of students moving beyond learning English or earning a high school 

equivalency has become increasingly important for the programs who receive federal funding to 

prepare the students for these achievements as well.  Federal funding to provide coursework for 

these students was authorized under the Workforce Investment Act, Title II, Adult Education and 

Family Literacy Act until July 2014 when President Barack Obama signed the Workforce 

Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) into law, which amended the Adult and Family 

Literacy Act of 1998.  The new law, which took effect July 1, 2015 brought with it new 

performance measures for programs that receive this funding, measuring programs not only on 

the number of students who earn a high school equivalency and transition to college as under the 

previous legislation, but the number of students who actually earn a recognized college-level 

certificate within one year of earning their high school equivalency (Workforce Innovation and 

Opportunity Act of 2015). 

A TEXAS FOCUS 

 In 2015, the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board) published their strategic plan, 60 X 30 TX (Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board, 2015).  The headline of the plan states that “60% of ‘Generation Texas’ will 

have a postsecondary credential or degree by 2030” (Texas Higher Education Coordinating 

Board, 2015, p. 1).  The group defined here as “Generation Texas” are 25- to 34-year-olds in 
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Texas. The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board’s plan (2015) points out the national 

recognition of Texas as one of several states experiencing major skills deficits in its workforce 

and highlights the critical need for individuals in the prime working age (25 to 34-year-olds) to 

earn postsecondary certificates and credentials in order for Texas to remain competitive in the 

national and global economy.  The plan points out the high growth of minority populations, 

significantly Hispanics, and the historical low educational attainment and risk factors of this 

particular population (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2015).  The plan also calls 

for Texas to “reimagine” what college means, and challenges traditional college structures that 

do not support minority, historically marginalized, and nontraditional student populations (Texas 

Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2015).   

 This call to action follows suit of a national trend, encouraging community colleges to 

rethink current practices, which is fairly new in the educational realm.  Only in the past 20 years 

has the educational reform movement pushed past K-12 issues into those surrounding higher 

education (Baily, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).  In Bailey, Jaggars and Jenkins’ 2015 book 

Redesigning America’s Community Colleges: A Clearer Path to Student Success, the authors 

challenge the traditional structures of community colleges which essentially prey (though often 

out of neglect rather than malice) on low-skill students, providing what they refer to as a 

“cafeteria model” of education, in which students are offered so many choices, with minimal 

guidance and structure.  These traditional higher education structures cater to individuals who 

have the savvy to navigate (typically through family or school support), thus leaving a whole 

population behind.   

 In the past five to ten years, there have been numerous national initiatives seeking to not 

only increase access to postsecondary education, but to improve performance, retention and 
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outcome success.  These initiatives and the growing need to individuals to have education 

beyond high school has led to many states adopting funding structures for postsecondary 

institutions built around success (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).   

 One of the largest of these initiatives – Achieving the Dream (ATD) – sought to improve 

all aspects of postsecondary education through a “culture of evidence”.  A total of 26 institutions 

participated in the first round of the initiative, funded by the Lumina Foundation, beginning in 

2004, with nearly 200 participating to date (Mayer et al, 2014).  The participating institutions 

have sought to improve student outcomes and reduce achievement gaps among subgroups of 

students through (1) completion of developmental courses and progression into credit-bearing 

coursework; (2) completion of what are known as “gatekeeper courses”, that is, those courses 

that represent the first in the credit sequence of required degree coursework, particularly in math 

and English; (3) completion of this coursework with a letter grade of “C” or better; (4) ongoing 

persistence between semesters and years; and (5) attainment of credentials (Mayer et al, 2014).  

Of the round 1 colleges, 81% improved their “culture of evidence” – that is, increased their 

capacity to collect and use data to identify barriers to success and develop strategies for 

intervention (Mayer et al, 2014).  That said, “even with supportive leadership, encouragement, 

and technical assistance from national organizations, as well as grant support, colleges have had 

difficulty scaling up programs they perceive to be successful” (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).  

The research on the first five years of the ATD efforts pointed to numerous revisions in general 

processes of community colleges, but like many similar reform efforts, the target was a small 

subset of students, rather than a complete overhaul of the structure of the system (Baily, Jaggars 

& Jenkins, 2015; Mayer et. al, 2014).   
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Analysis of these efforts also points to a need to understand the overall college 

experience.  A huge component of this work, along with other initiatives, was rethinking 

placement and structure of developmental/remedial education.  For many colleges, remedial 

education levels were either unclear, or provided such an onerous trajectory of coursework for 

participants, that participants dropped out.  This paired with minimal advising on the front end 

created a retention problem within the first one to two semesters of many students’ 

postsecondary education experience.  Beyond that, though, research suggests that even 

restructuring which moves students through this remedial sequence more quickly or bypassing it 

all together would still only lead to a very small increase in graduation rates (Bailey, Jaggars & 

Jenkins, 2015).  It is argued that “student progression and completion requires changes in 

practice throughout the students’ experience with college, and not just at the front end” (Bailey, 

Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015, p. 11). 

THIS STUDY 

This study uses Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA), to understand the factors that 

contribute to the college experience for individuals who enter community college with numerous 

barriers, including low academic skills and, in particular, individuals who achieved their high 

school equivalency as opposed to traditional high school graduates.  Through the development of 

a system, this study analyzes how these factors work together in a system of influence. 

NONTRADITIONAL STUDENTS 

While not all community college students are nontraditional by definition, students who 

earned their high school equivalency represent a large portion of the growing number of adult 

learners in college (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011).   In the fall of 2015, 34% of community 

college students in Texas were over 25 years of age.  Additionally, 69% of community college 
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students attended school part time, and 45% of community college students were working at 

least 20 hours a week (Fernandez, Fletcher, & Klepfer, 2016).  

According to the US Department of Education (2015), in 2011, 23.8% of all 

undergraduate students enrolled in a postsecondary institution had four or more of the 

characteristics identified in the literature (Brock, 2010; Choy, 2002; Kim, 2002) as those that 

qualify a student as nontraditional.  These factors include being independent for financial aid 

purposes, having one or more dependents, being a single caregiver, not having a traditional high 

school diploma, delaying postsecondary enrollment, attending school part time, and being 

employed full time (US Department of Education, 2015).  In addition, while not included in this 

percentage, age is often associated with the characterization of a nontraditional student, as is 

suggested by their delay in enrolling in postsecondary education, as well as having one or more 

dependents, as the research indicates that being under the age of 24 still qualifies you as a 

dependent, thus not able to have dependents of your own (US Department of Education, 2015).   

Of students reported as possessing at least one characteristic to classify them as nontraditional, 

nine percent of those reported entering postsecondary education in 2011 received a high school 

equivalency as opposed to a traditional high school diploma, the highest number reported in a 

16-year period (US Department of Education, 2015).   

 Given the similarities between nontraditional students and high school equivalency 

students (Brock, 2010; GED Testing Service, 2014; Kim, 2002), and likelihood of a high school 

equivalency participant to hold at least one qualifying factor of a nontraditional student (Brock, 

2010; Kim, 2002; GED Testing Service, 2014; US Department of Education, 2015), this IQA 

study will first look at the factors that affect nontraditional students in community college in 

general – this, in part, due to the experience of high school equivalency completers who move 
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into postsecondary education being “woefully understudied” (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2008) – and 

then look at my own research of the experiences of individuals who completed a high school 

equivalency via preparation through an adult education and literacy program and transitioned 

into postsecondary education.   

The Federal Stage: Adult Education  

Adult education, as funded under Title II of the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity 

Act, which includes adult basic education (grade level equivalency 0 to 8.9) and adult secondary 

education (grade level equivalency nine through twelve) is defined in the federal legislature 

(2014) as:  

academic instruction and education services below the postsecondary level that increase 
an individual's ability to (A) read, write, and speak in English and perform mathematics 
or other activities necessary for the attainment of a secondary school diploma or its 
recognized equivalent; (B) transition to postsecondary education and training; and (C) 
obtain employment. (Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014) 

It is important to note here that the current definition, revised with the passing of the Workforce 

Innovation and Opportunity Act revises previous language that indicated the purpose of adult 

education to be “for individuals to function effectively in society” (Workforce Investment Act of 

1998).  The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 adds to the purpose the 

expectation that individuals transition to postsecondary education and training and obtain 

employment.  Locally, states reserve the right to select those which they serve under the 

Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act, Title II, Adult Education and Literacy. 

This research will focus on students who are completers of an Adult Education and 

Literacy (AEL) program, typically at the Adult Secondary Education (ASE) level, geared 

towards completion of a high school equivalency examination or high school equivalency.  
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Students will frequently be referred to as high school equivalency students, and AEL students 

and high school equivalency students will be used synonymously in this project.  

Important to understanding this study are some key definitions related to the field being 

discussed: 

National Reporting System (NRS) 

The Office of Career, Technical and Adult Education (OCTAE) has designated 6 levels 

under adult education. These levels are measured by approved assessment tools for use in federal 

adult education programs and are correlated with grade level equivalencies (OVAE 2013). These 

levels are measured in reading/English (grammar), math/numeracy and English language (ESL).  

As this study focuses on English-speaking students, the non-English-as-a-Second-Language 

levels are identified below.   
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Level Description Grade Level Equivalency 

Level 1 Beginning ABE Literacy 0  –   1.9 

Level 2 Beginning Basic Education 2  –   3.9 

Level 3 Low Intermediate Basic Education 4  –   5.9 

Level 4 High Intermediate Basic Education 6  –   8.9 

Level 5 Low Adult Secondary Education 9  –  10.9 

Level 6 High Adult Secondary Education 11 – 12 

Table 1.1: NRS Adult Education Educational Functioning Levels for English Speaking 

Students 

Developmental Education  

Texas Education Code sec. 51.3062 (2011) says that: 

Institutions of higher education may refer a student to developmental coursework as 
considered necessary by the institution to address a student's deficiencies in the student's 
readiness to perform freshman-level academic coursework. (§i) 
 

Tests of High School Equivalency   

In Texas, a certificate of high school equivalency is awarded to individuals who pass an 

exam approved by the State Board of Education (SBOE) (19 TAC §89.41).  Beginning in 

summer of 2016, the state of Texas began recognizing three exams to be used in awarding a 

certificated of high school equivalency: The GED®, the HiSET®, and the TASC™ (Test 

Assessing Secondary Completion) (SBOE, 2016, January 29). 

The General Education Development, or GED®, is an exam-based credential which was 

developed in 1942 to certify that veterans returning from World War II had the necessary skills 

to participate in postsecondary education and receive the benefits from the GI Bill (Tyler, 2005).   
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The GED testing service, a partnership between Pearson and the American Council on 

Education, released a new version of the test in 2014 meant to better assess students’ abilities to 

succeed in college and careers.  Due to the timing on this study, participants will have only taken 

the GED® to earn a high school equivalency, as opposed to one of the alternate assessments now 

available to students in Texas.  However, the focus of this study is on characteristics of 

individuals who do not complete high school, thus, students will be referred to as having 

completed a “certificate of high school equivalency” as opposed to having received a GED®.  

While other states have similarly adopted assessments other than the GED®, the research has yet 

to catch up.  These alternate assessments are fairly new (both first published in 2014), thus the 

literature has not yet caught up to their use in terms of available research.   

Texas Success Initiative 

As of fall 2003, all students wishing to enter a Texas public institution must comply with 

the Texas Success Initiative, as mandated by Texas Education Code (TEC) §51.3062, which 

requires that a student meet certain assessment standards in reading, writing and math.  Students 

who do not meet minimum standards must be placed into developmental education, with some 

exceptions for veterans or students who are enrolling in level 1 certificate programs (Texas 

Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2010).   

 In 2013, The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (THECB) launched the Texas 

Success Initiative Assessment (TSIA), an assessment developed by the College Board (Cui & 

Bay, 2017).  In an effort to better align the federal adult education program to entry-level college 

requirements, the College Board utilized adult education and literacy experts to develop outcome 

standards for the TSIA that aligned performance expectations to those of the NRS (Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board, 2014, TSI Operational Plan).   
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Finding the Solution 

In 2003, the 78th Texas legislature amended the Texas education code by requiring Texas 

public institutions to assess a student’s readiness to enroll in “freshman level” academic 

coursework under the Success Initiative (19 TAC §51.3062).  While this legislation created a 

barrier between students and coursework for which they are not academically prepared, it also 

created an additional barrier for low-skilled students into credit-bearing coursework.  Despite 

ongoing efforts to revise and improve K-12 assessment and standards to ensure students 

complete high school prepared for college coursework (US Department of Education, 2010), 

there still exists a misalignment of high school completion requirements and college entry 

requirements, with nearly 66% of individuals at community colleges requiring developmental 

education in 2013 (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, Transforming, 2014).     

The GED testing service released a new version of the GED® test in 2014 to better align 

the assessment towards the more rigorous national college and career readiness standards.  

However, high school equivalency students often face additional barriers in the transition to and 

persistence through postsecondary education (Garvey & Grobe, 2011), meaning academic 

preparedness alone is not a predictor of success or failure for high school equivalency students.   

With the disparaging realities around persistence and completion for high school 

equivalency students who transition to college, it becomes imperative to better understand these 

students’ experience in the college environment, and what the driving factors are around 

persistence for this particular population. As most students do not persist past developmental 

coursework, the focus of the research here will be on persistence of this student population into 

college credit coursework. Specifically, this study will seek to answer the question: 
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What is the college experience for students who transition from Adult Education programs to 

postsecondary education and training programs after earning a certificate of high school 

equivalency, and what factors determine success in this experience? 
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Chapter 2 : A Review of the Literature  

A LIMITED POOL 

Though the past ten to twenty years have given way to increased research on the 

transition of certificate of high school equivalency students into college and their respective 

success rate when compared to that of traditional high school students, results of these studies are 

inconclusive and fail to identify the key factors driving success and persistence of these students 

(Boesel, Alsalam, & Smith, 1998; Garvey and Grobe, 2011; Reder, 1999; Zafft, Kallenbach & 

Spohn, 2006). The research also tends to focus on comparative analysis of high school 

equivalency completers and traditional high school completers (Do high school equivalency 

students perform the same as traditional high school graduates in college programs?) (Boesel, 

Alsalam, & Smith, 1998; Garvey & Grobe, 2011). While relevant given the comparative nature 

of the research described in this paper, these studies fail to consistently identify the driving 

factors leading to success or failure of high school equivalency students in general. For instance, 

Boesel, Alsalam, and Smith (1998) argue that academically, there is no difference between high 

school equivalency and traditional student performance in postsecondary education, but that 

lower success rates are generally attributed to other prevailing factors, such as low 

socioeconomic status, being a single-parent (which, in turn, generally requires being the sole 

income source in a household), and less preparedness towards general college savvy.  

Additionally, many of these studies do not draw comparisons that are relevant to specific skill 

level, nor do they focus on participants from an Adult Education program (Lott & O’Dell, 2014).  

The research that attempts to identify causes of success and causes of failure tends to fall 

into four key areas or themes: general academic preparedness; beliefs of and about high school 
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equivalency completers on college campuses; integration into campus culture; and self-efficacy 

and persistence.  These themes were repeated throughout the research on this particular 

population and are used as a starting-place to better understand this population and factors 

driving success. 

THE NONTRADITIONAL STUDENT 

Given the sparsity of research around high school equivalency participants in 

postsecondary education, it is necessary and somewhat valuable to look at nontraditional 

students at large (Boesel, Alsalam, & Smith, 1998; Garvey and Grobe, 2011; Reder, 1999; Tyler 

& Lofstrom, 2008; Zafft, Kallenbach, & Spohn, 2006).  Nontraditional is a term that is often 

used interchangeably to describe a variety of student characteristics; this can include students 

who are older than the average age at a particular institution, students who enroll less than full 

time, students who do not come to college by traditional means (i.e. students who earn a high 

school equivalency in lieu of a high school diploma) (Brock, 2010; Choy, 2002; Kim, 2002. US 

Department of Education, 2015). 

 It is important to note that the nontraditional student is becoming more of a commonality 

– in 2011-12, 74% of all undergraduates had at least one characteristic that made them 

nontraditional.  Kim (2002) asserts that, “given the degree of diversity within the community 

college student population, institutions must have a clear understanding of the challenges that 

their students face as well as ways to address these issues through programs and policies” (p. 74).  

Kim goes on to say that the literature tends to lump students who are 25 and older under the 

nontraditional umbrella, however, there are at least three definitions used by researchers and 

policy makers when defining nontraditional students (Kim, 2002).  These factors are age, 

background characteristics, and behaviors.  
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Age is the most often used US Department of Education criterion for defining 

nontraditional students, and many scholars define nontraditional students as being 25 or older 

(Brock, 2010; Choy, 2002; Kim, 2002).  However, the fall of 2014, students over the age of 25 

accounted for 31.4% of enrollments in community college in Texas (Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board, 2014).  This is important to note in the consideration of both the research, 

and some of the driving factors of the research (i.e. 60 X 30 TX).  Thus, there cannot simply be 

an assumption that individuals of a certain age are “nontraditional” as the population of 

individuals in this age bracket is growing (thus, becoming the “norm” or “traditional”).  Other 

factors, then, should be considered when considering a nontraditional student. 

Kim (2002) also uses background characteristics to define nontraditional student 

populations. Nontraditional is also used to describe students in terms of their socioeconomic 

status and ethnicity.  Under this umbrella, students who are low income, first generation, or from 

other traditionally marginalized populations are considered nontraditional students. 

The third criterion used to identify nontraditional students is a consideration of behaviors 

which are considered to affect a students’ persistence and include factors such as delayed 

enrollment or enrollment after earning a high school equivalency, part-time enrollment, working 

full-time and/or being financially independent of one’s parents and being a single parent 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 1996). 

To reiterate, not one of these factors considered in isolation can define a student as 

nontraditional, and more and more students enrolling in colleges encompass at least one of these 

characteristics (Kim, 2002).  Thus, while all high school equivalency completers encompass the 

characteristic of having come to college by a route other than after earning a high school 

diploma, they cannot all be considered nontraditional.  However, as the research points out, a 
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majority of these students possess at least one other characteristic of a nontraditional student as 

defined in the literature (Brock, 2010; Choy, 2002; Kim, 2002. US Department of Education, 

2015). 

THE NONTRADITIONAL STUDENT AND COMMUNITY COLLEGE    

Community college students do account for almost one half of undergraduate college 

students in the United States, (Bailey, Leinbach, & Jenkins, 2006; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Kim, 

2002), and these students tend to represent at least half, in some cases the majority, of college-

going African-American, Native-American, and Hispanic individuals (Kim, 2002).  Community 

colleges provide access for a student who may not otherwise have access financially, 

academically, or via social capital, to college.  The first wave of college/postsecondary education 

improvement initiatives in the nation focused on access, opening the doors to postsecondary 

education for individuals who would not have had access otherwise (Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins, 

2015).  Unfortunately, though, these initiatives often lacked the next step as they did not create a 

pathway of success for these individuals in a system built on archaic structures and principles 

unfamiliar to many low-income, minority populations.  Further, it is the very factors that define 

the nontraditional student (low-income, minority, barriers), which are risk factors for success in 

college.  Thus, providing access with no additional support sometimes perpetuates an 

environment of failure for these individuals.  Further risk factors, as identified by the National 

Center for Education Statistics (1996), include delayed enrollment (not enrolling within a year of 

completing a secondary education), attending less than full-time, being financially independent, 

being employed full time, being a single parent, and not having a high school diploma.  

Postsecondary institutions are often ill-equipped to address these factors, which hinders students’ 
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opportunities for success and leads to a higher likelihood of attrition without degree or credential 

attainment (Bailey et al., 2006).   

In the case of this literature review, the term nontraditional will be used to focus on 

students who possess certain characteristics previously described which require additional 

institutional support as a means of drawing conclusions about the characteristic of high school 

equivalency completers who transition to college.  In other words, students who complete their 

high school equivalency typically possess these characteristics, either before enrolling in a 

postsecondary institution or while (or as a direct cause for) earning a high school equivalency 

(Guison-Dowdy, Patterson, & American Council on Education, 2011). 

TRADITIONAL VERSUS NONTRADITIONAL 

To better understand how institutions place students at risk by failing to address or 

support these noted characteristics and, in whole, the experience of the nontraditional student, it 

is important to first understand the differences between traditional and nontraditional students 

and how these differences affect the college experience for these populations.  Here, the term 

traditional is used to describe a student who lacks the qualifying characteristics to be considered 

nontraditional, and arrives at college within one year of completing a high school diploma.  

Using data from the 2004/2009 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study, a study 

which follows a nationally representative cohort of freshman from enrollment, Guison-Dowdy, 

Patterson, and American Council on Education (2011) identified factors of comparison between 

students who enrolled in a postsecondary institution after completing a traditional high school 

diploma versus those who earned high school equivalency.  Among other attributes, the authors 

(2011) identify the multiple characteristics of high school equivalency completers.  First, they 

are older than their high school graduate counterparts were when they first enrolled in 
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postsecondary education, but there is not a notable difference in ethnicity between high school 

equivalency completers and traditional high school graduates.  English was the primary language 

for both high school equivalency test completers and high school graduates, at about 89%.  

Traditional high school graduates tended to have parents with higher education levels than the 

parents of high school equivalency test passers and larger proportions of older siblings who 

attended college, and more than twice as many parents of postsecondary enrollees with high 

school equivalency test credentials did not finish high school themselves versus parents of those 

with high school diplomas.  The high school equivalency completers were far more likely than 

high school graduates to be financially independent, at 68.7%, with 50.5% having financial 

dependents, versus 16.1 % of high school graduates with dependents.  Further, more than two 

and a half times as many high school equivalency completers, 43.5%, as traditional high school 

graduates, 17.1% were at or below the poverty level.  Despite higher rates of poverty, there were 

also higher rates of full-time employment.  Of high school equivalency completers, 35.9% were 

found to have full-time employment versus 46.7% of traditional high school graduates (Guison-

Dowdy, Patterson, & American Council on Education, 2011).  Thus, there are distinct character 

differences in high school equivalency completers versus those who complete high school, and it 

is important to note that some of these characteristic differences are the very factors that Kim 

(2002) identified as risk factors of nontraditional students, as outlined in the previous section.   

 Porchea, Allen, Robbins, and Phelps (2010) sought to identify student characteristics that 

predict enrollment and degree outcomes for students that initially enroll at a community college 

and how the predictive value of these characteristics varies by specific outcome.  Of 4,481 

students at 21 community colleges, they observed a 48% five-year dropout rate, which is 

consistent with previous rates (45%) observed in national data analysis (NCES, 2008).  The 



21 

 

predictive elements of the dropout outcome for students indicated that academic preparedness 

was the largest predictor of dropping out with a negative correlation (the higher students 

measured in previous academic preparedness, the less likely they were to drop out).  Also 

significantly predictive to success were psychosocial factors, specifically academic discipline, 

commitment to college and social activity (Porchea et al., 2010).  However, academic 

preparedness overwhelmingly predicted completion or transfer versus dropping out, specifically, 

the probability of either obtaining a degree and not transferring, not obtaining a degree and 

transferring, and not obtaining a degree and not transferring (all three alternative outcomes to 

dropping out) increased in each category with each standard deviation increase in high school 

GPA  (Porchea et al., 2010).  The authors did not explicitly disaggregate these results for high 

school equivalency recipients; general conclusions, however, can conclude that students who 

earn a high school equivalency in lieu of a high school diploma have a higher likelihood of 

having struggled in school (Guison-Dowdy, Patterson, & American Council on Education, 

2011).   

GENERAL ACADEMIC PREPAREDNESS 

While a large percentage of high school equivalency completers require remediation 

when transitioning to college coursework, this can be attributed to a variety of factors, including 

a delay between completing their high school equivalency and enrolling in college. There is 

some assertion, however, that students who complete the high school equivalency as opposed to 

graduating high school are less academically prepared (Alamprese, 2005).  There is “a shared 

misconception is that high school equivalency credential is an indicator of postsecondary success 

readiness” (Kim, 2002; Mellard, Anderson, & National Commission on Adult Literacy, 2007).  

In fact, nearly one-third of first-year college students, both traditional high school graduates and 
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high school equivalency completers, require some form of remedial coursework (Adelman, 

1998).  Garvey and Grobe (2011) argue that key changes are needed in the high school 

equivalency classroom to better academically prepare students for college, including curriculum 

that is more enriched and incorporates critical thinking and high-level literacy and numeracy 

skills, rather than focusing only on the skills needed to complete the high school equivalency, 

and use of assessments that measure college readiness (for example, the Accuplacer or Compass 

test). 

While Boesel, Alsalam, and Smith (1998) only found slight differences between the 

academic performance over time for high school equivalency students versus high school 

graduates over time, they did argue that the persistence rate of high school equivalency students 

was significantly lower than that of high school graduates, thus, only the strongest academically 

would have been persisting, leading to a convergence of academic performance levels.  Santos 

(2004) also found that the vocabulary acquired by high school equivalency students was 

significantly less advanced than that acquired by high school graduates. 

 Guison-Dowdy, Patterson, and American Council on Education (2011) argue in their 

study that high school equivalency completers might be academically less prepared than their 

high school graduate counterparts because, as they dropped out of high school, did not have 

access to college preparatory classes as well as academic guidance.  However, it is important to 

note that the GED® 2014 assessment argues itself to be aligned to national college and career 

readiness standards, and the newest competitors in the field, the HiSET® and TASC ™ tests 

align themselves to these rigorous standards as well.  In Texas, more than 40% of individuals 

tested into some form of remedial education when entering postsecondary education (Texas 

Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2016).  Thus, the challenge may not simply be the lack of 
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rigor in high school equivalency, but overall the national secondary school standards with which 

these tests are aligned, and the expectations of individuals entering postsecondary education.  

The problem also, arguably, falls on other aspects of college success leading to a students’ ability 

to persist. 

BELIEFS ABOUT AND OF THE HIGH SCHOOL EQUIVALENCY STUDENT 

Beyond measurable college readiness, the research speaks high school equivalency 

completers’ beliefs about their own abilities as related to their success in postsecondary 

education.  Faulk and Kilpatrick (2000) argue that learning occurs within the context of ones’ 

environment and the subsequent interactions that take place.  Within two dimensions, essentially 

the meso and macro world, a learner makes sense of content through both social practices and a 

larger sociocultural frame of reference.  In a study by Lott and O’Dell (2014) rooted in social 

capital theory, Falk and Kilpatrick’s (2000) model of social capital was used as a framework to 

analyze the relationships between success in postsecondary education and social capital, here 

defined as individual dispositions and community connectedness.  In this quantitative study, 

principal axis factor analysis was used to analyze 321’s high school equivalency participants at 

two community colleges’ response on a two part, 76 item questionnaire designed to measure 

attitudes towards social capital and general college readiness (Lott & O’Dell, 2014).  College 

readiness was measured on factors of academic behaviors and contextual skills, which social 

capital was assessed through factors of individual dispositions and community connectedness.  

The results of the study yielded that there were significant differences in students’ perceptions of 

social capital (p< .05) based on their level of literacy, and significant mean differences in college 

readiness based on literacy level placement (Lott & O’Dell, 2014).  However, when analyzing a 

subset of data through multiple regression analysis to determine the best predictors of college 
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readiness and social capital, the researchers found that there was not a statistically significant 

difference among individuals in low literacy and high literacy groups when measured against 

these factors.  Thus, the researchers concluded that a student’s own perceptions of their readiness 

and social capital are perhaps a bigger predictor of success in college (Lott & O’Dell, 2014).  If 

not limited to academic skills alone, the persistence of the high school equivalency student can 

also be tied to their self-perceptions, and aspects of these perceptions may affect their ability to 

successfully persist in college coursework.   

 Duke, Strawn, and Jobs for the Future (2008) found that “for lower skilled adults, 

obtaining marketable credentials takes too long, especially given competing work and family 

responsibilities” (p. 2). These challenges are mirrored in much of the literature, asserting that, 

while a student may have the personal drive to complete a college credential, outside factors such 

as work and childcare present impassable hurdles towards obtaining this goal (Garvey & Grobe, 

2011; US Department of Education, 2007; Zafft, Kallenbach, and Spohn, 2006). Further, 

previous academic failure weighs heavily on this particular student, and creates an identity issue 

for them in believing that they truly belong in a postsecondary institution (US Department of 

Education, 2007).  

Of importance, too, is looking at these students and their reasons for dropping out of high 

school in the first place. For those who choose to return to obtain their high school equivalency, 

their reasons for dropping out of high school may involve more personal psychological barriers 

than academic barriers. George-Ezzelle, Zhang and Douglas (2006) analyzed data from 67,269 

high school equivalency examinees from 12,449 schools and found that, consistently, the top five 

reasons students cited for dropping out were: (1) absenteeism, (2) dislike of school, (3) boredom 

with school, (4) unhappiness in school and (5) poor study habits (p. 11). These general 
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characteristics of a student’s experience with school become critical factors in gauging their 

overall academic success, including that of when they transition to college. In contrast, high 

school equivalency classrooms are generally more student-centered and provide students a “safe” 

environment. While this is a strong structure in order to support high school dropouts in earning 

their high school equivalency, it does not provide a strong transitional framework for students 

who decide to transition into college (Garvey & Grobe, 2011). As stated previously, community 

colleges typically do not provide as nurturing an environment as the high school equivalency 

/ABE classroom, which is critical to the success of the high school equivalency student (Garvey 

& Grobe, 2011).   

Bailey, Jaggars and Jenkins (2015) point to overall structural issues in community 

colleges which fail to support students in getting on the right path.  “Cafeteria colleges”, as they 

refer to them, provide students with far too many options and little guidance.  While colleges 

may provide support to students who present high risk factors, such as those outlined previously 

of nontraditional students, these services are often poorly advertised, or inconvenient (Bailey, 

Jaggars and Jenkins, 2015).  Consider a student who originally dropped out of school to work or 

support a family – those challenges do not go away once the student decides to return to school – 

yet these services are often physically and organizationally distance from one another, with few 

lines of communication among them (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).  Colleges also often lack 

the savvy of the social services community when it comes to providing referrals to supportive 

services to students (i.e. transportation assistance, childcare, employment assistance).  In many 

colleges, these services are limited to one or two employees in a specialized office, with little to 

no communication between those employees, advisors and faculty who have a more direct line to 

students and are able to more quickly see a need for additional support.  For instance, in several 
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ATD schools interviewed, something as simple as a case management/early alert computer 

system was desired to bridge this communication gap (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).   

There is also significant research over the past decade that suggests the traditional 

approach to developmental education does not improve a student’s chances or likelihood of 

succeed in college-level coursework (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).  It seems unlikely that 

developmental education courses, as a whole, are failing to teach core academic skills necessary 

to succeed in college-level classes.  Thus, other factors must be considered.  First, the general 

blow to a students’ self-esteem when being required to take developmental education is 

devastating.  Many high school equivalency completers overcome huge barriers to complete their 

equivalency, some fighting through a lifetime of being labels as a school failure.  Thus, other 

factors, aside from academic, must be considered when understanding the likelihood of a 

participant’s success in college.  Adult learners tend to vote with their feet, meaning if they are 

not immediately achieving the outcome desired, they leave.  This is an extremely important 

factor when considering the college environment.   

THE ADULT LEARNER 

Research around nontraditional students also centers around the unique characteristics of 

the adult learner.  While traditional college students are, by legal definition, adults, they lack the 

life experience and unique qualities that tie them to the term adult learner.  Adult learners are 

those who either return to school after time away, during which time they’ve been working, 

raising a family, serving in the military, imprisoned; these factors all lead to life experiences 

which change the way they process information and essentially the way they learn (Kenner & 

Weinerman, 2011; Knowles, 1984). 
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Malcolm Knowles (1984) coined the term andragogy (the teaching of adults), a challenge to the 

use of pedagogy (the teaching of children), to address the instruction of adults and, in turn, adult 

learning theory.  In his work, Knowles (1984) challenged that the life experiences that adult 

learners bring to the classroom should be viewed as assets and instruction of adults should begin 

by acknowledging and embracing these past experiences, whether positive or negative, as the 

jumping-off point for which learning begins (or, rather, continues).   

Adult Learner Characteristics 

Understanding the unique characteristics that adults bring to the classroom, Knowles 

(1984) formalized research around adult learning and established key tenets crucial to the 

effective teaching of adults, based on characteristics of adult learners.  Kenner and Weinerman 

(2011), argue the crucial nature of understanding these characteristics for successful teaching of 

adults in college. 

Adults are self-directed.  They take responsibility for their own actions, and resist having 

information arbitrarily imposed on them (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011; Knowles, 1984).  This 

becomes a critically important factor when considering the trajectory of the high school 

equivalency participant who requires remedial education.  For an adult who has opted to go back 

to school, typically for a very specific purpose, the traditional community college experience 

does not bode well (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011).  In many community colleges, individuals are 

given an assessment of readiness, given an (often optional) orientation, and told which classes 

they are eligible to register for.  With the often high advisor to student ratios, there is often little 

to no opportunity for a student to learn about their current academic abilities (or even how to 

interpret their test scores), and what requirements are needed to achieve their desired outcome 

(Bailey, 2009; Bailey, Jenkins & Leinbach, 2005).    
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 Bailey, Jaggars and Jenkins (2015) discuss the cafeteria college model, in which students 

are given a list of course offerings and told which ones meet which requirements.  There is often 

little to no explanation, however, as to how what decision they make affects their ability to earn a 

certificate or degree in a specific amount of time.  For instance, many certificate programs do not 

require college algebra.  However, for a participant who has not yet decided on a program of 

study, they are often advised into a traditional liberal arts math sequence, assuming they may 

want to transfer to a four-year institution.  They are very rarely asked “why are you here”, and as 

such, never given advice as to potential options for them in terms of pathways, time to 

completion, etc.  As an example, a participant may want to go into a medical field (i.e. I want to 

be a nurse); but no one ever asks how long they have to complete the degree or certificate, how 

soon they need to work, etc.  So, rather than being guided down a path of say, stackable 

credentials by which they could begin working in a medical field occupation fairly quickly after 

earning a shorter credential of 15-30 semester credit hours, while still attending school for 

additional certificates/degrees, they are given a generic degree plan that puts them down a much 

longer path.  This leads to many students becoming frustrated or burned out, particularly if they 

are taking courses not necessary, and worse, not succeeding in those courses. 

 Further, adults often seek to master content, rather than simply learn it (Hsu, Wang & 

Hamilton, 2013), so the idea of completing cursory coursework, such as a remedial class, without 

an understanding of why or what it may help them to accomplish, is potentially dangerous in a 

successful trajectory for these learners.  Adults are generally more engaged and “tend to ask 

more questions, demand more classroom discussion, and seek connections between the material 

and practical applications from work” (Hsu, Wang & Hamilton, 2013, p. 395).  That said, 
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community college coursework, particularly for low-skilled participants, tends to lack this 

connection to real-world applications (Bailey, 2009; Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).      

Adults have extensive experience.  This depth of experience serves as a critical 

component in the foundation of their self-identity.  This idea again highlights the devastating 

effects of the college entrance exam/placement on these individuals, which fails to acknowledge 

past experience.   

Adults are ready to learn.  As most adult learners return to college voluntarily, they are 

likely to actively engage in the learning process.  Thus, the often passive process by which most 

college students are passed around, given a standard course offering, is not conducive.  It can 

lead to confusion, taking courses that are not necessary, and ultimately failure to complete the 

desired goal of a certificate or credential. (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011) 

Adults are task motivated.  Adult students returning to college attend for a specific goal 

and the primary component of their motivational drive tends to be internal (Kenner & 

Weinerman, 2011; Knowles, 1984).  Yet, as previously mentioned, community college students 

are rarely asked, “why are you here”?  Rather, they are given a test, shuffled to a required set of 

courses, with no mind to a clear path or idea they have for success (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 

2015).     

Drawing from Knowles’ work, Schraw and Moshman (1995) identify three 

metacognitive frameworks through which people structure their own learning theories: tacit 

theory, informal theory, and formal theory.  Tacit theory argues that adult learners acquire 

metacognitive skills through their local culture as well as teachers and peers.  These skills, being 

naturally acquired, are likely to be deeply engrained and difficult to modify.  Under tacit theory, 

a successful learner may have modeled themselves off a successful member of their community 
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as their metacognitive skills are established from observations of those in their culture and 

without and specific learning framework (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011).  However, this can 

create problems for the learner in an academic setting if the role model is indifferent to higher 

education and have been successful despite a lack of formal education.  Further, because of the 

nature of the development of these skills and framework, they can be deeply ingrained, making it 

difficult for them to change despite that framework and subsequent actions not leading to 

academic success (Guzetti, Snyder, Glass, & Gamas, 1993, as in Kenner & Weinerman, 2011). 

  Under informal theory, knowledge is still acquired environmentally, but the learner has 

some knowledge or understanding of their metacognitive process.  The example of informal 

theory given is a workplace in which a worker recognizes and links their learning to rewards in 

the workplace.  Very often, adult students have developed a metacognitive framework through 

work, thus, their behavior is linked to the reward-system structure of the workplace (Kenner & 

Weinerman, 2011). 

Understanding these levels of metacognition can help instructors more appropriately 

work with adult learners, understanding that they are likely to have had a gap in their academic 

development process, and thus, rather than continuing to acquire academic skills, they may have 

acquired practical knowledge through work or other life situations.  Thus, instructors of adult 

learners should draw connections between the collegiate, “academic” knowledge and practical 

knowledge, drawing back to Knowles’ principles, making learning relevant. (Kenner & 

Weinerman, 2011). 

CULTURAL CAPITAL 

Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital has served as a foundation by which researchers in 

the field of education have sought to explain inequities in the educational experience of 
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marginalized populations.  The use of cultural capital to explain student achievement is rooted in 

Bourdieu’s (1986) assertion that “the scholastic yield from educational action depends on the 

cultural capital previously invested by the family” (p. 48).  Unlike economic capital which can 

be transmitted instantaneously, social capital is acquired over time, and “starts at the outset, 

without delay, without wasted time, only for the offspring of families endowed with strong 

cultural capital” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 49).  The cultural capital described challenges “academic 

success or failure as an effect of natural aptitudes” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 47) and instead suggests 

that individuals in the dominant culture acquire particular types of cultural capital valued in 

school (language, vocabulary, literacy, knowledge of traditional schooling structures) through 

how they are raised.  Thus, families of a certain class or culture are at an advantage.  For those 

not born into the “appropriate” class (for purposes of interpretation, the dominant culture), 

cultural capital can be acquired through formal schooling, however, those who are born into the 

dominant culture have a “head start” and thus a higher likelihood of success.  Further, 

Bourdieu’s theories attempt to explain the reproduction of a hierarchal society and “dominant 

groups within a society are able to maintain power because access is limited to acquiring and 

learning strategies to use these forms of capital for social mobility” (Yosso, 2005, p. 76).   

While Bourdieu’s theories are still touted in research to analyze the different experiences 

of students, newer research challenges his notions by acknowledging the existence of these forms 

of capital, but arguing that institutions should embrace this capital and tailor their structures to 

better support students and the capital they enter with, rather than attempting to prepare students 

with whatever capital is considered “right”.  According to Tara Yosso (2005), “schooling efforts 

usually aim to fill up supposedly passive students with forms of cultural knowledge deemed 

valuable by dominant society” (p. 75).  Yosso (2005) also argues that “educators most often 
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assume that schools work and that students, parents and community need to change to conform 

to this already effective and equitable system” (p. 75).  Yosso (2005) asserts, however, that it is 

indeed the schools that need to change to embrace the assets with which students enter school. 

Sue Clegg (2010) offers further analysis of the notion of cultural capital, specifically in 

higher education, and argues that “those in elite institutions are largely involved in a logic of 

reproduction not transformation” (p. 94).  Further, when analyzing the forms of capital brought 

with minority students, blame is placed on the students’, their families, and inadequate schooling 

rather than considering the need for transformation within the larger structure (Clegg, 2010).  

Clegg (2010) begins by challenging the very cost of higher education, arguing that “price 

becomes a marker of prestige”, and by the mere social value that higher education can provide, 

students will make the investment (p. 95).  It is this ideal that alludes back to traditional 

Bourdieuian framework in which certain forms of capital can be “bought”.  Clegg (2010), 

however, points out the success found by certain marginalized populations in higher education, 

and that newer frameworks of understanding should explore “the social resources deployed by 

students in decisions about whether to participate in higher education, rather than 

conceptualizing them as lacking” (p. 96).   

 Anat Gofen (2009), further challenges Bourdieu’s theories by providing analysis of first-

generation college students who “embody the realization of social mobility”, but for whom very 

little is known regarding the process which enabled them to attend college.  Gofen (2009) points 

to previous research which discounts the role of the family in first-generation college students’ 

success; essentially, since the family lacks the appropriate college “know-how” (cultural capital), 

they are not able to adequately support their first-generation child in the transition to school.  

However, “some recent findings”, argues Gofen (2009), “contradict the role of the family of 
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first-generation students” as previously described (p. 106).  Gofen’s (2009) research of first-

generation college students concluded that participants consistently affirmed that they were able 

to “break the intergenerational cycle” by utilizing their day-to-day upbringing within their family 

structures (p. 109).  Further, participants consistently did not mention their schooling, teachers, 

or their educational experience as responsible for their success.  Rather, many pointed to their 

educational experience as a roadblock in their ability to move forward into college, citing 

consistent barriers because of the school/teacher’s beliefs about their lack of ability due to their 

familial background (Gofen, 2009).      

This is not to say that Gofen’s research concluded that parents or family served as a role 

model for first generation college students – this was most often not the case in participant 

responses.  It was the experience with the parents who were not a role model that motivated 

mobility for these students, by viewing their daily challenges through not having an adequate 

education and through direct motivation from the parents themselves (“do not become me”).  

Bourdieu’s research would indicate education as a low-priority in lower-class populations – not 

the case in the participants interviewed, whose parents continuously promoted and remained 

heavily involved in their education.  Gofen’s (2009) research then calls into question Bourdieu’s 

theory that cultural capital, if not acquired through familial relations, is acquired through 

schooling.  The parents in this research, while not privy to the forms of cultural capital necessary 

to promote college “know-how,” still transmitted values which promoted social mobility, and 

schooling played no part in this mobility except to detract from success.  

 Gofen’s research reaffirms Yosso’s (2005) assertions that other forms of capital brought 

by students from marginalized populations should be valued by educational institutions.  Further, 

educational institutions can be enhanced to better support other forms of capital, and rather than 
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viewing a lack of dominant cultural capital from a deficit perspective, promoting these other 

types of capital that students bring with them (Clegg, 2010).   

SELF-EFFICACY 

Bandura (1977) defines outcome expectancy as “a person’s estimate that a given behavior 

will lead to certain outcomes” (p. 3). In the research around student persistence, self-efficacy is 

often tied to motivation (Pintrich & Schunk, 1995). Hill (2004) argues that students with high 

school equivalency credentials may enter college with personal and psychological barriers that 

contribute to a lack of self-efficacy about succeeding in college. High school graduates, in 

contrast, may have higher self-efficacy towards completion in part due to their successful 

completion in high school, but also towards an overall inflated environment of success found in 

high school and community and family support.  

Ryan & Deci (2000) also argued the importance of relevance in relation to motivation. 

That is, if students perceive their leaning to be essential to their needs, their motivation will be 

heightened and they will have strong self-efficacy. For adult learners, learning must be both 

relevant, but also lead towards a perceived outcome of improved self (Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 2005). Thus, research indicates the importance of goal setting for equivalency students 

in particular. Because of the nature of the high school equivalency program, it is important for 

these learners to make the transition to postsecondary education with a clear goal and outcome, 

and colleges can support this goal and outcome through clear advising and counseling.  Yet, in 

often overstretched budgets, this advising does not exist.  There also often lacks clear 

communication of faculty to advisors as to course requirements and expectations, as well as 

options for students.  As previously mentioned, there may be a multitude of pathway options for 
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a participant who requires developmental education, yet typically they are given a list of options 

that ties to their test score with little to no additional explanation.   

THEORIES OF PERSISTENCE 

Research around college student persistence points to key theories which assess the 

relationship between the learner/student and the environment, specifically, the college campus.  

The environment, in this research, can mean everything from the physical space to the systemic 

structures in which the college system is built.  Tinto (2005) , who provides significant research 

around persistence, argues that: 

It is too easy to see the absence of student success as solely the responsibility of students 
or of external forces beyond institutional control.  Too often we tend to ‘blame the 
victim’ and avoid seeing our own actions as at least partially responsible for the problems 
we face. (p. 90)   
 

Tinto’s (2005) research points specifically to things students need in order to be successful and 

persist and in his work he argues that students do best when expectations are clearly and 

consistently provided.  Universities hold differing expectations for differing students.  

Expectations can be subtle and occur in the form of microaggressions; they can also be concrete, 

and take place in advising.  According to Tinto (2005):   

The inability to obtain needed advice during the first year or at the point of changing 
majors can undermine motivation, increase the likelihood of departure, and for those who 
continue, result in increased time to degree completion. (p. 256)  
 

Tinto (2005) further argues that support necessary for success comes in the form of academic, 

social and financial.  Research indicates that these supports are most effective when they are 

connected to the learning environment (Tinto, 2005; Tinto, 2012).   

Tinto’s (2005) model additionally demonstrates that students require frequent feedback 

about their performance, both in the form of standard entry assessment and coursework 
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assessment but also through early warning systems that alert institutions and instructors when 

students are at risk for dropping out (Tinto, 2005; Tinto, 2012).  Additionally, the more students 

are academically and socially involved, the more likely they are to persist.  This involvement is 

critical, particularly in the first year of college (Tinto, 2005).   

Students enter with fixed attributes (social class, race, ethnicity), academic preparation, 

higher education knowledge and preparation, and outside commitments.  These attributes and 

external environmental factors (i.e. institutional size, location), cannot be affected by 

institutional actions.  However, institutional expectations and the support system (fiscal, 

academic, social) “provide the overarching context for institutional action” (Tinto, 2005, p. 226).  

This model “sees student effort and learning as central to student success” and “sees the 

classroom as the critical ground upon which student success is played out” (Tinto, 2005, p. 227). 

Tinto’s (2005) work is important in understanding the importance of a learning 

environment that is both catered to the unique student, as well as accounts for addresses unique 

challenges students face.  These challenges, according to Tinto (2005) are not limited to 

academic, thus highlighting the need for academic institutions to develop support structures for 

the whole student.   

Tinto’s work focuses on the broad category of the college student.  Bean and Metzner 

(1985), however, looked at the unique characteristics of the nontraditional student in providing 

theories around persistence.  “Although older and part-time students have sometimes been 

included with traditional students in studies of attrition, little research has been devoted 

exclusively to these nontraditional students beyond a simple tabulation of the dropout rate” 

(Bean & Metzner, 1985, p. 485).  Bean and Metzner provided a model for predicting student 

persistence, considering the interactions between social and academic integration first 
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highlighted by Bean and Metzner (1985).  This model looks at the interaction of these variables 

and outlines how these interactions effect nontraditional student persistence.  

In the model, Bean and Metzner (1985) identify that interactions between social and 

academic integration is similar to that identified in Tinto’s work.  However, environmental 

variables are more impactful for the nontraditional student, thus predicting that: 

(1) When both the academic and environmental variables are positive, the student in the 

model will persist; 

(2) When both the academic and environmental variables are negative, the student in the 

model will drop out; 

(3) When the academic variables are negative, but the environmental variables are positive, 

conditions are favorable that the student will persist (i.e. given family, peer, institutional 

or employer support, the student will persist regardless if academic support is improved); 

(4) The inverse of (3) above will likely result in dropout (Bean & Metzner, 1985).   

Institutional effects cited in both the work of Bean and Metzner (1985) and Tinto (2005) include 

advising, faculty, systems and structures (i.e. financial aid, registration, removal of holds), and 

can provide just as severe an impact on student performance as academic preparedness.   

 Person, Rosenbaum, and Deil-Amen (2006) stress the importance of familiarity with the 

dominant culture in order to succeed in institutions, namely school.  Referencing scholars such as 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) and Coleman (1988), they argue that “most scholarship conceives 

of cultural capital in terms of knowledge and behaviors, and social capital in terms of 

embeddedness and relationships” (p. 375).  However, the authors note that, despite the critical 

nature of social and cultural capital in succeeding in an educational institution, little research has 

focused on “the instructional structures that direct the flow of information within educational 
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institutions” (p. 376).  Person Rosenbaum, and Deil-Amen (2006) go on to say that, while 

community colleges have adapted well to higher numbers of academically underprepared 

students through remedial offerings and larger numbers of students with work schedules or 

childcare needs, many students at 2-year institutions have limited understanding of college 

requirements.  Students who did poorly in high school or who are first generation college 

students lack the basic understanding of college structure and information sharing and may lack 

the confidence to ask questions (Person, Rosenbaum, & Deil-Amen 2006).  The findings, based 

on survey results of about 4,000 students in both two-year public and two-year private (or 

occupational) colleges, indicate that students make drastic and life-altering educational choices 

without considering alternatives, or without even knowing that alternatives exist.  The authors 

(2006) also cite lousy or limited advising, advising that is not mandatory, and advising that meets 

personal interests of the advisors.  Advising is a critical factor in the success of community 

college students, yet students are often ill or misinformed about coursework and course 

requirements, and in some cases students were not even made aware that remedial coursework 

would not count towards their degree (Goldrick-Rab, 2010). 

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE AND DIGITAL EQUITY 

 New bodies of research have brought light to a new barrier for nontraditional students in 

postsecondary education – the digital divide.  Jesnek (2012) explains that: 

Scholars have coined the term ‘digital divide’ to describe the difference between the 
more expansive computer knowledge of traditional aged students and the relative 
bewilderment of non-traditional age students, and as a whole, the divide looms large on 
community college campuses. (p. 3)  
 

While Jesnek’s explanation is a somewhat deficit view considering the growing usage of basic 

technology by college students given the rise in availability and usage of smart-phones and other 
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smart devices (Pearson, 2015), there is general concurrence in the literature regarding the divide 

amongst nontraditional students when it comes to technology (Jesnek, 2012; Sun & Metros, 

2011).   

 While some literature still utilizes the term digital divide, other scholars have moved to 

the term digital equity, which moves the conversation away from one that seems to blame the 

student or imply that there is a simple division to one that acknowledges the role of equity in 

such a divide.  According to Gorski (2009), “if we intend to consider technology from an 

authentic multicultural education framework, we must begin by acknowledging the inequities 

that exist in our schools” (p. 349).  Gorski (2009) goes on to argue that: 

Any discussion of the multicultural possibilities of instructional technology must begin 
where every discourse on multicultural education should begin—with a critical 
examination of the ways in which a growing reliance on these technologies may 
contribute to the very inequities multicultural education is supposed to eliminate. (p. 350) 
 

Gorksi further examines the role of digital equity consideration in conversations around 

multicultural education, and the importance of first considering notions of equity in access to 

technology and technology education before moving to analysis of bridging the digital gap.  

Further analysis of digital equity and the digital divide presented below will utilize the 

terminology used by the individual authors, while still acknowledging that the problem is largely 

one of equity.   

 There are many factors that drive the digital divide.  While Jesnek (2012) points to older 

individuals returning to school from the workforce, Sun & Metros (2011) focus on 

socioeconomic status as a critical piece of the digital divide, arguing that: 

Children in low-income neighborhoods are less adept in using computers, which has 
lifelong consequences, as they not only lack the basic computer skills, but also have 
fewer accesses to the digitally disseminated information and knowledge. (pp. 159-160) 
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Regardless of the cause, it is generally agreed upon that institutions are not well-equipped to 

support individuals in the use of technology (Jesnek, 2012; Rohs & Ganz, 2015; Sun & Metros, 

2011).  According to Jesnek (2012): 

While community colleges, private and public, have always served more non-traditional 
and returning students than bigger four-year universities, their ability to make essential 
changes in order to accommodate the dramatic increase of this particular student group 
has become a concern within the last five years.  Battling budget cuts, bureaucratic red 
tape, and shifting demands of the job market, the institutions themselves are not wholly to 
blame (considering the aforementioned variables that exist outside of institutional 
control) for gaps in adequate services; still, significant problems remain, particularly in 
terms of accurately anticipating the base knowledge and preparedness of non-traditional 
students, and thus, in offering an appropriate response. (p. 2) 
 

Jesnek (2012) further argues that, while returning to school is challenging, there are mechanisms 

to both assess and address deficiencies in reading, writing and math; there are generally not such 

mechanisms for technology deficits. 

 Sun and Metros (2011), analyzed the literature on the topic of the digital divide, seeking 

to answer the questions of (1) how socio-economic status affects the availability of technology of 

students, (2) how technology use affects students’ academic performance and (3) whether the 

lack of technology use impairs students’ academic performance.  The authors (2011) found that: 

Students’ academic performance is a function of many complex and interrelating factors.  
Although technology use is linked to socio-economic status and academic performance, 
educators should try to identify whether the cause of low or high academic achievement 
directly results from technology use, and how technology usage interacts with and affects 
other factors. Besides, when educators leverage technology in an academic setting, they 
should select subjects that have proven to benefit from the use of technology. (p. 159) 
 

Sun and Metros’ (2011) argument further highlights the notion of equity around access to 

technology, and highlights the importance of educators in first addressing the use of technology 

before attempting to use such technology for the purpose of education.  This is challenging, 

however, as more and more testing companies move to computer-only based assessments.  This 
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challenge was highlighted in several presentations to the Texas State Board of Education when 

constituents argued for the adoption of additional high school equivalency assessments in Texas 

(State Board of Education, 2016).  Whereas GED® discontinued paper-based test options with 

the release of the newest test in 2014, the two other vendors available in Texas (TASC™ and 

HISET®) still offer paper-based options.   

Other research on the topic of the digital divide point to a conflict between the idea of 

learning opportunities conducive to the nontraditional student’s lifestyle (i.e. distance learning) 

that require a level of tech savviness not possessed by the students they were designed to support 

(Rohs & Ganz, 2015).  According to Rohs and Ganz (2015): 

Unequal access to information and related unequal educational chances are considered to 
be the basis for the existing imbalance of power and differential possibilities for 
individual development. The permanent availability of information on the internet 
establishes the possibility that the traditionally institutional and status related barriers to 
education should not exist anymore. (p. 1) 
 

In this sense, while technology such as MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) is growing, the 

access to that technology is not, meaning that the idea of “education for all” is really not 

education for all; in general, those that would have traditionally accessed the content through 

brick-and-mortar instructions are the same individuals that have the ability to access the 

technology online.    

RETHINKING WHAT MATTERS 

 As the research on student persistence highlights, factors beyond the academic are critical 

to considering student success and persistence in postsecondary education.  Yet, assumptions 

about postsecondary education – and the general college structure – focus on the 17-22 year-old 

high school graduate (Kasworm, 1990; Philbert, Allen & Elleven, 2008).  The 2016 Survey of 

Community College Engagement from the Center for Community College Student Engagement 
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CCCSE) revealed that the approximately 125,000 students surveyed were, on average, not likely 

to withdrawal from college or class due to being academically unprepared, but were somewhat to 

very likely to withdrawal from college or class due to other constraints previously outlined in the 

research as being common characteristics of nontraditional students: working full-time, caring 

for dependents and lack of finances (Brock, 2010; Choy, 2002; Kim, 2002; National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2015).  These figures point to the critical need for postsecondary 

institutions to focus on factors other than academic preparedness when considering student 

retention methods. 

 Bailey, Jaggars and Jenkins (2015) further highlight the need for postsecondary 

institutions to rethink their current practices, and not just consider academic factors when 

rethinking student persistence.  Many colleges have completely restructured their remediation 

coursework, understanding that adult learners are goal-oriented (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011;  

Knowles, 1984), and when faced with life-barriers, will not persist through semesters or years of 

remedial coursework that does not clearly align to their goals (Bailey & Leinbach, 2005; Bailey, 

Jaggars and Jenkins 2015).  Thus, it is important for colleges to understand those barriers, and 

how they affect the college experience so that they can structure their systems in such a way that 

alleviates or addresses the barriers themselves.  

CONCLUSION OF LITERATURE 

The literature highlights the inconclusive nature around research of high school equivalency 

students transitioning into postsecondary education. However, common themes are present when 

citing potential challenges students may face, and a lack of consistent methods by postsecondary 

institutions in addressing these challenges.  These themes include: 

1. Overall academic preparedness; 
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2. Low self-esteem/fear; 

3. Student’s being given ample support in understanding of the college environment; 

4. Institutions supporting the development of clear student goals and understanding of 

educational purpose; and 

5. Support of outside turbulence or life responsibilities. 

While these themes are common in much of the research, it is unclear which, if any, is more 

important in determining the ultimate success of the high school equivalency student who 

transitions to college. Thus, more research is needed to determine which individual elements 

affect equivalency student success and to what degree each of these elements is a factor in 

persistence. 

 Using past research of Tinto (2005), Bean and Metzner (1985) and the culmination of 

research around community college improvement efforts outlined by Baily, Jaggars and Jenkins 

(2015), this study seeks to understand the system of influence that affects the college experience, 

particularly for nontraditional students.  The remainder of this study will use the terms elements 

and factors interchangeably; thus, I have presented the research questions with both the term 

elements and factors.  This study will seek to answer: 

1. What are the elements/factors that make up The College Experience/Being a Student for 

individuals who have completed their high school equivalency? 

2. How do these elements/factors relate in a system of influence? 

3. How do the experiences of adult education students who transition to college compare to 

those of traditional college students?  
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Chapter 3 : Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) as a Methodology 

INTRODUCTION 

The methodology chapter of this study includes an overview of the purpose of the study, 

research questions, the research behind selecting Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) for this 

study, and an explanation of IQA, with details of how the specific phases of IQA were carried 

out in this study.  This study focuses on the experiences of first year community colleges 

students who have completed a Texas Certificate of High School Equivalency (TxCHSE) as they 

relate to persistence; specifically: what are the elements/factors in the system of experience that 

lead to persistence for this type of student, and how do those factors relate to one another in a 

system of influence. 

Interactive qualitative analysis (IQA), the method used here to interpret student 

persistence, allows a group to form meaning from a situation, analyze relationships among issues 

(affinities), and examine these issues with respect to their own importance of meaning (Northcutt 

& McCoy, 2004, p. 43).  Through the use of focus groups and interviews, the researcher, 

together with the subjects, develops a system of influence containing affinities and relationships 

between those affinities.  Each affinity is further described through subject narrative, which 

identifies the affinity as positive or negative (referred to as covalence) and further explains the 

relationship of each affinity to other affinities as well as to the system as a whole.  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to identify elements/factors that affect the college experience 

for individuals who complete a TxCHSE via preparation from an adult education and literacy 

(AEL) program, and understand how these factors relate to each other in a system of influence.  
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This study also seeks to compare the experience of those individuals with those of traditional 

high school graduates. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Specific research questions for this study are: 

1. What are the elements/factors that make up The College Experience/Being a Student for 

individuals who have completed their high school equivalency? 

2. How do these elements/factors relate in a system of influence? 

3. How do the experiences of adult education students who transition to college compare to 

those of traditional college students? 

INTRODUCTION TO IQA METHODOLOGY 

The qualitative research finds that the nature of both elements and relationships depends 
on complex interactions between the phenomenon that the system represents and the 
purpose and methods of interpretations brought to the phenomenon by the researcher. 
(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 1) 
 
IQA, the method used to interpret student persistence, allows a group to form meaning 

from a situation, analyze relationships among issues (affinities), and examine these issues with 

respect to their own importance of meaning (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  In this respect, the 

researcher’s role is one of facilitator, “teaching the [focus] group members the process and 

guiding them to generate and analyze their own data with minimal external influence” (Northcutt 

& McCoy, 2004, p. 44).  The purpose of an IQA study is to: 

allow a group to create its own interpretive “map” then to similarly construct individual 
“maps” of meaning: together, the two levels of meaning are used by the researcher as the 
foundation for interpretation… IQA study prompts the participants to examine these 
issues with respect to a phenomenon important to them” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 
44)  
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Guba and Lincoln (1994) argue that, in research, particularly in the social sciences, there 

is skepticism around the notion that the researcher does not influence the subject.  This notion is 

a founding principle of IQA, which posits that the subject and the researcher are interdependent, 

and places in subject in a position of joining the researcher in the interpretation of data 

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  This interpretation is completed through a structured focus group 

and interview protocol with specific processes utilized in the making of meaning from an 

experience.   

THE PROBLEM OF INDUCTION 

 IQA draws on the researcher to think beyond simple cause/effect relationship and is 

placed at a balance within traditional research paradigms (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  Guba and 

Lincoln (1994) argue that “facts” are determined (interpreted) differently based on the theory 

window through which a researcher approaches them.  From the opposite angle, different 

theories may be fully supported with the same set of facts.  “Although it may be possible,” say 

Guba and Lincoln (1994), “given a coherent theory, to derive by deduction what facts ought to 

exist, it is never possible, given a coherent set of facts, to arrive by induction at a single, 

ineluctable theory” (p. 107).  Rather than limiting itself with the use of induction to arrive at a 

theory (or vice versa), IQA utilizes both induction and deduction processes to devise meaning.  

Specifically, IQA “allow[s] a group to create its own…interpretive quilt.  The quilt is represented 

as a system of patches  (affinities)   held   together   by   stitches   (relationships   among 

affinities)” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 43).  Specifically, the IQA focus groups brainstorm 

aspects of an experience, and use those experiences to deduct meaning through the development 

of affinities.  This process does not force the deduction of facts from a theory, nor does it induct 

a theory from a set of facts; rather, it allows the development of a system that works together to 
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suggest a meaning from an experience through the relationships of the factors or affinities 

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 17). 

 Brookfield (2005) further argues against placing too much emphasis on theoretical 

constructs, particular to adult learning, as “a theory is nothing more (or less) than a set of 

explanatory understandings that help us make sense of some aspect of the world”.  In that regard, 

“theorizing should not be thought of as a process restricted to the academy and the 

preserve of the intelligentsia, but rather as an inevitability of sentient existence” (Brookfield, 

2005).  Brookfield also argues against placing too much emphasis in general principles (i.e. the 

facets of Knowles’ adult learning theory), but rather emphasizes that each individual should be 

approached with a general understanding of these ideas, but that knowledge and learning, 

particularly with adults, is ever-evolving in the classroom (Brookfield, 2013).  To this regard, the 

researcher has utilized a model which is well-explained in the name: Interactive.  The method 

embeds the subject in the research design and execution, playing well into these notions of 

learning, acquisition of knowledge, and existence in a power structure for adults.  

THE USE OF IQA WITH ADULTS 

 As outlined in Chapter 2, adults come to school with a set of unique characteristics and 

subsequently a way of learning that is unique to that of children (e.g., adults are self-directed, 

adults have extensive experience, adults are ready to learn, and adults are task-oriented).  IQA, 

with its role of researcher as a facilitator, engaging participants fully in the development of the 

affinities to be research, aligns well to the general principles of adult learning.  That adults as 

self-directed learners and having extensive experience fits well into a research model that, in its 

early phases, has research participants fully engaged in the development of what will be 

researched based on their own experiences.  The process is outlined further in the next two 
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chapters, but the early phases of IQA involve research subjects providing extensive feedback on 

their experience around a topic, and then developing categories based on those experiences that 

they will then provide additional experiences with in individual interviews.   

IQA has an approach unique to qualitative research, and posits the researcher and subject 

in a way that challenges traditional notions of knowledge and power.  Drawing from Foucauldian 

principles that power is exercised rather than possessed; productive, as well as repressive 

(Olssen, 1999), and that that although knowledge and power are not the same thing, each incites 

the production of the other (Barker, 1998), I selected IQA which positions the subject in a 

position of power, contributing to the production of knowledge in the context of the study.  IQA 

uniquely positions the subject in a dominant position in the development of both the study and 

results as will be further outlined in the description of the methodology below. 

In her book Learning to Listen, Learning to Teach: The Power of Dialogue in Educating 

Adults, Jane Vella (2002) further explores the general principles of adult learning and identifies 

twelve principles of dialogue learning, which she argues are important to adult student 

engagement and success.  Included in these principles are respect for learners as decision makers, 

clear roles and role development, engagement of the learners in what they are learning, and 

safety in the environment and the process (Vella, 2002, p. 4).  What is unique with IQA when 

compared to other methods is the role of the subject in the research design and process.   

 As mentioned previously, IQA posits that the researcher and subject are dependent, and 

challenges common notions that data collection and analysis are independent, and that only the 

researcher is qualified to interpret the data (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 16).  IQA also 

presumes that knowledge and power are dependent and constituencies (individuals who have a 

stake in the research being conducted, either directly or indirectly) are a critical part of the 
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system development (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  Comparing the general principles of IQA with 

the tenets of pedagogy and further research on best practices with adult learners such as Vella 

(2002) identifies factors which demonstrate a strong case for the use of IQA on research with 

adults.   

Respect for Learners as Decision Makers 

Vella (2002) argues that having respect for learners as decision makers, providing clear 

roles and role development, and utilizing engagements principles are critical in effective 

instruction of adults.  These principles align to the first phase of IQA, in which focus group 

members, through a process of guided imagery, identify components or specific examples, 

through essentially a brain dump, of their experience with a specific phenomenon.  These 

examples are then shared with the rest of the focus group, typically in the form of notecards on a 

wall/floor/etc.  The focus group then works, with some guidance of the researcher, to group these 

components or examples.  Respect for learners as decision makers is a key component of this 

process, as, while there is some facilitation from the researcher, the researcher is just that: a 

facilitator of ideas.  The grouping of these experiences is conducted by the participants. 

Following the grouping of these experiences or factors is a naming process, in which 

each of the groups is named for a general theme or idea that each factor or experience represents.  

These names become affinities – parts of the system to later be described.    Giving participants a 

hands-on role in this process, as Northcutt and McCoy (2004) would describe, the 

“interdependence” of the researcher and the subject, ties into Vella (2002)’s argument that 

respect for learners as decision makers is a critical component of the dialogue of adult learning, 

and further expands upon Knowles’ (1984) original tenets of adult learning, which posits that 
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adult learners are self-directed, take responsibility for their own actions, and resist having 

information arbitrarily imposed on them.   

 Beyond the development of affinities, subjects are further engaged in a structured 

interview process.  This process helps in both expanding upon the affinities, providing depth, 

meaning and timbre of the affinity and the development of relationships among the affinities to 

be used in the development of the system (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  Clear roles, another 

principle Vella (2002) identifies as critical in the successful instruction of adults, is key here.  As 

previously outlined, Northcutt & McCoy (2004) argue the role of the research and subject as 

interdependent.  This relationship, while a critical aspect of IQA, requires a delicate balance.  

Vella’s (2002) arguments around the critical nature of clear roles in effective adult education 

center around the role of teacher and the student in an environment where there lies a need for 

peer-to-peer/mutual respect as adults come to the classroom with a wealth of knowledge and 

experience.  The balance of this relationship becomes critical to an effective classroom dialogue 

in which the teacher is respected as a bringer of knowledge, but the student is similarly respected 

for their previous knowledge and experiences (Knowles, 1984).  This distinction of roles is a 

critical piece of IQA.  As described previously, in the initial phase of IQA, the researcher plays a 

role of facilitator, guiding subjects (or, more appropriately, participants) to the development of 

affinities from shared experiences.  In the next phase of IQA, the researcher works with the 

subject, providing more explicit guidance, through the guided interview.  However, the subject’s 

experience drive the direction of the interview, with each affinity being elaborated on, with 

minimal guidance from the researcher.  Finally, the researcher asks the subject to identify the 

relationship between each affinity.  This relationship is later used in the development of the 
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system by the research, but the responses of the subjects drive the direction and timbre of the 

system.   

Feeling of Safety 

Also mentioned in Vella’s (2002) research, safety plays and important role in both 

effective adult education in the sense that adults, like any learner, need to feel that their learning 

environment is secure, that is, has their best interest in mind.  Unlike children, however, adults 

have more control over this environment, and tend to vote with their feet (leave) if the situation 

does not feel safe – in other words – conducive to their best interest as a learner.  This premise 

can be found in IQA from the initial focus group, in which participant comfort is a key 

component.  Participants are asked to first relax, sometimes even with eyes closed and deep 

breaths, before thinking about the phenomenon.  Their comfort is a key part of this initial 

exercise, and the researcher must be careful to consistently consider this comfort through the 

development of affinities.  This can, of course, be challenging in a group setting, again requiring 

the delicate balance of researcher as facilitator.  Similarly, in the interview phase, participant 

comfort is a key component, and the exploration of each affinity can be emotional at times.  The 

researcher plays a key role in driving the interview, but not at the expense of the participant’s 

comfort.  This is not unlike other forms of research, but in IQA this comfort is particularly 

important as completion of the first phase of the interview is necessary to then reach the second 

phase in which participants must identify relationships between affinities.  Participants must feel 

comfortable with the initial phase of the interview in order to effectively identify these 

relationships, which are key to the development of the system.   
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 There are numerous factors that, according to the research, affect nontraditional students’ 

success in postsecondary education.  IQA is unique in that, it is a two-tiered approach which first 

draws on a group of individuals from a constituency to identify affinities – factors – which affect 

the experience – in this case, the college experience.  While IQA does not necessarily negate the 

need for a conceptual framework, this approach does lend itself to develop a framework from the 

input of constituencies, which is then explored through one-on-one interviews, a process outlined 

later in this chapter.   

 Northcutt and McCoy (2004) provide the option that both the initial focus group 

(described later in this chapter) and the individual interviewees provide feedback on the 

relationships within the system, and essentially two systems can be built, using the focus group 

system as essentially the “framework” that is then tested with the interviewees.  Northcutt and 

McCoy (2004) never actually use the term conceptual framework or theoretical framework in the 

description of their method.  Additionally, Northcutt and McCoy (2004) provide allowance for 

deviation from this process, stating that the protocol “depends on the purpose of the research as 

well as the administrative and logistical constraints” (p. 166).  I outline later in this chapter 

specific critiques of this method, as well as specific deviations from the method.  My decision in 

utilizing several conceptual frameworks was multifaceted.   

 First, similar work was previously conducted by McCoy (2013), analyzing the system of 

influence of traditional college students.  This provided a framework off which to build, and in 

the description of my process, I outline the ways in which the system developed in my research 

differed from McCoy’s (2013) system.  Second, I worked from a pilot study conducted 

previously, again outlined later in this chapter, which provided initial groundwork in the 
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development of the system for this study.  Finally, my research utilized focus group participants 

in the development of the final system through individual interviews.  IQA does not require that 

focus group participants be used in interviews, but I felt that, given the nature of the research, 

and the difficulty in finding research participants (again, described later in this chapter and in 

Chapter 4), it was both important and most feasible to only ask the participants to aid in the 

development of the system once – through final interviews.  Finally, I felt that it was important 

to acknowledge and utilize similar work conducted on this topic that was previously described in 

the literature as a framework to more effectively present options for moving research on this 

topic forward.   

 This study most aligns itself as an expansion of the work conducted by Bean and Metzner 

(1985) and Tinto (2005), which concluded that outside factors (institutional structures, non-

academic barriers to success) held just as much weight on student persistence and success as 

academic factors (Table 3.1) 
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Factor Types Bean and Metzner (1985) Tinto (2005) 

Importance of 
Academic 
Factors on 
Persistence 

• When academic variables are 
negative, but environmental are 
negative, student will persist. 

• When academic factors are 
positive, but environmental are 
negative, student will likely drop 
out. 

• If both factors are negative, 
student will likely drop out. 

• Supports (academic, social and 
financial) are most effective 
when connected to the learning 
environment. 

• Students require consistent 
feedback. 

Importance of 
Non-academic 
Factors on 
Persistence 

• The more students are involved, 
the more likely they are to 
persist.   

Table 3.1: Factors Associated with Student Persistence According to Previous Research 

 This study also followed previous research by Danny McCoy (2013) which resulted in 

affinities for the college student experience (Table 3.2).  Previous research focused conducted by 

McCoy (2013) focused on the traditional college student, and as noted in the literature (e.g. 

Beltzer, 1985, Guison-Dowdy, Patterson, & American Council on Education, 2011, Kasworm, 

1990, Kenner & Winermann, 2011), there are distinct differences in the college experience of the 

traditional and nontraditional student.  Therefore, particular interest was paid in this case to the 

similarities and differences in the students’ experiences and subsequently developed affinities. 
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Affinity Sub-Affinities 
Faculty Impact • Teacher 

• Advisor 
• Mentor 
• Motivator/Encourager 

• Committee Member 
• Researcher 
• Networker 
• Accessibility 

Playing the Game • Bureaucracy 
• Campus Logistics 
• Financial Aid Navigation 
• Knowing the Rules 

• Faculty Approval  
• Appearing to Conform 
• Strategic Relationships 
 

Housing • Location of Housing (on campus, 
off campus, with parents)  

• Type of Housing (apartment, dorm 
house) 

• Living Environment/Atmosphere 
Life Management • Time Management/Scheduling 

• Finances/Money Management 
• Childcare 

• Health 
• Relaxation 
• Work  
• Transportation/Commuting 

Academic Life • Classes 
• Studying/Homework 
• Academic Deadlines 

• Campus Activities / School Sporting 
Events 

• Academic Responsibilities 
Social Life • Campus Activities 

• Dating 
• Entertainment/Events 

• Intramural Sports 
• Partying 
• Hanging out with friends 

Relationships • Close School Friends 
• School Acquaintances / 

Classmates 
• Networking 

• Spouse/Boyfriend/Girlfriend 
• Family 
• Friends Outside of School 
• Roommates 

Growth and 
Transformation 

• Intellectual/Academic Growth 
• Social and Emotional Growth 

• Professional Growth 
• Practical Experience 

Emotions • Stress 
• Anxiety 
• Frustration 
• Fear 
• Overwhelmed 

• Depression 
• Isolation/Lonely 
• Happiness 
• Excitement 
• Pride 

Career 
Advancement / 
Reward and 
Purpose 

• Opening Doors to Career Options 
• Obtaining a Credential 
• Requirement for Promotion 
• Serving the Public 

• Family Expectation 
• Self-Validation 
• Achieving a Dream 
• Being a Role Model 
• Better Life for Family 

Table 3.2: McCoy’s (2013) College Student Experience Affinities and Sub-Affinities 

PILOT STUDY 

 In addition to drawing from the conclusions of Bean and Metzner (1985) and Tinto 

(2005), as well as work previously conducted by Danny McCoy (2013), I drew on a pilot study I 

conducted in the spring of 2013 in the development and analysis of affinities. 
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 This study was conducted at the same location of my dissertation study, City College 

(pseudonym).  Students were selected from current developmental education classes at City 

College for a total of three focus groups (Table 3.3). 

Class Students 
Developmental Math 18 

Developmental Reading 16 

Developmental Reading  18 

Table 3.3: Focus Group Description 

Instructors allowed me time at the end of class to conduct this research, so students were not 

given any incentives to participate.  

Assumptions   

Aside from general research cited in the introduction, limited data exists as to the number of 

students who complete Adult Education and required additional remedial coursework. For the 

purpose of this pilot study, assumptions were made as follows: 

1) Students in the sample would show qualities similar to those of students transitioning 

from Adult Education programs (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2012). 

2) Students in the sample would represent a variety of socioeconomic status and student 

type (full time versus part time); and 

3) Student socioeconomic status and other characters would be similar to that of those 

transitioning from Adult Education programs. 

About City College  

City college is a large (enrollment > 50,000) open-enrollment community college in 

south-central Texas.  The campuses of City college span across both a primary urban area and 
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the surrounding rural areas. In 2015, enrollment demographics at City college were: 61.2% 

Hispanic, 25.4% White, 7.9% African American and 6% Other.   

Focus group 1: Reading 0301 

16 students participated in the first focus group which was a developmental reading 0301 

class. At the time of this focus group, there were three levels of developmental reading: 0301, 

0302, and 0303. 0301 contains students who test at the maximum score allowed for placement 

into this level and below (in other words, there is no official “floor” or bottom score for students 

placing into this level). Analysis of the entry and exit level score requirements for the TSIA 

along the six-level scale indicates that students at this level are most likely to place at an NRS 

level 4, with a grade level equivalency of 6 – 8.9, however, as there is no bottom score for 

students at this level, it is possible for students who are non-English speakers, or who have no or 

very little literacy, to place at this level.   

Focus group 2: Reading 0302 

18 students participated in the second group, which was a developmental 0302 reading 

class. Analysis of the entry and exit level score requirements for the TSIA along the six-level 

scale indicates that students at this level are most likely to place at an NRS level 5, with a grade 

level equivalency of 9 – 10.9. 

Focus group 3: Math 0300 

Like reading, the lowest level of developmental math at the time of this focus group did 

not have a minimum test score requirement or “floor.” There were four levels of developmental 

math at College X, 0300, 0301, 0302 and 0303, and the extreme range is less prevalent at the 

bottom level of math than the bottom level of reading. Analysis of the entry and exit level score 
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requirements for the TSIA along the six-level scale indicates that students at this level are most 

likely to place at an NRS level 3, with a grade level equivalency of 4 – 5.9. 

Warm-up exercise 

The pilot study began with a standard IQA warm-up exercise,  

which asks participants to think about their experience as a college student (Figure 3.1).   

  



59 

 

I would like you to think for a while about life as a college student. 
In a few minutes, I am going to ask you to tell me about your experience with being a college 
student. 
So let’s begin. 

• Please allow yourself to be as comfortable as possible. 
• Put your thoughts from the day aside to allow your attention to focus on The College 

Experience/Being a Student. 
• Close your eyes to increase your state of relaxation and your ability to focus on The 

College Experience/Being a Student. 
• Now imagine yourself in college. See yourself in all of the places The College 

Experience/Being a Student occurs (long pause) 
• Imagine yourself from the first day of college to now. (long pause) 
• See all of the places, events and people that are part of The College Experience/Being 

a Student. (long pause) 
• See yourself engaging in the activities of a student. (long pause) 
• Notice your surroundings. (long pause) Looking around you, take in the sights, the 

sounds that are associated with being in school. (long pause) 
• Allow yourself to become aware of your environment with all of your senses. 
• Focus on what it feels like to be totally absorbed in The College Experience/Being a 

Student. Be there in your mind. (long pause) 
• Review all your recollections up to this moment. (pause) 
• Allow all these thoughts to remain calmly in your consciousness and ready to be 

revealed. 
Thank you for allowing these valuable observations and recollections to come forward. Please 
allow yourself to gently allow your consciousness back to this time and place and when you 
are ready, open your eyes. 
  
Good. Thank you. 
  
And now, with all that you remember—and that is all that you just noticed—please write 
down your thoughts on these cards. 
  
Write one thought or experience per card. Feel free to record a word, a phrase, a sentence, or a 
picture to capture that thought . . . and 
. . . Tell me about The College Experience/Being a Student. 

Figure 3.1: The College Student Experience Focus Group Warm-up Exercise 
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Results 

Previous analysis by Danny McCoy (2013) identified affinities associated with the 

college student experience (Table 3.2).  The focus groups conducting in this study revealed 

similar affinities, however, sub affinities and statements associated with these affinities reveal 

the need for unique research around the experience of the low-skilled college student.  As 

predicted, there were subtle but important differences in the affinities developed in these three 

focus groups compared to affinities developed in McCoy’s (2013) previous work.   

The first affinity developed, faculty impact, took the form of the first affinity developed 

in McCoy’s previous work.  However, the sub-affinities took two distinct tones, the first two of 

which were of punitive negativity (gatekeeper, belittling), which the second two resembled the 

sub-affinities established in McCoy’s previous work (support system, guide). 

The second affinity was again similar to that of McCoy’s previous work, so the same 

name of “Playing the Game” was used.  Within this affinity were sub affinities associated with 

navigating complex college systems and bureaucracies, simple logistics of the campus (which 

included, most notably, issues around parking), and finally confusion around who was essentially 

in charge of the student’s direction (the advisor? the teacher? the dean?) 

The next affinity that developed was life management.  Like McCoy’s previous work, 

this affinity developed around themes of childcare, money management and transportation.  

Academic Life, relationships, emotions and career advancement / reward and purpose. 

However, notably missing from the affinities developed in this study were housing and 

social life.  As previously discussed of nontraditional students, these students were largely 

working and/or full or part-time parents.  As such, social life was not something that was 
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associated with school as their schedule left little free time.  Housing was also not a concern as 

these were all commuter students, thus, housing was off campus and not something that was 

considered as a part of the college experience. 

RESEARCH DESIGN IN IQA 

 IQA allows subjects to examine issues related to a problem with respect to a phenomenon 

important to them; specifically: What does this mean to you?  What led to this?  What are the 

results? (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 44).  Figure 3.2shows the research flow in IQA.   
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Figure 3.2:  IQA Research and Document Flow from Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 45 

More specifically, IQA research design starts with a specific issue, referred to as “the problem”.  

The research design (Figure 3.3 below) shows the recursive process I took in the development of 

the research design.   
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Figure 3.3: IQA Research Design: A System with Recursion from Northcutt & McCoy, 2004   

In IQA there are three universal research questions.  If there is only one system to be 

analyzed, two research questions are possible:  

1. What are the components (factors/elements) of the system?  

2. How are the components (factors/elements) related to each other?  

If there are two systems, then a third question can be asked:  

3. How do the systems compare?  (Northcutt & McCoy, 2014, p. 46). 

The research design is non-linear, and often requires multiple cycles to land on the phenomenon, 

which will be used in the development of affinities.   



64 

 

The Problem 

The problem for this study was identified in the IQA research design as follows: 

Adult Education students who earn a high-school equivalency rarely transition to college (<10%) 

and when they do, face a higher likelihood of dropping out in the first year. This attrition 

contributes to an already dismal performance problem in developmental and remedial education, 

which most students who transition from Adult Education programs fall in to. This attrition may 

be caused by a variety of factors, such as basic skills ability and other life factors. 

After developing the initial problem statement, the research design allows for additional clarity 

of the problem by answering additional questions: 

1) Who cares about the problem and/or the results of the research? The answer to this 

question aids in the development of constituencies 

2) What are potential causes of the problem? 

3) What are potential solutions to the problem? 

Who Cares About the Problem?  

The following were identified as individuals or groups of individuals who would be 

concerned with the previously mentioned problem and/or results of this research: 

• Adult education instructors and directors for the purpose of modifying classroom 

instruction and developing specific transitions and/or bridge programs to support 

successful transitions. 

• Administrators who are building new programs. 

• Administrators who what to increase success rates 

• College developmental education faculty when determining course structure and methods 

for working with this population. 
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• College leadership to determine best practices in helping Adult Education students and 

lower-skilled students successfully transition. 

• Colleges to know how to reduce drop-out rates. 

• Counselors/Advisors who want to identify and help at risk students. 

• National “think tank” organizations (i.e. Jobs for the Future/JFF; National College 

Transitions Network/NCTN) who are committed to identifying and providing technical 

assistance in best practices for this population. 

• State policy makers for Texas Adult Education (at the Texas Workforce Commission) 

when making recommendations regarding transitions preparation on the recently revised 

Adult Education law in Texas. 

• State policy makers for the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board 

• Students who need a better understanding of what to expect in school. 

• Students who are at risk of dropping out. 

• Students who want to avoid the risks and have the tools to overcome 

• Teachers who want to identify students in danger and assist. 

What are Potential Causes of the Problem?   

While a key part of the IQA process is the initial focus group, during which affinities are 

developed which help the research better understand the problem from the subject’s perspective, 

it is helpful for the research to consider potential causes of the identified problem based on the 

literature or personal experience.  This allows the researcher to better serve as a facilitator, 

guiding research participants appropriately. For this study, potential causes of the problem were 

identified.  I have listed these in Appendix A.   



66 

 

Problem Questions 

In IQA, once the initial problem scenario is outlined and causes are hypothesized, the 

problem questions are identified.  For this study the problem questions identified were: 

• Why are students who transition from AEL programs to community colleges not 

successfully persisting into college-credit coursework? 

• Why are adult education students who enroll with skills below college level who are 

forced to take remedial work, not successfully persisting into college-credit coursework? 

• Why are nontraditional students who lack college preparation in high school or went 

directly into jobs after high schools that enter college not persisting? 

Constituencies 

 After identifying the problem in IQA, the next phase of the research flow requires the 

identification of constituencies.  Simply put, in IQA, constituencies are individuals who have a 

relationship with the problem.  Constituencies may either be directly or indirectly related to the 

problem, affect or be affected by the problem, and may have power, in different degrees, over the 

affinity.  Constituencies may not be a part of the final research design in the form of subjects, but 

help in the overall development of the design and phenomenon, and assist in addressing the 

question, “Does the study address the purpose the researcher wants it to address?” (Northcutt & 

McCoy, 2003, p. 72).   

 For this study, three constituency groups were identified: 

1) Individual 

2) Intermediary 

3) Authority. 
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As mentioned previously, in IQA the constituency types are analyzed based on their distance to 

the problem (close/far), their level of engagement with the problem, and their amount of power 

over the problem.  In this study, the individual constituencies identified were different student 

categories (high school equivalency completers, low-skills, nontraditional).  This group is the 

closest to the problem, but also has the least amount of power over it.  The intermediary group is 

individuals such as teachers, counselors, advisors, etc.  These individuals are close to the 

problem, and also have some level of power over it.  However, that level of power may be 

limited based on other factors (for example, for an advisor, their case-load and other 

requirements they must meet in their job).  The final group listed is the authority group (policy 

makers, college administration).  This group is the farthest from the problem yet has the most 

power over it.  This is common, unfortunately, in education.   

 According to IQA protocol (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004), the researcher must consider the 

ultimate goal of the study when determining which constituency group to work with for the final 

research design.  In the case of this study, working with a group who has power over the issue 

may have led to an interesting system, but would have not necessarily been a system that 

represents all aspects of the experience of the nontraditional college student.  Through several 

iterations of the research design flow, such issues were explored.  Ultimately, when dealing with 

an initial problem such has been identified: What are the factors leading to nontraditional student 

transition into/success in college, it is also important in IQA to come back to the previously 

described notions of adult learning, adult empowerment, and the knowledge/power struggle.  

When exploring constituencies for a final research design, I selected the adult 

education/nontraditional student as the final constituency to focus on, wanting to understand the 
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system of significance from their point of view to better work through systemic design and 

changes that will create an environment conducive to these student types’ success.   

Final Design 

 Following the selection of constituency, the final research design was completed, 

outlining the final problem statement, constituency/constituency comparisons, phenomenon, 

research question, and issue statement.  These pieces of the final research design inform the next 

phase of IQA, the focus group.  The final design of this study is outlined in Figure 3.4. 

Phase Explanation/Solution 
Problem:  Adult Education students often enroll with skills below college 

level and are forced to take remedial work. Often they are not 
successfully persisting into college-credit coursework. Why? 

Constituency:  Community College Students 
Comparisons: Nontraditional vs. Traditional 
Phenomenon: The College Experience/Being a Student 
Research Questions: 1. What are the elements that make up The College 

Experience/Being a Student for individuals who have 
completed their high school equivalency? 

2. How do these elements relate in a system of influence? 
3. How do the experiences of adult education students who 

transition to college compare to those of traditional college 
students? 

Issue Statement: Tell me about The College Experience/Being a Student. 

Figure 3.4: Research Design, This Study 

FOCUS GROUPS 

IQA studies usually begin with a focus group, which typically draw from a constituency 

group outlined in the research design.  While the group may not be identical to the group later 

interviewed, this group typically shares a common experience (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).   

The Focus Group Phase of IQA begins with a guided imagery exercise using the Focus Group 

Warm-up Exercise produced in the Research Design Phase. The goal of the focus group is to 

identify the affinities which will make of the system.  This is done through reflection, a “dump” 
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of ideas from the group (essentially a brainstorm), a “clump” of those ideas into groups, and 

naming of those groups, to become the affinities.   

Selection of Participants 

 For this study, I returned to City College for the selection of participants.  However, 

between the time of my pilot study (spring of 2013) and this work (spring of 2016), City College 

acquired funds for the federal adult education and literacy program, allowing me to select from 

participants who had completed an adult education and literacy program, earned their high 

school equivalency, and transitioned into postsecondary education. 

I worked directly with the director of the program at City College to identify and select 

participants for this research.  The criteria were individuals who: 

1) Had participated in the adult education and literacy program;  

2) Had earned their high school equivalency at some point in the past year, or had 

participated in the adult education and literacy program after earning their high school 

equivalency or diploma previously (over the last 20 year), and still having skills low 

enough to be eligible for the adult education and literacy program; 

3) Still required some form of remediation upon entry into City College. 

The director referred participants to me in two ways: 

1) She shared a flyer with individuals via email and social media (Facebook), containing a 

link to an email address for them to provide contact information; or 

2) She provided the opportunity directly to participants via email, giving them the email 

address for them to contact with call-back information. 

Individuals were given three opportunities for this study: 
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1) Participants could participate in the focus group only, which would provide them with a 

meal during their participation; 

2) Participants could participate in individual interviews only, which would provide them 

with a $20 gift card for their time; 

3) Participants could participate in both the individual interview and the focus group, 

receiving both a meal and a $20 gift card. 

Focus Group Location 

 The focus group was held at an urban community center at which many of the individuals 

contacted had been recruited for the adult education and literacy program and subsequently 

attended classes.  The community center offers many resources, including a computer lab with 

free internet, access to caseworkers who can link them to food, transportation or childcare 

assistance, and for many of them, a “safe space”.  Despite having moved on to attend classes at 

City College, many individuals still regularly visit the community center. 

Identification of Affinities 

The first step of the IQA focus group calls for participants silently and independently 

write their experiences with the subject on note cards.  The cards are then taped along the wall, 

and the researcher reads each card to the group, allowing the opportunity for clarification of the 

meaning of the word/statement on the card.  I followed this piece of the protocol, then guiding 

the group to begin to combine or group the cards.  This process is important in IQA, as it 

empowers the focus group to develop the affinity groups.  However, it was important for me to 

maintain a facilitator role, moving the process along, yet being careful not to influence it too far 

in one direction. 
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Once the grouping of the affinities was formed, “axial coding” was conducted.  In IQA, 

axial coding is essentially the “naming, reorganization, clarification, and refinement” of the 

affinities (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). Axial coding cycles back and forth from inductive to 

deductive, and once the affinities have been grouped and refined, the group is encouraged to 

winnow the affinities down as much as possible to key groups.  In cases where there seem to be 

alignment of several affinities, there may be a hierarchal development of prime affinities and sub 

affinities.   

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 The final affinity groups developed in the focus group inform the interview protocol for 

IQA.  The IQA interview is a semi-structured interview, and informs the design of the final 

system.  In particular, goals of the structured interview, according to Northcutt and McCoy 

(2004) are to: 

• Add richness and depth description of the meaning of affinities that is not possible with a 

focus group alone 

• Allow for individual mindmaps, which can be used in a debriefing session as an 

interpretive aid to the investigator.  (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 197) 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1994) while qualitative research can sometimes been seen 

as too soft, qualitative data “can provide rich insight into human behavior” (p. 106).  While 

IQA is designated as a qualitative method, a bulk of the process of building the system is 

quantitative in nature.  The use of interviews takes that data and the subsequent system, and 

creates a more personal level of meaning more akin to other qualitative methods. 
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Selection of Participants 

 As outlined previously, individuals contacted were given the opportunity to participate in 

both the focus group and the individual interview.  A total of 20 individuals from the focus group 

opted to participate in the individual interview.  It is important to note here that, despite the 

incentive offered to participants, selection of individuals for the interview was extremely 

difficult.  This was due to several factors. 

 First, the engagement of the director of the adult education and literacy program 

dwindled during the process.  It is unclear as to whether this was due to conflict over the study or 

the time involved.  As a result, locating participants became difficult both initially, and after 

primary contact as adult education and literacy participants often have intermittent phone 

service.   

 Second, there was, of course, an aspect of fear associated with individual engagement.  

Despite reassurance, participants can interpret the interview as being a determining factor of their 

continued success in their college program, and understanding the line between researcher and 

authority figure can be difficult.   

 Despite the challenges in recruitment, a total of 20 participants were interviewed in this 

study, covering a wide variety of ages and background experiences.  While age is cited as one of 

the identifying factors of the nontraditional student (Kim, 2002), several recent high school 

graduates, who otherwise met the criteria for this study, were included in the participant pool 

(Table 3.1).  60% of the participants were female, while 40% were male. 
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Age Range Gender Number 
18-24 Male 2 

Female 0 
 

25-34 Male 4 
Female 5 

 
35-49 Male 2 

Female 6 
 

50+ Male 0 
Female 1 

Table 3.4: Age Ranges of Participants of this Study 

 As nontraditional students are most often characterized as being low income, first 

generation, or from other traditionally marginalized populations, the racial-ethnic makeup of the 

group of participants was primarily, by chance rather than by any intentional effort on my part, 

individuals were majority Hispanic/Latino (60%), with smaller percentages of Black/African 

American (30%) and White-non Hispanic (10%). 

Race/Ethnicity Number 
Hispanic/Latino 12 

Black/African American 6 

White – non-Hispanic 2 

Table 3.5: Racial/Ethnic Makeup of Participants 

 A majority of participants were non-high school graduates (18) though two traditional 

high school graduates were represented.  Despite the variety of high school completion 

represented, all participants required at least one remedial course in both math and reading prior 

to entrance into college-level coursework. Actual TSIA-level placement (placement based on the 
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entrance exam required for public college students) of each study participant are listed in Table 

3.6, based on the TSI level of their lowest domain – reading and writing or math.   

TSI Level Number 
4 3 

5 15 

6 2 

Table 3.6: TSI Placement in Lowest Domain of Participants 

Interview Phases 

 The IQA interview contains two phases: 1) the open-end axial interview designed to 

provide rich description of affinities by the respondents; and 2) the structured theoretical 

interview.   

Open-ended Axial Interview 

During the open-ended axial interview, participants were first told the general premise of 

the study – that is, to better understand the college experience from the perspective of an 

individual who completed their high school equivalency.  Much like the focus group, participants 

must be put at ease, and feel safe and secure, thus, each interview opened by asking the 

participant to do a quick relaxation exercise, thinking through their college experience.  A copy 

of the script used for this purpose can be found in Figure 3.5. 
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Interview Part 1 

In a few minutes, I am going to ask you to tell me about your experience with The College 

Student Experience. Focus groups have identified several common themes or affinities that 

describe their experiences in The College Student Experience. Now imagine yourself in 

college. See yourself in all of the places The College Experience/Being a Student occurs. 

Imagine yourself from the first day of college to now. See all of the places, events and people 

that are part of The College Experience/Being a Student. See yourself engaging in the 

activities of a student. Let's look at each of these themes one at a time and tell me about your 

experiences with these. 

Figure 3.5: The College Student Experience Interview Protocol 

 For each affinity, a general description of the affinity is provided.  For example: 

“The first affinity we are going to talk about is Faculty Impact.  In a focus group, Faculty Impact 

was the general category description used to characterize the impact teachers and other important 

staff had on their experience in college”.   

 Participants were recorded and encouraged to speak openly about their experiences with 

each of the affinities.  Some participants needed a little more guidance than others, as some of 

the affinities are a little abstract (i.e. Playing the Game).  In these instances, interviewees were 

given examples of the sub-affinities developed in the focus groups that were eventually 

categorized under this affinity.  To the best of my extent, I did not coach interviewees, giving 

them time to really think through their responses, and letting them know that there was no rush in 

responding, nor any problem with long periods of silence while they thought.   

Structured Theoretical Interview 

Following the open-end axial interview, the structured theoretical interview was conducted.  

The goal of the IQA structured theoretical interview is to understand the relationship between the 
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affinities previously developed.  Specifically, participants are asked, for each combination of 2 

affinities: 

• Does A → B (A influences B) 

• A ← B (B influences A) 

• A <> B (No relationship).   

Typically, in IQA, individuals are asked to record their responses in an ART (Affinity 

Relationship Table), which is a matrix containing all the perceived relationships in the system. 

The Affinity Relationship Table for this study can be found in Figure 3.6.  In this particular 

study, I recorded the responses.  This was done for several reasons: 

 First, with any individual who has low/lower than average reading skills, it is important 

to be both cognizant and sensitive to the individuals’ anxiety around reading.  To avoid any 

unnecessary confusion or issues with misinterpretation of the task, I felt that it was best to 

explain the process with examples, ask for a response from the participant, record the response, 

then verify the response. 

 Second, as explained in chapter 2, individuals who complete a high school equivalency 

often have specific reasons for dropping out of school in the first place, and often those reasons 

either are, or have directly caused insecurity around school, assessment and testing.  The 

structured theoretical interview has a “test-like” feel to it, asking participants to essentially select 

a right or wrong answer.  While the researcher may take every necessary precaution to assure the 

participant that there is no right or wrong answer in this process, the process itself simply may 

bring up feelings of anxiety for these participants.  As such, I felt it was more comfortable for 

participants to respond orally, rather than complete the traditional response table.  I gave 
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participants a copy of the Affinity Pair Relationship Table (Figure 3.6), and a list of the affinities 

and their associated number, then read aloud the options.   

For example, “The first relationship is Faculty Impact (1) and Playing the Game (2).  Do 

you think Faculty Impact, as we talked about earlier, affects Playing the Game, or an individuals’ 

ability to Play the Game, or do you think Playing the Game affects Faculty Impact”. 
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Option 
1 (Select) Option 

2 (Select)  Affinities 

1 → 2  1 ← 2   1 Faculty Impact 
1 → 3  1 ← 3   2 Playing the Game 
1 → 4  1 ← 4   3 Life Management 
1 → 5  1 ← 5   4 Academic Life 
1 → 6  1 ← 6   5 Relationships 
1 → 7  1 ← 7   6 Growth and Transformation 
1 → 8  1 ← 8   7 Emotions 

2 → 3  2 ← 3   8 Career Advancement / Reward and 
Purpose 

2 → 4  2 ← 4     
2 → 5  2 ← 5     
2 → 6  2 ← 6     
2 → 7  2 ← 7     
2 → 8  2 ← 8     
3 → 4  3 ← 4     
3 → 5  3 ← 5     
3 → 6  3 ← 6     
3 → 7  3 ← 7     
3 → 8  3 ← 8     
4 → 5  4 ← 5     
4 → 6  4 ← 6     
4 → 7  4 ← 7     
4 → 8  4 ← 8     
5 → 6  5 ← 6     
5 → 7  5 ← 7     
5 → 8  5 ← 8     
6 → 7  6 ← 7     
6 → 8  6 ← 8     
7 → 8  7 ← 8     

Figure 3.6: Affinity Relationship Table 

AFTER THE INTERVIEW 

Transcripts 

Following the interviews, which were recorded, I transcribed the interviews word for 

word. I then “cleaned” the interviews, editing them to remove word stumbles as well as personal 
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identifiers.  Generally, IQA calls for transcripts to be cleaned for poor grammar.  I chose to keep 

grammar as authentic as possible, unless the lack of good grammar made the statement 

unintelligible.  This was to preserve the authenticity of the interviews, and maintain the richness 

of experience that interviews are intended to add to the results of the study.     

Axial Code Table (ACT)  

Once the transcripts were cleaned, I analyzed the text for axial codes which are indicators 

that either illustrate or allude to one of the affinities.  I then copied the specific transcript line 

into the Interview Axial Code Table (ACT). The ACT is the primary documentation for all 

utterances that illustrate the range of meaning of each affinity for each respondent.  This process 

will be used in the development of the combined interviews, described later.   

Affinity Transcript 
Line Axial Quotation Researcher 

Notes 

1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.    

6.    

For example, if a particular line of transcript referred to a teacher, I would put the line into the 

table and indicate that it was tied to Faculty Impact, and came from line 237 of the transcript.  I 

may then note my thoughts on the particular quote, and any potential use as I describe or analyze 

the system.  

Figure 3.7: Sample Interview Axial Code Table 
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Composite Affinity Descriptions: The Affinity Write-up 

Through the IQA Affinity Write-up “the researcher is tasked with organizing the multiple 

interviews so that they tell the story of the group as a whole” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 

323).  IQA pushes the researcher to simply present the results, letting the interviews tell the 

story.  According to Northcutt & McCoy (2004): 

Most researchers work so hard and become so involved in the study that they cannot 
resist drawing conclusions and making predictions, as is proper.  But all too often 
researchers blur the line between presenting the data and making interpretations.  A 
systematic approach can help to avoid the pitfalls by drawing distinct lines between 
describing the results and interpreting the results.  (pp. 302-303) 
 
Specifically, IQA “takes an unusual path in the way it handles the words of the group” 

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 315), and I followed the protocol which details that the interviews 

be sewn together to create common meaning and highlight a unified experience.  Traditionally, 

IQA calls for the interviews to be printed and cut, then essentially mapped together.  I used a 

more technological approach, using the ACT and interview transcripts to cut and paste text into a 

combined document.   

Theoretical Coding  

The goal of IQA is to build a Systems Influence Diagram (SID) that shows the 

relationship between the various affinities.  Theoretical Coding – relationships between a 

particular affinity pair – refers to discovering the cause and effect relationships (influences) 

among all the affinities in a system. 

In order to develop the group SID, I recorded individual response to each of the possible 

affinity pair relationships using the Axial Code Table (ACT) shown in the Interview section of 
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this chapter.  I then combined all of the responses to get a total, or tally, of the responses for each 

of the possible affinity relationships.  Figure 3.8 shows a sample Combined Interview 

Theoretical Code Frequency Table. 

Sample Combined Interview Theoretical Code Frequency 
Table 

Affinity Pair 
Relationship Frequency 

 

Affinity Pair 
Relationship Frequency 

1 → 2 25 1 → 5 12 

1 ← 2 0 1 ← 5 13 

1 → 3 22 1 → 6 23 

1 ← 3 1 1 ← 6 2 

1 → 4 7 2 → 3 6 

1 ← 4 18 2 ← 3 17 

Figure 3.8: Sample Combined Interview Theoretical Code Frequency Table 

The Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) 

 The next phase in IQA requires that the relationships tallied through the Theoretical Code 

Frequency Table be resolved (to determine which relationship pairs should be included in the 

system) and placed into the Interrelationship Diagram (IRD).  The IRD provides a visual 

representational summary of the “outs” (causes) and “ins” (effects) of each relationship.   

 For example, if the Theoretical Code Frequency Table reveals that 1  2 has a higher 

frequency than 12, 1, in this instance, has an “out” or causes 2, and inversely, 2 now has an 

out, or is caused by 1.  The 56 potential pairings in my study were tallied, and then recorded in 

the IRD, the results of which are outlined in Chapter 4.  

 



82 

 

Tabular IRD 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 OUT IN ∆ 

1            

2            

3            

4            

5            

6            

7            

8            

Figure 3.9: Sample Tabular IRD 

For each relationship, the total number of “ins” was subtracted from the total number of “outs” to 

get delta.  The value of delta determined whether affinities are categorized as primary drivers, 

secondary drivers, circulators/pivots, secondary outcomes, or primary outcomes, as outlined in 

Table 3.7.   
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Delta Value Affinity Type 
Positive, zero ins, or fewest number 
of ins if no affinities have zero ins 

Primary Driver 

 
Positive 

 
Secondary Driver 

 
Zero 

 
Circulator/Pivot 

 
Negative 

 
Secondary 
Outcome 

 
Negative, zero outs, or fewest 
number of outs if no affinities have 
zero outs 

 
Primary Outcome 

Table 3.7: Delta Value and Affinity Type 

This positioning of items is not only important in understand and describing the system, but is 

critical in the building of the initial system, as affinities are placed left to right based on their 

designation of type (driver or outcome) in an oval, and relationships between each of the 

affinities is then designated with an arrow.   
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Figure 3.10: Sample Setup of Initial System 

Cluttered System of Influence Diagram (SID) 

 Once all of the relationships were determined with the drivers and outcomes identified, a 

Cluttered SID was built.  A Cluttered SID contains all the relationships identified, and is 

essentially a visual representation of the system of influences.   

 While a Cluttered SID is a rich representation as it contains all of the relationships 

identified in the research process, it can be difficult to interpret.  A sample Cluttered SID is 

shown below. 
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Figure 3.11: Sample Cluttered SID 

Uncluttered System of Influence Diagram (SID) 

 To better understand the overall relationships of affinities in the SID, IQA allows for the 

removal of redundant links.  For example, in the example above, 3 directly influences 8.  

However, 3 also influences 8 via 6 – as in, you can follow the relational arrows from 3 to 6 then 

down to 8.  Thus, the direct link from 3 to 8 can be removed.   

 This process is not meant to remove important relationships or linkages, but rather to find 

the most direct route between affinities without duplication (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  That 

said, I found it important to recognize removal of redundant links in any instances where direct 

relationships, removed in this process, were referenced in themes found in the interviews.   

This process was followed in the Cluttered SID for this study, moving from the primary 

drivers to the primary outcomes, then along the system all the way to the left.  So, for example, 

does the primary driver affect the primary outcome?  Can that relationship be followed through a 
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secondary outcome or a secondary driver?  If so, the relationship from the primary driver to the 

primary outcome can be removed, because IQA assumes that, while this relationship is 

important, it is also important to understand how the relationship can be interpreted through the 

other factors in the system.  The process of removing redundant links was followed until no 

redundant links remained in the system, creating the Uncluttered SID to be used in analysis of 

the system.   

The Pareto Principle 

 The Pareto Principle (see Philips-Donaldson, 2004) is touted by Northcutt and McCoy 

(2004) as the basis of “a reasonably rigorous and powerful technique for achieving and 

documenting the degree of consensus in a focus group” (p. 156).  “Put into systems terms, the 

Pareto Principle states that something like 20% of the variables in a system will account for 80% 

of the total variation in outcomes” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 156).  In other words, the 

relationships that account for the minority in the system will account for the largest amount of 

variation.   

 The Pareto Principle can be used in IQA in two ways: 

1. In determining the optimal number of relationships to use in the composite system by 

having the fewest amount of relationships that represent the greatest amount of 

variation; and 

2. To resolve ambiguous relationships, for instance, those that result in equal or almost 

equal split of “ins and outs” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). 

I used the Pareto Principle to both determine the optimal number of relationships in my system 

and resolve ambiguous relationships.  An explanation of the Pareto Principle process with an 

explanation of its use in this study will follow in Chapter 4. 
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The Final System and Analysis 

 Once redundant links were removed from the Cluttered SID, and I’d applied the Pareto 

Principle, I followed the IQA protocol for discussion of results and analysis, which will be 

shown in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.  IQA calls for the description of results from a positivist 

perspective with no interpretation, and as such, Chapter 4 contains an explanation of the system 

as well as the combined interviews with no interpretation, whereas Chapter 5 provides 

implications and analysis of the system as well as comparisons of previous research (Northcutt & 

McCoy, 2004).   

LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY AND CONFLICT OF INTEREST 

Study Limitations 

 Individuals selected for this study represent just a small subset of individuals who 

complete an adult education and literacy program, earn a high school equivalency, and transition 

into postsecondary education in the U.S.  There are a variety of factors that affect this experience 

for participants, including instructional culture, institutional supports and demographic factors 

(Bailey, Jenkins & Leinbach, 2005).  Thus, to say that this study is a definitive representation of 

the experience of an adult education student who transitions to postsecondary education is far-

reaching.  However, it is important, nonetheless, in identifying potential challenges for these 

types of students, and adding an experience to the small body of research that exists on these 

individuals. 

 In addition, it is important to note that these participants participated in an adult 

education and literacy program that was housed within the college system to which they 

inevitably transitioned.  In much of the research, this type of environmental placement is critical 

as it provides a glimpse into what to expect for the participant (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015; 
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Bailey, Jenkins & Leinbach, 2005).  Thus, these particular participants may have had a 

marginally better experience than other participants who transition from an adult education and 

literacy program not housed at a college to which they transition. 

 This study also lacks a completed system for traditional college students to compare to 

the system developed for nontraditional college students.  While work completed by McCoy 

(2013) provided a general framework for comparison and the development of affinities and sub-

affinities, this work lacks a final system that was able to be used in this work.   

 As mentioned earlier, the selection of the constituency was based upon my ultimate goal 

for having done the research (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  However, it’s important to note that it 

would be beneficial to follow this study with an analysis of the system of other constituencies, 

then compare the system to that of the chosen constituency, the students.  This comparison 

would show gaps in the understanding of constituencies with more power over the problem, but 

who were potentially further from the problem, which can explain issues in the development of 

policy, systems, etc.     

Conflict of Interest 

 After beginning this initial research, I was hired in a leadership capacity for the Texas-

run federal adult education and literacy program.  This position put me in control of the 

statewide database of adult education and literacy participants, as well as in a position of 

authority for all programs receiving funding for these services. 

 In order to separate my research from my job, I committed to using as little of my 

position or authority as possible while conducting my research.  No data from the statewide adult 

education and literacy database was used, as this would have been a violation of the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), and an abuse of my position (FERPA, 2015). 
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Additionally, all communications were conducted from my private email, and in a manner that 

focused on my research rather than my position (see Appendix B).   

 Finally, I selected an entity that received funds for the federal adult education and literacy 

program, but not directly from the state; rather, as a sub-recipient to another entity.  This 

removed any perceived implication that my research was in any way tied to this organization’s 

performance in their federal adult education and literacy program. 

Ethical Research Dilemmas 

 Qualitative research requires interaction between the participant and the researcher.  

While IQA involves the participant in the research process, and in pieces of the meaning-making, 

the degree to which the participant is involved can vary (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004), and in this 

particular study, the system was developed and interpreted without the participants.  In addition, 

the participants in this study, through their interviews, revealed issues for which I, as an 

educator, found it difficult not to intervene.  According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), when 

conducting qualitative research accurately, “the inquirer…does not influence the phenomena or 

vice versa” (p. 107).  However, Guba and Lincoln (1994) go on to say: 

Indeed the notion that findings are created through the interaction of inquirer and 
phenomenon (which, in the social sciences, is usually people) is often a more plausible 
description of the inquiry process than is the notion that findings are really discovered 
through objective observation “as they really are, and as they really work.” (p. 107) 
 

Thus, the interaction between the researcher and the subject is both important and inevitable in 

the making of meaning from findings.   In short, I faced two primary dilemmas while conducting 

my research – the ability to not interfere and the ability to not insert my own meaning or 

understanding into my interpretation.  
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The first dilemma, the ability to not interfere, occurred during the actual interview 

process.  This was particularly difficult in that, as was previously mentioned, the interviews 

revealed issues in the classroom and the general college environment that the practitioner in me 

felt compelled to interject and essentially fix.  In her critique of Western research methodologies, 

founded in research conducted of the Māori in New Zealand, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012) argues 

that: 

Most indigenous criticisms of research are expressed within the single terms of “white 
research, “academic research”, or “outsider research”.  The finer details of how Western 
scientists might name themselves are irrelevant to indigenous peoples who have 
experienced unrelenting research of a profoundly exploitative nature. (p. 93) 
 
Tuhiwai Smith (2012) goes on to explain that: 

It is research which brings to bear, on any study of indigenous peoples, a cultural 
orientation, a set of values, a different conceptualization of such things as time, space and 
subjectivity, different and competing theories of knowledge, highly specialized forms of 
language, and structures of power (p. 93) 
     
While Tuhiwai Smith’s (2012) work, at a broad scale, argues the influence Western 

research had on the colonization of indigenous people, its central themes sat strongly with me as 

I both conducted and analyzed my research.  While familiar with the literature and best practices 

for nontraditional students, it became imperative that I remained neutral during the interview 

process, regardless of my own concerns regarding poor practices in the classroom.  In addition, I 

found that the narratives of the participants and their history with education was more 

complicated than even I could have anticipated. 

Beyond the actual interview process, my second dilemma occurred in the description and 

analysis phase, and it was critical that I continued to remain neutral.  This, again, required 

drawing on Guba and Lincoln (1994) and Tuhiwai Smith’s (2012) work, acknowledging my own 

position of power, both through my career, but also as a middle-class white woman given 
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countless opportunities for success through my education and the support of my family.  I 

consistently worked to ensure that my analysis was rooted in the literature, and not my own 

experiences or biases.  While policy implications are critical in educational research, I founded 

these implications in current research on best practices, rather than my own opinions of right and 

wrong rooted in my day-to-day work within a policy development and enforcement realm.   

CRITIQUES OF IQA 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, there were places where I deviated from the IQA 

model as described by Northcutt & McCoy (2004). That said, Northcutt and McCoy (2004) 

themselves indicate that the research should utilize best judgement in the use of the model.  In 

this way, it is possible to consider the model less rigorous than other models for which strict 

protocols must always be followed.  However, it is the flexibility of the model that first drove me 

to it, as I feel it has the most real-world applications of other models I previously studied. 

As a relatively new method, very little exists in the literature on the model and its 

limitations.  A search of critiques or support of the method within peer-reviewed journals 

revealed no results, so its obscurity alone can be considered problematic.  That said, one of the 

things the authors (2004) tout about the method is that it turns traditional notions of qualitative 

research on their heads and provide a more accessible approach for researchers and, in particular, 

doctoral students.  Again, it is this perspective that drew me to this method in the first place. 

As mentioned previously, another factor in my decision to use IQA was its 

appropriateness for research with adults.  However, much of the method requires a certain level 

of literacy competence, meaning I was forced to deviate from the traditional method (for 

instance, having to provide more explanation of a particular affinity to a participant than the 

method calls for) at times.  Further, while the initial phases of IQA are diplomatic and inclusive 



92 

 

of the participant, the interpretation of the results is not, thus the amount of consideration for 

adults as decision makers made in the initial phases is somewhat lost as the final phases do not 

include the research participants in any way.  That said, as previously described, the final chapter 

of an IQA study is less interpretive and more descriptive.  Thus, one can assume that this was the 

authors’ (2004) way of maintaining the autonomy of the participants and lessening the role of the 

researcher in the process.   

SUMMARY 

 In chapter 3, I provided an overview of the method used, Interactive Qualitative Analysis, 

and how I used it to conduct the research of this study to answer the research question: What are 

the elements that make up The College Experience/Being a Student for individuals who have 

completed their high school equivalency?   

 I described the IQA interview protocol, and description of the steps after the protocol, 

including interview transcription, theoretical coding, development of a cluttered system, 

resolution of the system through the pareto principle, and the development of the final system.   

 In addition to providing an overview of the process, I provided support, from the 

literature, for my use of this particular methodology.  I also outlined the limitations of this study, 

my own personal conflict of interest, and ethical dilemmas I faced while conducting this 

research.  I also provided my critique of the method, which in and of itself can be considered a 

limitation.   

In chapter 4, I will begin to describe the results and the system, answering the next 

question: How do these elements relate in a system of influence? 
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Chapter 4 : Results of This study  

INTRODUCTION 

 In following with IQA format, the results chapter of this study provides an overview of 

the purpose of the study, research questions and the process used during the Interview Protocol, 

both Axial and Theoretical.   

 While the voices of the research participants are critically important, I chose to follow 

IQA protocol in the presentation of my results, which is prescriptive in the order results are 

presented.  Specifically: the system elements, including the problem statement and 

constituencies, restatement of the affinities, including a description of how the affinities were 

renamed and reconciled, individual interviews, which are a presented in the format dictated by 

the method authors (2004), and finally the development of the final system by analyzing affinity 

relationships, relationship reconciliation and development of the cluttered system.   

SYSTEM ELEMENTS 

The Problem Statement 

This study focuses on individuals who enter community college with numerous barriers, 

including low academic skills and in particular, individuals who achieved their high school 

equivalency as opposed to traditional high school graduates.  By using IQA, this study seeks to 

understand the experience of the community college student, the factors that affect this 

experience, and how these factors work together in a system of influence.  
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The Constituencies 

The selection of constituencies began with an analysis of those who had influence over or 

impact from the system, with a consideration for how close or far those individuals were to the 

system (Table 4.1 and Table 4.2).   

Constituency Distance to 
Problem 
(Close to 
Far) 

Power over 
Problem 
(High to 
Low) 

Individuals   
Adult Education students who are struggling Close Low 
Adult Education students who are succeeding Close Low 
Adult Education students who do not transition to college courses Close Low 
Adult Education students who dropped out Close  Low 
Adult Education students who transition to college courses Close Low 
Nontraditional students who are struggling Close Low 
Nontraditional students who are succeeding Close Low 
Nontraditional students who do not transition to college courses Close Low 
Nontraditional students who dropped out Close  Low 
Nontraditional students who transition to college courses Close Low 
Traditional students who are struggling Close Low 
Traditional students who are succeeding Close Low 
Intermediary   
Advisors Medium Medium 
College basic skills (developmental education) instructors Medium Medium 
College technical instructors Medium Medium 
Counselors Medium Medium 
GED Teachers Medium Medium 
Teachers Medium Medium 
Authority   
Administrators Far High 
State leadership (ABE administration) Far High 

Table 4.1: Constituency Selection 
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Constituency Type Comparison 1 Comparison 2 
Individual Adult Education students 

who are succeeding 
vs. Adult Education students 

who are struggling 
Adult Education students 
who transition to college 
courses 

vs. Adult Education students 
who do not transition to 
college courses 

Nontraditional students 
who are succeeding 

vs. Nontraditional students 
who are struggling 

Nontraditional students 
who transition to college 
courses 

vs. Nontraditional students 
who do not transition to 
college courses 

Traditional students who 
are succeeding 

vs. Traditional students who 
are struggling 

Traditional students vs. Adult Education and other 
Nontraditional students 

Intermediary GED Teachers vs. College basic skills 
(developmental education) 
instructors 

Table 4.2: Comparisons 

According to Northcutt & McCoy (2004), “Power/distance analysis offers the researcher 

a way to judge the potential utility of a constituency for a given problem statement” (p. 77).  The 

selection of different constituencies in the development of an IQA study will essentially result in 

an unique perspective on the problem (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  As I am ultimately interested 

in how colleges do/do not work for non-traditional students, it was important for me to 

understand the college experience from those closest to the problem, the students, despite the fact 

that they have the least amount of power over the problem.     

Specific research questions for this study are: 

1. What are the elements that make up The College Experience/Being a Student for individuals 

who have completed their high school equivalency? 

2. How do these elements relate in a system of influence? 
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3. How do the experiences of adult education students who transition to college compare to 

those of traditional college students? 

RENAMING AND RECONCILING AFFINITIES FOR THE INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 While the focus group developed initial groups/names of the groups, the IQA process 

allows for renaming and reconciliation of affinities when preparing for the interview phase to 

ensure that the names are clear.  Individuals who are interviewed, while typically of the same 

“type” or in the same constituency group as individuals who participated in the focus group, need 

to have a clear understanding of the meaning of the affinity in order to accurately respond during 

the interview protocol. 

 As mentioned in chapter 3, the focus group in this study developed affinity groupings that 

could easily be reconciled across the focus groups, so no true changes were made; however, sub-

affinities were combined where necessary. 

 Affinities and sub affinities identified by the focus group (Table 4.2) were similar to 

those identified in the pilot study, with similar if not identical omissions from previous research 

conducted by Danny McCoy (2013) on traditional college students.    
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Affinity Sub-Affinities 
Faculty Impact 
 

• Gatekeeper 
• Belittling 

• Support System 
• Guide 

Playing the 
Game 
 

• Financial aid navigation 
• Campus logistics  

• Who’s in charge? 

Life 
Management 
 

• Time Management 
• Childcare/ caring for 

children 
 

• Finances/Money Management 
• Transportation/Commuting 

Academic Life 
 

• Classes 
• Using computers 

• Studying/Homework 

Relationships • Close School Friends 
• School Acquaintances / 

Classmates 
• Barrier/Unsupportive 

• Spouse/Boyfriend/Girlfriend 
• Family 
• Friends Outside of School 

Growth and 
Transformation 
 

• Intellectual/Academic 
Growth 

• Social Growth 

• Emotional Growth 

Emotions • Fear 
• Stress 
• Anxiety 
• Frustration 
• Overwhelmed 

• Isolation/Lonely 
• Pride 
• Lost/no direction 
• Disappointment 

Career 
Advancement / 
Reward and 
Purpose 
 

• Opening Doors to Career 
Options 

• Obtaining a Credential 
 

• Role model for children 
• Better life for family 

Table 4.3: This Study Affinities and Sub-Affinities 

As with the pilot study, the first affinity, faculty influence or impact, took on both a 

positive and negative tone, which is different from McCoy’s (2013) previous work which 

highlighted the faculty impact as one of positive influence.   

Issues such as campus logistics were highlighted and combined into a second affinity, 

similarly named “Playing the Game.”  As discussed in the limitations section of chapter 3, 

sometimes these factors are less of an issue in instances where individuals are attending adult 
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education classes at the same college they transition to, but these issues still presented 

themselves as a factor in the experience of these participants.   

Affinities missing from this focus group, much like in the pilot study, were housing and 

campus life.  When mentioned, the affinity of housing had more to do with an individual’s 

barriers to success in the same way work or family obligations did (i.e. the student didn’t have a 

stable place to live), thus, was grouped with life management, rather than under housing affinity.  

Similarly, comments about campus life had more to do with the associated challenges rather than 

as a unique and formative experience, and as such was grouped with playing the game as 

opposed to the creation of its own affinity.      

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS 

 Individual interviews were conducted at an offsite location to ensure comfort for 

participants and encourage them to be open and honest about their experiences without a 

presumption that their interview would somehow affect their academic performance or grade.   

Presentation of Interviews 

Goals of the structured interview, according to Northcutt and McCoy (2004) are to: 

• Add richness and depth description of the meaning of affinities that is not possible with a 

focus group alone 

• Allow for individual mindmaps, which can be used in a debriefing session as an 

interpretive aid to the investigator.  (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 197) 

According Northcutt and McCoy (2004), the IQA investigator (researcher) should, when writing 

the results section of an IQA study, “present the evidence for the claims made in the opening 

statement” and that evidence should be “organized and presented according to a specific 
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protocol” (p. 317).  Additionally, Northcutt and McCoy (2004) state that the results chapter 

“should be as free from researcher interpretation and opinion as possible” so as to “add 

credibility to the data” (p. 300).  The interviews in this chapter are presented according to this 

protocol.  According to Northcutt and McCoy (2004): 

The investigator begins by making an opening statement, much in the same manner as 
that of an attorney in a courtroom. The opening statement takes the reader (the jury) on a 
tour of the investigator's understanding of Instructor Style, highlighting what he or she 
judges to be the most important features of the affinity. The investigator also makes 
certain claims, the evidence for which will be presented later. 
The investigator presents the evidence for the claims made in the opening statement. The 
evidence is organized and presented according to a specific protocol. (p. 317-318) 

The protocol described is as follows: 

Punctuation Rules: 

• “The paragraph begins with a sentence in bold. 

• The second sentence contains a noun or phrase used as a noun that is italicized. 

• The remainder of the paragraph is enclosed in quotes” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 

317). 

Voice Rules: 

• “The first sentence (bolded sentence) is in the voice of a participant. 

• The second sentence is in the voice of the author. 

• The remainder of the argument (contained in quotes) is in the voice of participants”  

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 319). 

Structural Rules: 
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• “The lead sentence interprets the paragraph in the voice of a participant (notice that the 

lead is repeated later in the paragraph). 

• The second sentence interprets the paragraph in the voice of the investigator. 

• The remaining material (in quotes) consists of examples selected by the investigator” 

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 320). 

Editorial Rules 

• “Get the attention of the jury with a “juicy quote” (the lead sentence) that is in the voice 

of the participants and captures the essence of the topic. 

• Interpret the juicy quote for the jury. 

• Redact the individual quotes (the supporting material) minimally but order them in a way 

that makes them sound as if they are of one voice (subject to the requirements of the 

Selection Rule)” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 322). 

ADULT EDUCATION STUDENT INTERVIEWS – COMBINED 

Faculty Impact 

The faculty/staff impact affinity highlights the impact faculty and staff can have on a 

student’s college.  Sub-affinities highlighted in the focus groups included the ways in which 

faculty can be seen as a gatekeeper, belittling, or as a support system.  In these interviews, 

participants described their experience with the affinity of Faculty Impact. 

 Teachers are to be feared.  Teachers are often viewed through the lens of the student’s 

educational experiences.  “Growing up I didn’t hate or love my teachers because I feared them.  I 

never knew how to put this in context of hate or love or like. I remember the moment I knew I 
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hated math.  My teacher was teaching something – I have no idea what it was…maybe fractions 

– and I made a face.  I don’t know why I made the face.  I was probably confused or frustrated.  

But right there she stopped the whole class and asked me if I had a problem.  I really didn’t know 

what to say.  I was too afraid to tell her I didn’t understand, and I didn’t want to get in trouble, so 

I just didn’t say anything.  From then on I was always afraid to ask questions in class, even when 

I didn’t get something which was a lot.  It’s taken me a long time to get comfortable asking 

questions in class.  I always worry about what other people will say or think.  Maybe it’s just 

how I was raised or brought up or something.  Some people in my class ask all kinds of 

questions.  My one teacher for reading she always says to us to make sure that we ask her if we 

don’t understand, and that someone else may have our same question to so not be afraid.” 

Teachers make or break you.  Teachers hold a tremendous amount of power for the 

future of students.  “My teachers were really involved in caring way for me throughout the class 

time.  I really appreciate how concerned my classmates were toward me during the course of the 

program. We’ve really bonded and developed a family like relationship.  I’ve never had a 

positive relationship with a teacher, but my teachers seem to really care about whether or not I’m 

successful.   

I never quite know if I’m doing the right thing or not.  I really need that care from my 

teacher.  When I don’t get it, it affects my whole day.  The way one teacher treats you in one 

class can make things harder in another class.  I got a bad grade on a test, and I tried to ask the 

teacher why; she was very short with me.  It didn’t seem like she wanted to answer my questions, 

and I felt more like I was in trouble for not understanding what was on the test.  I was then afraid 

to ask another teacher for help on a test because what if that’s just how it is now?  What if I’m 

not allowed to not know things?  In my GED class, they cared a lot about if you understood what 
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was happening, and if you got the stuff.  They gave a lot of practice tests and if you didn’t get 

something they made you work on it.  In college, it seems like if you do bad on a test, ‘too bad’, 

you have to learn that stuff and the new stuff before the next test – the teacher isn’t going to go 

back and re-teach the stuff.” 

I feel more prepared.  Students often use their GED preparation to support their 

community college experience.  “When I was in GED class, my teacher prepared me for what to 

expect.  She was positive, you know?  She pushed me really hard, but she was positive.  She 

encouraged me like I had never had in school before.  But she told me when I got to college I 

would have to work this hard, but just by explaining that – that she wasn’t just being mean, but 

she was trying to teach me something – that made it ok.  I learned fractions which I never got in 

elementary school.  Now they are a piece of cake.  

  Then when I got college it seemed easier.  My college teacher, she was nicer than I 

thought she would be, but it was hard.  But I felt ready. I’m in my second math class and this one 

is way harder.  This one is college Algebra – before I was just in remedial.  

Now I’m with people who are really good at math and I still have a hard time.  It’s a bigger class, 

and the teacher doesn’t know me as much as my other teacher did.  But it’s less of a shock 

because of how my other math class was.  The teacher there got us ready; she prepared us.  Now 

I feel more ready, and I don’t take it so personally.  I’m learning to just focus on the math.” 

I don’t really understand the teacher’s role.  Teachers often wear multiple hats, 

confusing students not only as to the purpose they serve but to the amount of power they hold.  

“Sometimes, I’m afraid that if I fail this one class, or do bad, I’ll get kicked out of the whole 

program.  I don’t really understand if the teacher is just here to teach this class, or if she had a 

more important job in the program.  People who have been in the program longer, they say to me 
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‘oh, Ms. Jones (pseudonym), you better do good in her class.  She decides if you get to go on or 

not’, but I don’t understand how that works. 

I have to meet with my teacher outside of class because she will help me pick my other 

classes.  But that makes me afraid.  What if I don’t do well in her class?  Will she not let me take 

other classes?  So, it’s not just about one class now, it’s about the whole program which makes 

me afraid.” 

The classes aren’t different from my GED class.  Some participants feel like they 

haven’t advanced because they are learning the same things they learned to prepare for their high 

school equivalency.  “I thought once I got my GED I’d be done with some of this stuff, but we 

just talk about it all again.  I guess it’s good because I know it.  

The teacher teaches the same as my GED teacher did.  I was afraid college would be 

different but it isn’t really.  In my math class we get to work in groups which I like, and the 

teacher walks around and helps us. 

I’m not sure I’m learning what I need to learn.  It seems like the math I’m working on is 

what I did in GED, which I feel like I should be doing something more difficult.  I want to be a 

nurse, and I know I am going to need a lot of math for nursing – you have to measure and do 

medical calculations.  I don’t feel like what I’m getting is really going to help me.  When I ask 

the teacher she just tells me that I’m in this class because my math scores on the test weren’t 

good, but I already know everything we’re working on.” 

Playing the Game 

The playing the game affinity highlights the multiple seen and unseen processes, 

procedures and expectations that can make or break a student’s experience in college.   
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The first time I came to campus, I turned around and went home.  The environment 

of the community college can be the most terrifying aspect of the transition.  “I couldn’t find a 

parking space.  I was so afraid, and I hear that they give you tickets if you park in the right 

place, so I drive around and around and around and never find a place.  The next time I come I 

ask my friend to take me to drop me off so I don’t have to find parking.  I think they are going to 

tell us about that – parking – at the orientation.  But all they tell us is ‘here, this is what classes 

you have to sign up for’, so then I have to figure out which classes and how to find them.  I 

don’t know who I’m supposed to talk to and for what.  I know I’m supposed to have financial 

aid but I didn’t know where I was supposed to find how much I get and how to pay for my 

classes.   

The first time I registered my classes got dropped because no one told me I was supposed 

to check that email.  When I log in, there’s an email saying ‘pay or you get dropped’ but I was 

too late.  Now I check my email all the time.  Whenever I can.  I’m worried about classes filling 

up before the next semester, and I’m not sure which classes I can get in to.  Based on my test 

scores, I do not qualify for certain classes; after I finish or pass my remedial classes, I may 

qualify for the next class, but by then it may be filled up, and then I may be forced to take 

classes that I don’t really need.   

I still don’t know where to go to talk to someone about my financial aid.  I ask and ask 

and all I can find is the advisor but she tells me I have to talk to someone else.  My financial aid 

still hasn’t come, and I need that money for books.  I know that I have to apply for financial aid 

for next semester, but I don’t really know when.  The deadlines seem to come really fast for 

financial aid.  When I first started, I was already too late for financial aid; they said I could 

apply, but that I might not get my money by the first day of class.  I had to take out a loan to pay 
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for my classes so that I didn’t get dropped.  I couldn’t afford my books when class started, but 

my teacher didn’t really seem concerned – she still told me that I had to do my reading.” 

I’m afraid I’ll owe them more money than I make.  “I don’t really understand my 

student loans.  I didn’t qualify for the Pell grant and I cannot afford to pay for school, so I had to 

take out loans and I don’t understand how they work.  I’m worried about my future, and if I will 

make enough money to be able to pay back my loans.  If I don’t, I worry what will happen to me 

and my kids.  I’m working so hard to make our lived better, and now what if they just get worse 

because I owe them so much money. 

My Pell grant isn’t as much as I thought it would be.  When I talked to my friend, she 

said she had enough money to be able to quit her job and just go to school, but I can’t do that.  I 

can pay for books and my tuition and that’s about it.  I still have to work, and it’s really hard; and 

if I don’t get good grades, I will lose my Pell grant.  Sometimes I think it would be easier just to 

take out a loan, but then I will have to pay it back and I don’t know if I will be able to pay it back 

and that can haunt you for the rest of your life. 

If I don’t make good grades, I’ll lose my Pell.  It’s like the stakes are so high.  If you do 

well, you do well for everything, and you get your Pell, but if you fail, you fail at everything.” 

I was scared to pick a program.  Students find themselves in the difficult position of 

making a life-altering decision with little guidance.  “They make it sound like you pick it and 

that’s it.  And what if I don’t like it or it’s not the right thing for me?  I can’t figure out if these 

classes matter – like which ones matter or not.  I’m getting a certificate but what if I want to get a 

degree?  Someone told me these classes don’t count towards my degree.  They just get me a 

certificate and if I want a degree I have to start over with different classes.   
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I met with an advisor but they just said ‘these are the classes you can take’ but there were 

so many and I didn’t know which one I should take.  I met with her for only 10 minutes and then 

she had to meet with someone else.  I’m going to try to meet with her again but I already had to 

pick my classes.   

A lot of the classes are already full, or are only if you are in that program, so I can’t take 

a class in that program to see if I like it.  They talked to us some about careers in GED but not 

enough and I still don’t know which program I want to do.  Like where are the best jobs, and 

where can I make good money and where can I keep learning more to do better.” 

I feel like they all (the other students) know things I don’t or that I should.   It is easy 

for students to feel othered in the community college setting.  “It’s like I don’t belong.  They 

know where to go to eat or to get things (school things) or how to find their books.  I don’t know 

and I don’t know if I should know or how to find out. 

The first time I came I didn’t bring a lunch and all I could find was vending machines and 

there wasn’t good food so I was hungry.  Other people in my class – I guess they all go to eat 

together because they know each other.  I don’t know where there is a cafeteria.  I think there is 

one but I don’t want to look stupid or little asking.   

There are places to eat kind of close, but I don’t want to leave campus because I’ll never 

find parking again.  I see people with fast food, but I don’t know how they get it – do they leave 

and come back or what?   

I just wonder if there is a microwave somewhere.  I’m here all day on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays and now I have to bring something for my lunch that I can eat cold because I don’t 

know where I can heat it up.   
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I needed to look up something in the library for my class and no one asks ‘where is the 

library’ or ‘how do I look it up’?  I keep thinking someone else will ask, but they don’t.  So now 

I’m worried that I should already know and if I ask the teacher, will I get in trouble.   

I found a computer that I can work on for my paper, but I don’t know how to print.  

There is some system tied to your ID, and when I started, no one told me how to get my ID so 

now I can’t print.  I have a paper for my English class and it has to be printed.”   

Life Management 

 The life management affinity highlights how students manage their outside 

responsibilities with school.  Students spoke about their various responsibilities and how they 

manage those with the responsibilities of school. 

I don’t think the teachers understand people who work.  Students often do not feel 

that their teachers understand that they have outside barriers.  “My work schedule every week is 

different and it interferes with my school schedule.  They tell you in my student success class to 

study a certain amount every day, but I don’t know how you’re supposed to do that if you have 

to go to work right after. And none of the teachers talk in my training program.  I can have four 

tests on the same day or two papers due.  You’d think they’d talk.  I mean I know once I’m out 

and I go to work it will be hard, but not like that.  There’s no homework.  And it’s not working 

and doing homework it’s just working.  So I don’t know how that prepares me for what work 

will be like.” 

I’m more organized at home.  Students find themselves extending their newly learned 

student success skills into their personal lives.  “I have to take care of the kids and make sure 

they have their stuff done, and then do my own stuff so everything has to be on a really tight 

schedule.  Otherwise it won’t all get home.  And I think ahead more.  Not just for my stuff, but 
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for my kids.  Like, if they have a project, and I have a test, I have to plan.  Because I know they 

will want my help. 

I keep everything on a big calendar.  I’ve never done that.  I feel like supermom.  I have 

to have everything mapped out – all of my stuff, all of my kids’ stuff.  The first week of school I 

didn’t do that and I forgot to buy some poster board for a project my kid had.  She was so mad.  

Now I have everything on there.  I get mad when my kids’ teachers aren’t organized or when 

they don’t send home information about things going on.  Sometimes I think it’s my kids so I 

call but they don’t know or didn’t tell us something was happening.  That makes me mad.  They 

need to be more accommodating of parents who are working and going to school.”   

I am so behind on housework.  The decision to go back to school encompasses a 

student’s entire life.  “I never have time to do the laundry or to clean the floors.  I’m always 

doing school work or at school or at work.  I don’t know when I’m supposed to the other stuff. 

I don’t feel like a good wife or mom.  I can’t make dinner at night because I have class or 

I have to go study and my kids and my husband are alone.  He tells me they are fine; they go out 

to eat and it’s a treat.  But I don’t feel like I’m doing the right thing. 

I used to always clean every day.  I ironed my husband’s clothes for work, and I made 

dinner, and I cleaned the floors.  I haven’t had time to do any of those things; I can’t believe it – 

I really thought that I would figure out a way to do all of the housework and study and go to 

school and go to work, but it’s just too hard.  I have to take care of my kids too, and it’s getting 

to be too much to keep up with the housework and the things I have to do for school.” 

I got fired from my job.  Students found that their school requirements do not always 

jibe with their work requirements.  “I missed a day because I got confused about when I had 
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work and school and I forgot to tell my manager and I got fired.  I found another job but it’s 

hard; I can’t ask off a lot so when I have a test or something I have to study after work.   

Sometimes I want to call in sick because I need to study or work on homework, but then I’m 

afraid I’ll get fired or they will cut my hours, and I barely have enough money right now.  I don’t 

know how everyone else does it.  I know other people work.  How do they make it work? 

I finally had to quit my job; it was just too hard with school.  But now we only have my 

husband’s income coming in and it’s really tough; money is so so tight.  My Pell money helps a 

little bit, but not as much as we need.  We’re just hoping to make it through this so that I can 

finish and get a good job.” 

I can’t have another baby.  Students have found that life has a way of interjecting into 

their newly found school success.  “I found out right after school started that I’m pregnant and I 

don’t know what we’re going to do.  I can’t afford daycare.  My kids are in school and my mom 

watches them when I have school, but now with a new baby – she can’t watch it because she still 

works part-time.   

Finding childcare is the hardest.  I was doing ok with work because they go to school 

during the day, but now at night it’s hard.  My mom can’t watch them late because she’s old, so 

I have to find other people to watch them.  My husband works the second shift, so I always 

watched the kids at night, but now I have class at night and it is really hard to make it work.  I’m 

having to ask people for a lot of favors to watch my kids, and it’s tough, I feel bad and guilty all 

the time. 

I feel like my kids have lost their mom.  I feel so bad being around them now, and I feel 

like I’m not doing enough for them.  I used to spend all my free time with them when I wasn’t at 

work, and now with work and school it is too much, and I don’t feel like I ever see my kids.” 
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Academic Life 

 The Academic Life affinity focuses on the academic aspects of the experience for 

participants, including homework, using computers and understanding the subject matter being 

taught. 

I thought I was ready, but I was wrong.  Students have often been lulled into a false 

sense of security through the achievement of their high school equivalency.  “The school work is 

so much harder than I thought.  There is so much homework and reading and it’s really hard.  

My classes related to my program are the hardest.  I thought I’d have a hard time in math, but 

that one is easy.  It’s the stuff I like that is the hardest.   

I don’t really understand how what I read is related to what I read in class.  In my GED 

class, they taught us to always read the night before.  But I read and then I go to class and I don’t 

know what they are talking about. 

I finally learned that I should be looking at the Blackboard thing to get the lecture notes 

before class.  They didn’t tell us to do that.  For a while I didn’t understand why everyone had 

the presentation the teacher was doing, then I ask the teacher and she tells us it’s online and that 

she told us that on the first day.  I think I remember, but I didn’t understand what she was talking 

about.” 

I have to use computers for everything.  The lack of digital equity become quickly 

apparent for these students.  “I have to use computers to register and to do my financial aid and 

to get my homework.  I have to use a computer to turn in my homework.  I never knew how 

much not having a computer would make things so much harder.   
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I finally learned how to use a drive – the portable ones – to store my papers.  Someone in 

the library showed me how to get things on and off.  I needed that more than I needed math in 

my GED class.  I never use the math, but I have to use that drive every day.   

If I had to tell people coming to college one thing it would be to learn how to use the 

computer.  You need a computer for everything.  They tell us that when we go to get a job, we’ll 

have to use the internet to apply for jobs and we’ll have to do a resume’ and print it.  I hope they 

teach us how to do the resume’ on the computer in one of my classes.   

It was good to know to use the computer for a job.  I lost my old job because of my 

schedule and it was so much easier to find a job on the computer then having to go around to 

places like I used to.  I was able to find a job and fill out an application online.  That made me 

feel so good. 

I think being able to use the computer for finding a job will be great.  In one of my 

classes we’re learning how to make a resume, and I think that will be really good when I go to 

look for a job for when I’m done with school.” 

 I never knew I couldn’t read.  Students quickly learn how little their high school 

equivalency courses prepared them for college rigor.  “I spend time reading before class and then 

they talk about things and they say they are in the reading and I have no idea what they are 

talking about.  They said I should be highlighting stuff when I read but what do I highlight?   

 I spent so much time learning reading for my GED, but this reading is really different.  I 

don’t know if it’s harder.  I know how to look up words and I know how to make notes, but it’s 

so much information all at once.  For GED I would read maybe 10 pages.  Now they give us an 

assignment and it’s 30 pages to read before the next class.  That’s 30 pages I have to read and 

then understand. 
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 I feel like I have to read a lot of stuff and then we never talk about it.  The teacher tells us 

to read certain pages, and then we don’t talk about it in class.  I thought maybe I would need to 

know it for the test, but then…no.  I don’t understand why we have to read all this stuff if we 

never are going to talk about it.” 

Relationships 

 The Relationship affinity highlights the effect that relationships have on the participants’ 

experience.  These relationships include past and present relationships in the form of family and 

friends.   

 My family is the only thing getting me through sometimes.  Family provides 

invaluable support for these participants at time.  “My grandmother couldn’t read, so I always 

had to read for her.  She would always tell me and my brothers, ‘If you want a car and nice 

things, you have to finish school and learn how to read.  You have to learn how to count money 

so no one can take it from you.’ Grandma always pushed school on us to stay in school and study 

hard.   I remember that now whenever I feel discouraged or frustrated.  Education means power.  

Having an education means that no one can tell me how to live my life. 

My mother was a drug addict who was in and out of prison most her life. My father has 

been in prison all my life.  My brothers and I were too young to understand it then; however she 

did a good job keeping it from us. I didn’t know or understand or ever felt that we were poor. I 

had son at sixteen.  My grandmother never gave up on me, even after I dropped out.  Now I wish 

she was around to see me, but I’m doing this for her.” 

 My family stopped me once – but will not stand in my way again.  For some students, 

family is not a method of support, but a barrier that must be overcome.   “When I was young my 

mom got released from prison for dealing drugs.  At first, we (me and my sisters) were so happy 
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she was home.  It was great.  But then things started changing.  At first I knew she was dealing 

again.  Strange people coming and going.  But then she started using again.  She’d gotten clean 

in prison, but she would sleep all the time.  She would tell me it was medicine because she was 

sick, but I knew better.  I would have to take care of my sisters, and I would have to drive her to 

the store.  I was only thirteen then.  Eventually I dropped out of school because there was no one 

making me go. 

 I know you shouldn’t regret your kids but…I had my first when I was sixteen, my second 

when I was 18.  I didn’t finish high school.  The dad of my second – he left me and I was on my 

own with two kids.  So often I would look at them and be mad at them.  If I didn’t have them, I 

wouldn’t have to work so hard.  If I didn’t have them, I could just take care of myself.  I 

probably would have finished school.  It took a really long time for me to not feel that way.  Now 

I want to keep them from making the same mistakes I did. 

 I developed really early.  When I was fifteen, my brother’s friend raped me.  My family 

thought I had sex with him; no one believed me.  At school, I could feel everyone looking at me.  

I knew I was bigger…more developed…than the other girls.  I hated going to school.  I felt like 

everyone knew what had happened, and was judging me.  Eventually I stopped going to school.  

It was just easier.  I don’t think anyone cared.” 

 I feel like I’m losing my important relationships.  For some students, they are having 

to make the difficult choice between school and their relationships.  “I used to go to church every 

Saturday and Wednesday and now I have a Saturday class and then I have to study.  And on 

Wednesday I have a class.  And in college, you can’t miss class, or you get a grade reduction.  I 

think they can even fail you if you miss.  But church – that was my family and now it’s like I 
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never get to see my family anymore, which is hard because it’s like you don’t have the support 

you need. 

I don’t really have my family’s support.  I’m not sure they really even know how to 

support me.  I’m worried I’m not doing the right thing; like I want to go to school to better 

myself; to be an example for my children, but then I’m constantly working on school and don’t 

think I’m there for my children, I feel like, and I’m not sure if I’m doing the right thing and I 

think it will all work out in the end, but right now it’s just really hard. 

My husband and I are fighting a lot these days.  He is not supportive of me going back to 

school.  He won’t say it, but I can tell.  He is mad because he wants me to work, so that he 

doesn’t feel like he’s doing it all. 

My husband regularly questions me going back to school.  He says it is silly and a waste 

of time.  I think he is mostly jealous, but it really hurts to not have his support.  I feel like I 

could be so much more successful if I had his support.   

My boyfriend and I broke up because he didn’t support me.  He regularly would make 

comments to cut me down.  To be honest, we had an abusive relationship.  He never hit me, but 

he would say all sorts of mean things to me.  I didn’t really understand that it was abuse until I 

got into school – it was actually one class I was taking, and we were talking about signs of abuse 

and one of the examples sounded like my experience.  I’m honestly afraid that my boyfriend 

will just show up one day, or sometimes I think he is following me.  I had a friend that happened 

to – they broke up and he was following her to school.  He scared her, and eventually he talked 

her into dropping out – I don’t want that to happen to me. 

My wife is the only one working right now and I can tell that it is weighing on her.  She 

has to work and take care of the kids.  She hasn’t said anything bad to me but I know that it 
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hurts her; I wish we could have both gone back to school together.  I keep telling her that this 

will be good for our family and that we will have better opportunities.” 

Growth and Transformation 

 The Growth and Transformation affinity covers the changes that students undergo upon 

making the transition through adult education and into postsecondary education.  Included in this 

affinity are personal growth and growth in one’s role as a parent as well as in the community. 

No matter how hard things got I never gave up.  GED was the ultimate achievement 

for some students, and they will use that to catapult their future.  “I got my GED enrolled in 

college. Now I have been given the opportunity to help my community. I’ll be graduating in 

December with my certification.  I am so grateful and thankful to those who made it possible and 

opportunity to excel in my community.  I plan to help the trouble youth like myself at one time, 

help them see that they do not have to live a life of trouble, pain, and destruction.  They can do 

whatever they want in life.  For a child who up in a single parent home in poverty, a mother who 

had a drug addiction, and being a single mother myself. I choose to lead my life in a different 

direction.  I have beaten all odds of not furthering my education, using drugs, and ending up in 

the streets.  I know I am not getting a bachelors or master’s degree but I have come a long way 

so far I have broke the cycle in my family to achieve something that I can be proud of. I have 

encouraged my brothers to further their education.  I will keep furthering my education; it’s 

never too late to learn. Hopefully my story will encourage someone who has been told that it is 

too late to make a difference in your life. I have learned that no matter how bad or good you are 

doing someone will always have something negative to say.” 

I’m a better parent.  Some students see the importance of ending the generational cycle 

of failure in school.  “I have to be.  I make my kids to all the things they teach me in school – to 
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be organized, to study, to plan.  I want them to succeed where I failed.  They won’t be like me.  

They will graduate and go to a college.  They will get a degree. 

I’m making my kids do their homework now.  I used to not care if they did it – I don’t 

know why.  Maybe I never realized how important homework is.  Now, every night, we sit down 

together.  I tell my kids that they need to read before class – it makes them made because they 

just want to play.  I tell my kids how important it is that they do their homework so that they can 

be ready for class the next day or be prepared with questions for things they don’t understand. 

I’m finally able to help my daughter with her math homework.  That is the best feeling in 

the world.  I like when we can work through the problems together. “ 

My friends say I look different.  College, for some individuals, is transformational.  

“They tell me I smile more and that I am happier.  I don’t notice, but I guess so.  After a week in 

college I was taking the bus by myself.  I never done that before.  I can tell I stand taller. 

My husband told me that I am acting different now.  I asked if it was good or bad and he 

said it was neither, but that I just seem to be different, seem to be doing things with more of a 

purpose.  I think it is the school – going back to school – I have to be so put together and be on 

top of everything all the time so I think that affects how I act.” 

It’s hard to be in my old neighborhood now.  Some individuals feel the oppression of 

their upbringing.  “I feel like I’m doing something better with my life and now all my friends; I 

was at a party one night with old friends and a fight breaks out and I just shake my head like 

‘this is so stupid why am I here’.  I see the same people every day who are doing nothing.  They 

are getting by on disability or other help.  And I am so different.  I am doing something.  And 

we all come from the same place.  But I did something different.  I made myself different.”   
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Emotions 

 The emotions affinity encompasses the variety of emotions students feel as a part of their 

college experience.  These emotions range from very positive to very negative.   

 I’m stressed all the time.  The pressure to succeed is unbearable.  “I’m stressed at work, 

I’m stressed at school.  I never really thought about sleep before.  I was really tired with working 

and the kids, but I’m realizing those things didn’t really affect me like school does.  I never 

really sleep.  I have terrible nightmares.  I thought being a parent was hard, but now there’s all 

this extra pressure. 

 I worry I’m not doing the right thing for my kids.  I have to leave them alone a lot and 

that’s not good.  I know in the long run this will be good for them.  I’ll get a better job, I can 

provide better for them, but I worry. 

 I’m not sure I’m doing the right thing.  You’re on your own a lot in college; no one is 

really guiding you.  So, I worry that I’m picking the wrong classes or not doing my assignments 

right.  I turned in a paper a while ago and I still don’t know how I did.  I ask the teacher and she 

tells me not to worry about it, but it’s part of my grade, and I need to know if I did it right before 

I do my next paper.  I got one paper back and I got a C, which isn’t good, and I really didn’t 

know why.  She made some comments on it, but I didn’t really understand what I needed to do to 

get an A.  It makes me worry about the next paper.” 

 I am more afraid now than I was before.  Students fear the possibility of failure at this 

point in their life.  “I know that it doesn’t make sense that now that I have hope of a better future 

for me and my daughter, I would be more afraid, but I am.  I have given up a lot to go to school, 

and after all of it is finished, things may not be any better.  Things could actually get worse.  I 

had to give up one of my jobs to go back to school, and while I can probably get it back, I was 
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barely making it, plus I was so tired.  The main reason I came back to school was so that I could 

get a good job to do better for my kids and maybe not be working all the time, but they know that 

during the time I’m in school I’ll be with them even less; what if after all of this, things aren’t 

better?  I will never be able to forgive myself if I let my kids down.” 

 I always felt smart in GED class.  Students often felt a sense of security among adult 

education peers.  “Now I feel dumb a lot.  It’s like that thing they say – little fish in a big pond.  I 

always felt good about myself with my GED class.  It’s not like my teachers don’t care here – I 

know they do – but it’s not like they go out of their way to make you feel good.   

 I don’t like feeling bad about myself.  I’m supposed to feel good for doing something to 

better myself.  But every time I don’t get something or I answer something wrong or I get a bad 

grade- it’s hard.  I try really hard and it’s not enough to get good grades.  Everything is so much 

more complicated, and there’s more to keep up with.  I feel like I am managing so many things 

with my classes and it isn’t easy, and I’m always afraid I’m missing something. 

 I’m never quite sure how I’m doing.  In GED I always knew if I got things right or wrong 

right away, and if I got them wrong, the teacher would explain it to me and we would go over it.  

Now I have to wait to get tests and papers back for a long time, and then if I get something 

wrong I don’t know what to do – am I supposed to ask for help or does the teacher know I don’t 

get it?” 

 I am happier.  The transition to college has provided the ultimate life improvement for 

some students.  “For so long I didn’t realize how unhappy I was.  I was angry all the time.  I was 

worried about how I was going to provide for my family.  I was working two jobs and barely 

making ends meet.  Now I know that I’m going somewhere.  Now I know that there are 

possibilities for me.  I know I have a future now, and that makes me happy. 
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 I am so glad I made this decision.  It was such a hard decision to make, but I know it will 

be so good for me.  I smile when I’m at school, because I’m happy I’m doing something big with 

my life.”   

Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose  

As with previous affinities, Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose caused 

interviewees to hone in on their reasons for leaving school in the first place, and recognize how 

they’ve changed. 

I never had a diploma before.  Some students have never had the opportunity to feel the 

joy of academic success.  “When I got my GED – they had a graduation.  I didn’t get a diploma, 

or really any kind of certificate.  It felt so good.  Now I can’t wait for what it will feel like when I 

get my degree.   

I am proud of myself and what I have accomplished and what I am about to accomplish 

so far.  I have come a long way from what people and statistics said I would become. There have 

been plenty of obstacles that over come my way that some said I could not achieve.  There is still 

much more that I want learn and there will be many bumps in the road to overcome.” 

I cannot live the rest of my life with the knowledge I was left with in high school.  

Students recognize that there is more to learn.  “Honestly, having a ‘job’ for the rest of my life is 

not good enough.  I need a career.  I already have some experience in a setting I would like to 

work in; now all I need is help going to school to move up where I want to be.” 

What if after all of this, nothing is different?  Students fear that they have not made a 

worthwhile decision.  “What if I pick the wrong program?  What if I wind up hating it or there’s 

no jobs at the end.  My advisor told me that I’m not guaranteed a job after I finish the program 

and that really scares me.  I’m making a lot of sacrifices for my family to come back to school, 
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and what if I go through all of this and at the end things aren’t better?  The idea of finding a job 

after all of this keeps me awake at night.   

I hear on the news about people graduating with degrees and they can’t find jobs; I’m 

just getting a certificate – what if things aren’t better for me?  It is going to take me two years – 

I think – to finish my certificate.  What if after two years things in our country have changed?  

We will have a different president by then.  What if the economy goes down again and there are 

no jobs? 

I went back for my GED because I lost my [factory] job.  I didn’t have any education and 

I needed it to be able to get another job.  Now I hear about there being more jobs, but that’s 

now, things could be really different when I finish – I see now how fast things can change and 

you don’t have control over any of it. 

I feel too old.  There are so many young kids in my program, and every time I think 

about all of us graduating, I think that the jobs will want to hire the younger kids.  My 

classmates try to encourage me by saying that I have more experience, but none of my 

experience is related to this job.  What if after I do all of this work, no one wants to hire me and 

I have to go back.  That will be so disappointing.” 

THEORETICAL INTERVIEW COMPONENT 

 Once interviewees completed the open-ended axial interview, in which they were asked 

to talk about their relationship with each affinity, I worked with them to complete the structured 

theoretical interview, having them choose the appropriate affinity relationship (does A→B, etc).  

As discussed in Chapter 3, rather than handing participants the affinity pair relationship table to 

complete on their own, I worked with them to complete it, explaining each pair, and reading 

aloud the possible relationships (“Does A affect B, Does B affect A, or is there no relationship 
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between these two affinities?”).  For each possible relationship, I used the name of the affinity, 

rather than the number.    

Number Name 
1 Faculty Impact 
2 Playing the Game 
3 Life Management 
4 Academic Life 
5 Relationships 
6 Growth and Transformation 
7 Emotions 
8 Career Advancement /  

Reward and Purpose 

Table 4.4: Affinity Names and their Associated Number 

Theoretical Code Frequency Table 

Once all participants were interviewed, their responses were tallied for each possible 

relationship pair (Table 4.5).   
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Affinity 
Pair 

Relationship 
Frequency  

Affinity 
Pair 

Relationship 
Frequency  

Affinity 
Pair 

Relationship 
Frequency 

1 → 2 9  1 ← 2 10  1 <> 2 1 
1 → 3 16  1 ← 3 3  1 <> 3 1 
1 → 4 17  1 ← 4 3  1 <> 4 0 
1 → 5 11  1 ← 5 6  1 <> 5 3 
1 → 6 18  1 ← 6 1  1 <> 6 1 
1 → 7 15  1 ← 7 2  1 <> 7 3 
1 → 8 10  1 ← 8 6  1 <> 8 4 
2 → 3 10  2 ← 3 8  2 <> 3 2 
2 → 4 14  2 ← 4 1  2 <> 4 5 
2 → 5 6  2 ← 5 4  2 <> 5 10 
2 → 6 7  2 ← 6 12  2 <> 6 1 
2 → 7 15  2 ← 7 3  2 <> 7 2 
2 → 8 11  2 ← 8 9  2 <> 8 0 
3 → 4 11  3 ← 4 9  3 <> 4 0 
3 → 5 5  3 ← 5 10  3 <> 5 5 
3 → 6 6  3 ← 6 14  3 <> 6 0 
3 → 7 3  3 ← 7 13  3 <> 7 4 
3 → 8 11  3 ← 8 9  3 <> 8 0 
4 → 5 13  4 ← 5 7  4 <> 5 0 
4 → 6 13  4 ← 6 7  4 <> 6 0 
4 → 7 16  4 ← 7 4  4 <> 7 0 
4 → 8 12  4 ← 8 8  4 <> 8 0 
5 → 6 7  5 ← 6 13  5 <> 6 0 
5 → 7 13  5 ← 7 6  5 <> 7 1 
5 → 8 6  5 ← 8 14  5 <> 8 0 
6 → 7 13  6 ← 7 7  6 <> 7 0 
6 → 8 11  6 ← 8 7  6 <> 8 2 
7 → 8 11  7 ← 8 7  7 <> 8 2 

Table 4.5: Combined Interview Theoretical Code Frequency Table 

Reconciliation through Pareto and Power Analysis 

 The Pareto Principle can be used to determine the optimal number of relationships to use 

in the composite system and to resolve ambiguous relationships, utilizing the principle that “a 

minority of the relationships in any system will account for a majority of the variation in the 
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system” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 157)  While it might be thought of as ideal to utilize 

every single relationship in the system remaining after low-tallying relationships are removed, 

this can lead to confusion in the final system and an abundance of recursive relationships that 

cloud the prominent flows within the overall system.   

 In this study, the Pareto Principle was used for the latter of the two reasons – to resolve 

ambiguous relationships in instances where “ins” and “outs” were almost equal and/or there were 

dual relationship frequencies recorded as well as to identify the optimum number of relationships 

within the system to represent the largest amount of variance through the least amount of 

relationships.  The Pareto and Power Analysis process (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004) was 

followed, with the results outlined below.   

Ambiguous Relationships 

Ambiguous relationships are those in which there are “votes” for both possible outcomes 

of the relationship.  That is, some research participants may say that A → B (A influences B), 

while others may say that B →A.  Pareto Principle may resolve some of this ambiguity by 

indicating that, in this example, B influences A has a small enough frequency (votes) that it is 

not included in the system.  This process is further described below.  However, in some 

instances, both A → B and B → A may be contained within the top 20% of relationships – or 

more broadly, within the maximum amount of variance within the system – meaning both should 

be included in the system. 

In the latter instance, IQA indicates that it is important to look at how these relationships 

are impacted by other affinities; that is, the unresolved relationship is “the failure to identify at 

least one other affinity that somehow intervenes between, or interacts with, both A and B” 

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 162).   
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Sometimes, this ambiguity can be resolved by looking at the relationship between the 

first two affinities, here A and B, and the third affinity, C.  In the example illustrated in Figure 

4.1, A → C, and C → B.  Thus, the ambiguous relationship between A and B can be resolved 

through the development of a feedback loop, in which A still influences B, but through C. 

 

Figure 4.1: Removal of Arrow through Recognition of Pass-through Relationship 

This recognition of a pass-through relationship allows for the removal of the A→B relationship, 

as it is duplicative of the A → C → B relationship.  Additionally, the recognition of this 

relationships allows for the development of a feedback loop, which is almost certainly the case, 

whether recognized by the participants or not (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).   

Feedback loops are recursive in nature, and are the result of a group of study participants 

who essentially disagree on the nature of a relationship to a high enough degree that both 

relationships occur within the maximum number of relationships established through the Pareto 

Principle.  Feedback loops are generally made clearer through analysis of the interview 

transcripts, where it becomes clearer as to how one element of the system is both a driver and an 
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outcome when other elements are introduced.  The analysis of feedback loops in this system 

revealed just that, which is further analyzed in chapter 5 with the description of the system.   

Sorting of Relationships 

In order to find the optimum number of relationships for the system as well as resolve 

ambiguous relationships, all relationships were sorted by frequency (number of votes) in 

descending order, with the Cumulative Frequency, Cumulative Percent (Relation), Cumulative 

Percent (Frequency) and Power calculated according to the Pareto Principle process outlined by 

Northcutt and McCoy (2004) (Table 4.7). 

Frequency 

As mentioned previously, frequency (abbreviated as Freq in Table 4.7) is simply the total 

number of votes for a relationship by all research participants.  In the Pareto and Power Analysis 

table for this study (Table 4.7), 1→6 has the highest frequency, with each relationship following 

below. 

Cumulative Frequency 

Cumulative frequency is the running total to frequency of each relationship.  In other 

words, it is the total frequency of a relationship, plus the frequency above it, and so on and so 

forth moving down the table.  Thus, relationships with lower frequencies will have higher 

cumulative frequencies that relationships above them in descending frequency order.   

Cumulative Percent (Relation) 

 The cumulative percentage is the percentage of total number of possible relationships, 

plus the total number of possible relationships above a particular element.  So, in this study, there 

are 56 total possible relationships, so each single relationship represents approximately 1.8% of 
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the total number of possible relationships � 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖 (1)
𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠 𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟 𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑜 𝑖𝑖𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑠𝑠 

 × 100�.  Thus, the 

cumulative percent for each relationship (nx), where x is the relationship number when the 

frequencies are in descending order, can be calculated based on the formula  

 𝑛𝑛𝑥𝑥 = � 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖 (1)
𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠 𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑛𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟 𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑜 𝑖𝑖𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑠𝑠 

 × 100�  × 𝑥𝑥.  Cumulative percent is one of the 

calculations used in the calculation of the power index.  It is important to recognize here that the 

total number of possible relationships does not include relationship pairs where there is no 

relationship indicated.  This is because there is no representation of these relationships in the 

final system.   

Northcutt and McCoy (2004) are limited in their explanation of affinities in which no 

relationship is found, other than to explain that the calculation of the total number of possible 

relationships includes “direct relationships” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 155), and null 

relationships are not included in this calculation.  The exact calculation for the total number of 

possible direct relationships provided by Northcutt and McCoy (2004) is 𝑠𝑠!
𝑟𝑟!(𝑠𝑠−𝑟𝑟)!

.  According to 

Northcutt and McCoy (2004), “r always equals 2 because we are looking for direct relationships” 

(p. 155). 

I felt it important to, at minimum, acknowledge the null relationships as these might 

prove valuable in my analysis.  Table 4.6 shows the total frequency of each null relationship in 

this my research results.  
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Affinity Pair Relationship Frequency 
1 <> 2 1 
1 <> 3 1 
1 <> 4 0 
1 <> 5 3 
1 <> 6 1 
1 <> 7 3 
1 <> 8 4 
2 <> 3 2 
2 <> 4 5 
2 <> 5 10 
2 <> 6 1 
2 <> 7 2 
2 <> 8 0 
3 <> 4 0 
3 <> 5 5 
3 <> 6 0 
3 <> 7 4 
3 <> 8 0 
4 <> 5 0 
4 <> 6 0 
4 <> 7 0 
4 <> 8 0 
5 <> 6 0 
5 <> 7 1 
5 <> 8 0 
6 <> 7 0 
6 <> 8 2 
7 <> 8 2 

Table 4.6: Frequencies of each Non (null) Relationship Affinity Pair 

I find it important to note 2<>5, which accounts for 50% of the total frequency in this particular 

relationship (n=20), and 3<>5, which accounts for 25% of the total frequency in this particular 

relationship.  Northcutt and McCoy (2004) argue for any ambiguous relationship to be explored 

once the final system is developed, which I took advantage of when analyzing the high 

frequencies of these two relationships in Chapter 5.   
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Cumulative Percent (Frequency) 

The cumulative percent is based on the total number of votes cast.  Since there are 

actually three possible relationships for each affinity pair (A→B, B→A, and A<>B where a 

participant has indicated that there is no relationship present between two affinities).  The total 

number of votes cast will vary as the null relationships are not included (thus, you cannot use a 

set formula to calculate this value as the null relationships are variable), so it is simply the sum 

of the values in the frequency column.  Once the total number of votes cast is calculated, the 

percent frequency can be calculated as the number of votes cast for a particular affinity 

(frequency), divided by the total number of votes cast.  The cumulative percent (frequency) is 

then the percent frequency of a particular affinity plus the sum of percent frequencies above it in 

the Pareto and Power Analysis Calculation table.  The formula of this calculation, where x is a 

particular relationship, is (𝑜𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑓𝑓𝑛𝑛𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑜 𝑥𝑥
𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠 𝑣𝑣𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠

 + 𝑜𝑜𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑓𝑓𝑛𝑛𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑜 𝑥𝑥−1
𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠 𝑣𝑣𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠

… ).   

Power 

Power is an index of the degree of optimization of the system (the ideal number of 

relationships) and is calculated as the difference between Cumulative Percent (Frequency) and 

Cumulative Percent (Relation). 
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 Num Relationship Freq Cumulative 
Frequency 

Cumulative 
Percent  

(Relation) 

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Frequency) 

Power 

1 1 → 6 18 18 1.8% 3.5% 1.7% 
2 1 → 4 17 35 3.6% 6.8% 3.3% 
3 1 → 3 16 51 5.4% 9.9% 4.6% 
4 4 → 7 16 67 7.1% 13.1% 5.9% 
5 1 → 7 15 82 8.9% 16.0% 7.1% 
6 2 → 7 15 97 10.7% 18.9% 8.2% 
7 2 → 4 14 111 12.5% 21.6% 9.1% 
8 3 ← 6 14 125 14.3% 24.4% 10.1% 
9 5 ← 8 14 139 16.1% 27.1% 11.0% 
10 4 → 5 13 152 17.9% 29.6% 11.8% 
11 4 → 6 13 165 19.6% 32.2% 12.5% 
12 5 → 7 13 178 21.4% 34.7% 13.3% 
13 6 → 7 13 191 23.2% 37.2% 14.0% 
14 3 ← 7 13 204 25.0% 39.8% 14.8% 
15 5 ← 6 13 217 26.8% 42.3% 15.5% 
16 4 → 8 12 229 28.6% 44.6% 16.1% 
17 2 ← 6 12 241 30.4% 47.0% 16.6% 
18 1 → 5 12 253 32.1% 49.3% 17.2% 
19 2 → 8 11 264 33.9% 51.5% 17.5% 
20 3 → 4 11 275 35.7% 53.6% 17.9% 
21 3 → 8 11 286 37.5% 55.8% 18.3% 
22 6 → 8 11 297 39.3% 57.9% 18.6% 
23 7 → 8 12 309 41.1% 60.2% 19.2% 
24 1 → 8 10 319 42.9% 62.2% 19.3% 
25 2 → 3 10 329 44.6% 64.1% 19.5% 
26 1 ← 2 10 339 46.4% 66.1% 19.7% 
27 3 ← 5 10 349 48.2% 68.0% 19.8% 
28 1 → 2 9 358 50.0% 69.8% 19.8% 
29 2 ← 8 9 367 51.8% 71.5% 19.8% 
30 3 ← 4 9 376 53.6% 73.3% 19.7% 
31 3 ← 8 9 385 55.4% 75.0% 19.7% 
32 2 ← 3 8 393 57.1% 76.6% 19.5% 
33 4 ← 8 8 401 58.9% 78.2% 19.2% 
34 2 → 6 7 408 60.7% 79.5% 18.8% 
35 5 → 6 7 415 62.5% 80.9% 18.4% 

Table 4.7: Power and Pareto Analysis 
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 Num Relationship Freq Cumulative 
Frequency 

Cumulative 
Percent  

(Relation) 

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Frequency) 

Power 

36 4 ← 5 7 422 64.3% 82.3% 18.0% 
37 4 ← 6 7 429 66.1% 83.6% 17.6% 
38 6 ← 7 7 436 67.9% 85.0% 17.1% 
39 6 ← 8 7 443 69.6% 86.4% 16.7% 
40 7 ← 8 8 451 71.4% 87.9% 16.5% 
41 2 → 5 6 457 73.2% 89.1% 15.9% 
42 3 → 6 6 463 75.0% 90.3% 15.3% 
43 5 → 8 6 469 76.8% 91.4% 14.6% 
44 1 ← 5 7 476 78.6% 92.8% 14.2% 
45 1 ← 8 6 482 80.4% 94.0% 13.6% 
46 5 ← 7 6 488 82.1% 95.1% 13.0% 
47 3 → 5 5 493 83.9% 96.1% 12.2% 
48 2 ← 5 4 497 85.7% 96.9% 11.2% 
49 4 ← 7 4 501 87.5% 97.7% 10.2% 
50 3 → 7 3 504 89.3% 98.2% 9.0% 
51 1 ← 3 3 507 91.1% 98.8% 7.8% 
52 1 ← 4 3 510 92.9% 99.4% 6.6% 
53 2 ← 7 3 513 94.6% 100.0% 5.4% 
54 1 ← 7 2 515 96.4% 100.4% 4.0% 
55 1 ← 6 1 516 98.2% 100.6% 2.4% 
56 2 ← 4 1 517 100.0% 100.8% 0.8% 

Table 4.7 (cont’d): Power and Pareto Analysis 
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Once the Pareto and Power Analysis Calculation was complete, I was able to determine 

the maximum variance and conduct a power analysis.  According to Northcutt & McCoy (2004), 

“the last two columns of the Pareto table are the keys to deciding which relationships should be 

included in the group IRD” (p. 160).  According to Northcutt and McCoy (2004): 

The decision involves optimizing a trade-off between two criteria: The composite should 
account for maximum variation in the system (cumulative percent based upon frequency) 
while minimizing the number of relationships in the interest of parsimony (cumulative 
percent based on relations). (p. 160)   

The creation of the Maximizing Variance graph identifies the variance of the system across 

different relationship numbers, using the Cumulative Percent (Frequency) as the y axis.  The 

Power Analysis graph uses the Power as the y axis, indicating where the maximum power lies 

based on the number of relationships (x).  Looking at both of these graphs together, I was able to 

identify that the Power reaches a maximum at 29 relationships, peaking at a 19.8% power, which 

accounts for 71.5% percent of the variation in the system, which can be seen in the Maximizing 

Variance graph.  The goal is to find an optimal number of relationships that account for the 

maximum impact (power) with the highest level of variation (variance), using the Pareto 

Principle (that 20% of the variables in the system account for 80% of the total variation of 

outcomes); thus, getting as close to 80% variance as possible.    

Determining where the Power peaks can be accomplished simply by looking at the Power 

column Pareto and Power Analysis table; however, I followed traditional IQA protocol and 

developed Figure 4.3: Power Analysis, which also reveals that the power curve peaks at 19.8, 

which is at 29 relationships.  Looking at Figure 4.2: Maximizing Variance, I identified that 29 

relationships represents 71.5% total variance in the system (which can similarly be accomplished 

by looking at the Pareto and Power Analysis table).    
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Figure 4.2: Maximizing Variance 

 

Figure 4.3: Power Analysis 

According to Northcutt and McCoy (2004), the maximum level of power is a “defensible choice 

for inclusion in the group IRD” (p. 160).  However, in reviewing the difference in variance 
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across each Cumulative Percent (Frequency) I found that the maximum variance (calculated as 

the difference between each Cumulative Percent (Frequency) was reached at 24 relationships  

Num 
 

Relationship 
 

Freq 
 
 

Cumulative 
Frequency 

 

Cumulative 
Percent  

(Relation) 
 

Cumulative 
Percent 

(Frequency) 
 

Difference in 
Cumulative 

Percent 
(Frequency) 

Power 
 
 

20 3 → 4 11 275 35.7% 53.6% 2.1% 17.9% 
21 3 → 8 11 286 37.5% 55.8% 2.1% 18.3% 
22 6 → 8 11 297 39.3% 57.9% 2.1% 18.6% 
23 7 → 8 12 309 41.1% 60.2% 2.1% 19.2% 
24 1 → 8 10 319 42.9% 62.2% 2.3% 19.3% 
25 2 → 3 10 329 44.6% 64.1% 1.9% 19.5% 
26 1 ← 2 10 339 46.4% 66.1% 1.9% 19.7% 
27 3 ← 5 10 349 48.2% 68.0% 1.9% 19.8% 
28 1 → 2 9 358 50.0% 69.8% 1.9% 19.8% 
29 2 ← 8 9 367 51.8% 71.5% 1.8% 19.8% 
30 3 ← 4 9 376 53.6% 73.3% 1.8% 19.7% 

Table 4.8: Calculating the Actual Variance Among Relationships Using the Cumulative 
Percent (Frequency) 

 

While 24 relationships represent the maximum amount of variance in the system, I weighed, in 

an attempt to optimize, the two criteria (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004), and opted to use the 

maximum power criteria, at 29 relationships, rather than the maximum amount of various, thus 

keeping a larger number of relationships in my final system for analysis. 

As the Pareto Principle was used for the purpose of resolving potentially ambiguous 

relationships with close frequencies (∆ < 3), specifically those outlined in Table 4.9, those 

relationships were analyzed within the maximum variance.  In all cases, the higher frequency 

relationship fell within the number of relationships for the greatest system variance (29), and 

thus that is the relationship that was used in the development of the final system.     
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Relationship Frequency  Relationship Frequency 
2 → 3 10  2 ← 3 8 
2 → 8 11  2 ← 8 9 
3 → 8 11  3 ← 8 9 

Table 4.9: Potentially Ambiguous Relationships 

Creation of the System of Influence Diagram (SID) 

 Once the final relationships to be used in the development of the final system were 

determined, I was able to complete the steps for the development of the System of Influence 

Diagram (SID), or the “system” as it is referred to throughout the study. 

Affinity Tabular Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) 

The first step in creating the SID is the Tabular IRD.  The Tabular IRD shows the total 

number of “ins” and “outs” for each relationship, as well as the ∆, calculated as the total “ins” 

minus the total “outs”, which was used in identifying the primary and secondary drivers, 

recursive relationships, and the primary and secondary outcomes.   

Number Name 
1 Faculty Impact 
2 Playing the Game 
3 Life Management 
4 Academic Life 
5 Relationships 
6 Growth and Transformation 
7 Emotions 
8 Career Advancement /  

Reward and Purpose 

Table 4.10: Affinities and Infinity Numbers 
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  OUT IN ∆ 

1  ← ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  6 1 5 

2 ↑  ↑ ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑  6 1 5 

3 ← ←  ↑ ← ← ← ↑  2 5 -3 

4 ← ← ←  ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  4 3 1 

5 ← ← ↑ ←  ← ↑ ←  2 5 -3 

6 ← ↑ ↑ ← ↑  ↑ ↑  5 2 3 

7 ← ← ↑ ← ← ←  ↑  2 5 -3 

8 ← ← ← ← ↑ ← ←   1 6 -5 

Figure 4.4: Tabular IRD 
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Affinity 
Number 

Location 

1 Primary Driver (5) 
2 Primary Driver (5) 
6 Secondary Driver (3) 
4 Secondary Driver (1) 
3 Secondary Outcome (-3) 
5 Secondary Outcome (-3) 
7 Secondary Outcome (-3) 
8 Primary Outcome (-5) 

Table 4.11: Final Affinity Numbers and their Location within the System 

Development of Cluttered SID 

 Once the tentative SID assignments were established, I was able to create the Cluttered 

SID.  As outlined in Chapter 3, to develop the Cluttered SID, affinities were first placed left to 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  OUT IN ∆ 

1  ← ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  6 1 5 

2 ↑  ↑ ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑  6 1 5 

6 ←  ↑ ← ↑  ↑ ↑  5 2 3 

4 ←  ←  ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  4 3 1 

3 ← ←  ↑ ← ← ← ↑  2 5 -3 

5 ← ← ↑ ←  ← ↑ ←  2 5 -3 

7 ← ← ↑ ← ← ←  ↑  2 5 -3 

8 ← ← ← ← ↑ ← ←   1 6 -5 

Figure 4.5: Tabular IRD Sorted in the Descending Order of Delta 
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right, with each of the relationships from the Tabular IRD shown with the appropriate direction 

arrow.   

 

Figure 4.6: Initial Affinity Placement 
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Figure 4.7: Cluttered SID 

Summary 

In this chapter, I reviewed the research questions and the process used for research, 

including focus groups, open axial interview and structured theoretical interview.  I outlined the 

constituency selection process, and the reasoning for selecting the constituency of adult 

education students.   

I then shared the combined interviews developed through the Axial Code Table, 

highlighting common themes or thoughts that summarize particular groupings of theoretical 

interviews.   Following the interviews, I provided a detailed explanation of the processes used to 
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develop the Theoretical Code Table, including resolution of ambiguous relationships through the 

Pareto Principle.  Finally, I provided the final Tabular IRD, which calculated the total ins and 

outs of each affinity, and the Cluttered SID, which is the initial diagram showing each 

relationship possible in the system. 

In the next chapter, I will provide the final SID (system), which is the result of the 

resolution of all relationships.  I will walk through the system, indicating how the system ties to 

the interviews, what the tone of the system is, and what implications the system provides.      

  



140 

 

Chapter 5 : Findings 

INTRODUCTION AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE UNCLUTTERED SID  

This chapter provides an analysis of the System of Influence Diagram showing the results 

of the college experience for this study.  The analysis begins by walking through the uncluttered 

SID, and outlining relationships.  This will be followed by an analysis of each of the affinities, 

and how these affinities were described by interviewees, including the variance of tone and 

timbre of each affinity.  Finally, I will revisit the literature in light of the results of my study, and 

provide recommendations for future studies.   

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Specific research questions for this study were: 

1. What are the elements/factors that make up The College Experience/Being a Student for 

individuals who have completed their high school equivalency? 

2. How do these elements/factors relate in a system of influence? 

3. How do the experiences of adult education students who transition to college compare to 

those of traditional college students? 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 As discussed in Chapter 3, while IQA does not necessarily negate the need for a 

conceptual framework, this approach does lend itself to develop a framework from the input of 

constituencies, which is then explored through one-on-one interviews.  This study most aligned 

itself as an expansion of the work conducted by Bean and Metzner (1985) and Tinto (2005), 

which concluded that outside factors (institutional structures, non-academic barriers to success) 

held just as much weight on student persistence and success as academic factors.  Additionally, I 
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utilized work previously conducted by McCoy (2013) and a pilot study I conducted in the spring 

of 2013.   

 The conceptual framework, as discussed in Chapter 3, is one place where I deviated from 

the method, believing that it was important to consider work previously conducted in this area.  

Later in this chapter I will provide comparison to the conceptual frameworks used.   

EXPLORING THE UNCLUTTERED SID 

 The uncluttered SID (system of influence diagram) developed as a result of the removal 

of any duplicative relationships, utilizing the number of relationships identified through the 

Pareto and Power Analysis protocol, and organized clearly showing the relationships from left to 

right, is shown in  below.   

 

Figure 5.1: The Adult Education Student College Experience Uncluttered SID 

In the final uncluttered SID, the first primary driver (the affinity with the most number of 

outputs), Faculty Impact (1) remains on the left.  Playing the Game (2), the other primary driver, 

remains on the far left as well, with both Faculty Impact and Playing the Game both still having 

one in and one out relationship.  This is important in understanding the final system, which will 

be analyzed later in this chapter. 
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Academic Life (4) and Growth and Transformation (6), both secondary drivers (meaning 

they have more outs than ins), also have one in and one out, creating a circular reference between 

themselves and Playing the Game and Faculty Impact.  In other words, Faculty Impact affects 

Academic Life, which affects Growth and Transformation, which affects Playing the Game, 

which comes back and affects Faculty Impact. 

Moving further right are Life Management (3) and Relationships (5) which were both 

found to be secondary outcomes (meaning they have more ins than outs).  There is an almost 

circular relationship between these two affinities, Academic Life, and Growth and 

Transformation, though neither affects one another in the final relationship.   

Finally, Emotions (7), another secondary outcome, and Career Advancement/Reward and 

Purpose (8) the primary outcome (which has the most number of ins of all the affinities), sit on 

the far right, and in the final system, both have a single in and out.   

The total number of ins and outs of the uncluttered system are outlined in Table 5.1.  This 

information is important in the analysis of the overall system, and understanding how each of the 

affinities interacts with one another in the final system of influence.   
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Affinity  Total Ins Total Outs 
Faculty Impact 1 1 
Playing the Game 1 1 
Academic Life 1 1 
Growth and 
Transformation 

1 2 

Life Management 1 2 
Relationships 2 1 
Emotions 1 2 
Career 
Advancement/Reward 
and Purpose 

2 1 

Table 5.1: Total Ins and Outs of Affinities in Uncluttered System 

Overall System Tone 

 Interviews can be used to explore the overall tone of the affinities.  Another option for 

interpreting the tone of system is to use surveys, asking whether ones’ experience with an 

affinity was positive or negative (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004).  In the original design of this 

study, I had planned to conduct such surveys of all participants.  However, the interviews proved 

to be incredibly taxing for participants, emotionally speaking, so rather than adding an additional 

phase to the interview process, I asked, at the end of their response on a particular affinity, 

whether they would state that their overall experience with that affinity was positive, negative or 

both, then tallied these totals.  In the instance an individual had both positive and negative 

experiences with the affinity I tallied a vote for both sides.  In the final results, many affinities 

had a fairly even split, with all affinities having enough both positive or negative votes to be 

considered valuable for analysis (Figure 5.2).   
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Figure 5.2: Affinity Tone Based on Participant Feedback 

Faculty Impact 

 Interviews revealed that positive and negative experiences, both recent and well into the 

past, greatly affected individuals’ experience with school.  In several instances, negative 

experiences with teachers growing up had laid a groundwork of mistrust for teachers (teachers 

are to be feared) that was difficult to overcome.  In each of these instances, the power-balance 

between student and teacher was clearly in favor of the teacher, and participants did not feel any 

sense of autonomy over their educational experience.   

 Faculty Impact, as indicated both in the final system and in the interviews, in turn 

affected an individuals’ academic life.  As indicated in the interviews, students who have a 

difficult or ambiguous relationship with a teacher often struggle academically because they either 

don’t know or understand where they stand in the class, or are too afraid to ask for the assistance 

they need.   

 In some instances, the teacher was seen as a motivator or helper, and even sentiments of 

“tough love” were appreciated as they, in turn, prepared individuals for the rigor of college.  That 
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said, even if the tough love was given in the GED classroom, that idea didn’t translate to the 

college classroom – in other words, students didn’t see negative or cold treatment in the college 

classroom as tough love (i.e. something that would prepare them for employment) because it was 

not clearly identified or explained as such. 

 Faculty Impact also sits in a loop with Academic Life, Growth and Transformation and 

Playing the Game (Figure 5.3).   

 

Figure 5.3: Faculty Impact Feedback Loop 

According to Northcutt & McCoy (2004), feedback loops can be seen as a positive or a negative 

thing when examining a final system; that is, the inability to resolve a feedback loop into discreet 

A  B relationships can be indicative of issues within the system or research, but can also 

highlight complex affinity interaction.  Specifically, “a feedback loop can quickly spiral inward 

until it implodes. The loop is repeated, with each repetition becoming more negative until 

something has to give” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 362).  In this case, the feedback loop can 

clearly be seen in the types of statements made in the interviews, and how these affinities are 

ultimately all at interplay with one another.  These relationships are further explored in the 

analysis of the other affinities in the loop. 
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Playing the Game 

 Playing the Game was mostly a negative experience for participants.  For the two 

participants who indicated any positive feelings about this affinity, it related more to preparation 

for the “real world” as opposed to them actually feeling anything intrinsically positive about their 

various experiences within the college system. 

 In general, much like Faculty Impact and Academic Life, there were tones of fear and 

uncertainty in statements made about Faculty Impact and overall a great number of unknowns.  

There were also a large number of comparisons made between interviewees and others in their 

classes and these comparisons seemed to lead to feelings of not being good enough or really 

belonging in college in the first place. 

 Based on the results of the structured theoretical code interviews and the resolution of the 

final system, Playing the Game directly impacted the affinity of Faculty Impact.  That is to say, 

these two affinities were seen to be directly related, with an individual’s ability to play the game 

directly affecting the level to or manner in which they were impacted by faculty.   This is clear in 

several statements – for example, statements regarding the teacher’s role included uncertainty 

about how a teacher may affect an individual’s success or failure in an entire program.  I assume 

that in these instances, these teachers were either department chairs or faculty advisors, but it is 

important to note that the interviewees did not understand this distinction, and thus the teachers 

in this instance were seen as a threat.  These statements were coded as Faculty Impact, but could 

easily be coded into Playing the Game as well, as a student’s understanding of faculty chairs or 

advisors will impact their ability to function within an entire program.   

 Other statements coded as Faculty Impact highlighted this relationship between the two 

affinities – for instance, one student said, “The way one teacher treats you in one class can make 
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things hard in another class.”  In this situation, the student was afraid, after being treated poorly 

by a teacher in one class, to ask a teacher in another class a question because they interpreted this 

as the status quo or the way the relationship between teacher and student was supposed to work.  

Another interviewee made a similar statement regarding not knowing things that they thought 

they “should know.”  In other words, they seemed to place importance on knowing how things 

worked in college and in turn seemed to see that as somehow tied to their success in a program, 

or how they may be viewed by a particular teacher.   

Academic Life  

As mentioned previously, Faculty Impact, in the final system, affects Academic Life.  

This was clear in the interviews, and at times in the coding of the interviews, it was difficult to 

distinguish a statement as being specifically related to Faculty Impact, or more appropriately 

coded with Academic Life.  There was rarely a statement about Academic Life that did not either 

contain a statement or directly relate to a previous statement about a teacher, even in the instance 

that an individual was talking about study habits, homework or projects. 

Statements made about Academic Life often provided a glimpse into an individual’s 

experience in the high school equivalency preparation classroom (i.e. “when I was in GED we 

did this as opposed to…”).  Additionally, statements also tended to have overtones of fear and 

uncertainty about academic performance in college, as opposed to the generally positive 

experience an individual had in the high school equivalency preparation classroom.  There were 

multiple common statements about a lack of academic feedback from teachers in college, which 

was not something interviewees knew how to handle or deal with appropriately.     
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Growth and Transformation 

Growth and Transformation was seen as mostly positive by interviewees, however, it is 

important to note those that felt negatively towards this affinity.  In general, one’s growth is 

positive, but there can be fear associated with this change, which it seems was the driver behind 

negativity felt for this affinity. 

In general, the changes associated with an individual going to school were carried into 

other aspects of their life, such as their relationships with their children or their ability to manage 

adult hood.  Several interviewees made comments about how friends and family had noticed this 

difference, even in their general appearance.  From a negative standpoint, though, interviewees 

noted that this change had somewhat of an alienating affect.  In other words, they no longer 

really belonged with their old friends or within their neighborhood. 

As seen in the final system, Growth and Transformation directly affects Playing the 

Game.  The indicators here are in the way interviewees express their overall growth as a student 

and in their lives, which in turn likely affects their ability to play the game.  There are also 

negative implications here as well, though; one’s growth and transformation can be viewed as 

simply confirming to be able to function within the game, rather than growing in a positive way 

that will have a more overarching effect on their lives long-term.   

Life Management 

 Life Management was fairly balanced in responses, with a slightly higher balance 

towards negativity.  In the final system, it is interesting to see the relationship between Academic 

Life, Life Management and Faculty Impact, with both Life Management and Faculty Impact 

affecting Academic Life.   
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 Statements that support this relationship highlight the difficult balance between school 

and work or home, and how this is further challenged by a seemingly lack of understanding from 

teachers.  While these affinities did not end up in a loop in the final system, the statements 

indicate that they easily could have, and in general, it is important to note that both of these 

things (Faculty Impact and Life Management) ultimately affect an individuals’ ability to be 

successful.       

Relationships 

As with other affinities, interviews highlighted the positive and negative feelings around 

the affinity of Relationships.  Similar to Faculty Impact, interviews also demonstrated how, for 

some interviewees, a negative relationship destroyed the foundation for their success in life long-

term, and even served as their reason for dropping out of school when they were younger, which 

gave way to a lifetime of difficulty with not just education, but maintaining a relatively 

productive life.  These negative influences retain their presence, and in some instances create a 

cycle of abuse for some individuals.  In a stark contrast, however, some students have found 

relationships that keep them going from day-to-day and serve as their motivation in difficult 

times.    

 As is shown in the final system, Relationships are affected by both Growth and 

Transformation and Career Advancement and Purpose.  This interplay between the affinities can 

be seen in the interview transcripts.  For instance, several interviewees highlighted the positive 

impact their Growth and Transformation had on their Relationships with their families, and made 

them better parents.  In stark contrast, though, that Growth and Transformation has, for some 

interviewees, brought out jealousy from spouses or friends.   
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Career Advancement and Reward and Purpose had a similar affect, and some of the 

interviews could have easily be coded across the affinities, indicating that an individual now 

having a Purpose created tension in certain relationships, much like with Growth and 

Transformation.  Additionally, that Career Advancement and Purpose, for some interviewees, 

had a positive impact on their relationships, particularly for those with their children, for whom 

they are now serving as a positive role model.   

Emotions 

 Emotions was a difficult affinity to code and apply to interviews as most, if not all, of the 

statements made were in some way riddled with emotion – and as can be seen in the final 

system, those emotions were fairly evenly split between positive and negative.  When 

determining which statements to code under emotions, I generally looked for specific, clear 

emotion words in order to avoid making assumptions or applying any unintentional bias.   

 Emotions, based on the final system, directly affects Career Advancement/Rewards and 

Purpose and Life Management, and is directly affected by Relationships.  However, it is also 

important to note that Emotions sits in the middle of a feedback loop between Career 

Advancement/Reward and Purpose and Relationships - thus, it is affected by but also affects 

Relationships.   
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Figure 5.4: Emotions Feedback Loop 

This particular feedback loop is clear in the interviews, as mentioned in the Relationships affinity 

there can be positive and negative associations within one’s relationships as a result of their 

impending Career Advancement or sense of Reward and Purpose, and these associations are tied 

to emotions such as fear and jealousy and well as hopefulness and pride.   

Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose 

 Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose, as outlined in the previous description, also 

sits in the feedback loop between relationships and emotions.  While mostly positive, there were 

negative associations with this affinity, which brings in the direct relationship with Emotions, 

specifically those of fear and uncertainty. 

 The biggest source of fear and uncertainty for interviewees within this affinity were 

related to the availability of jobs in their chosen field and their ability to move forward in their 

career.  There were fears that, despite all their hard work and sacrifices, they may not be able to 

move into a more meaningful career at the end of their education.  There were also feelings of 

impending doom related to the overall job market, and as many had sacrificed one of or their 
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only job in order to go back to school, they were fearful that they might not be able to get back 

into any job, let alone a job related to their educational field. 

 Despite the negativity and fear, however, most interviewees were generally hopeful and 

positive, and had a new sense of purpose in their lives.  There were feelings of moving into 

something that wasn’t “just a job”, and the idea that this would be the first major thing they had 

accomplished in their lives.   

EXPLORING NULL RELATIONSHIPS 

As described in Chapter 4, two relationships had a high frequency (number of votes) 

from participants as not being related (noted as <>).  2<>5 (Playing the Game and 

Relationships), which accounted for 50% of the total frequency in this particular relationship 

(n=20), and 3<>5 (Life Management and Relationships), accounted for 25% of the total 

frequency in this particular relationship.   

The first of these affinity pairs, Playing the Game and Relationships, makes sense as 

having little to do with each other.  In the final system there is no direct path between these two 

affinities, and both are directly impacted by Growth and Transformation. 

 

Figure 5.5: Placement of Playing the Game and Relationships in the Final System 

When looking at the sub affinities of each of these affinities, the lack of relationship 

makes more sense.  Playing the Game addresses things that occur on campus and within the 

campus structure such as financial aid navigation, campus logistics, and understanding who is in 

charge, whereas Relationships relate to things outside of the campus such as family and friends.  
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In some instances, relationships occur on campus, such as those with classmates, but again, these 

were not necessarily seen as having any relationship with Playing the Game. 

 The other null relationship, Life Management and Relationships, is a little stranger to 

have had a high number of “no relationship” responses.  The affinity of Relationships, as 

previously described, includes relationships at home, where as Life Management includes the 

ability to essentially juggle outside obligations, including relationships at home.  However, in the 

final system, there is no direct relationship between Life Management and Relationships, 

meaning the relationship was resolved through the development of the final system.  As can be 

seen, the final system shows the relationship between Life Management and Relationships as 

happening through Career Advancement/Reward and Purpose.  This could be interpreted as 

essentially meaning that, without the overlay of a need for a purpose for education, the 

Relationships present less of an issue, and in the converse, what effects the Relationships of an 

individual and makes school take precedence over or within that relationship is the focus on the 

ultimate purpose of returning to school.  Essentially, the focus on the purpose acts as additional 

pressure to finish, thus effecting Relationships by pulling attention away from them.  
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Figure 5.6: Placement of Life Management and Relationships in the Final System 

COMPARISON TO LITERATURE 

 The results of my research indicated numerous similarities with the literature on the topic 

of adult education students – or in more general terms, nontraditional students – and their 

experiences with college.  In addition, the research provided meaning and implications for some 

of the outcomes of my research.  While these results only represent a small sample of adult 

education students and their experiences, there are common themes in their responses that tie 

back to the literature. 

General Academic Preparedness 

Both the literature and the theoretical frameworks considered in this study highlighted the 

fact that, while important, academic preparedness is not the ultimate driver of adult education 

student persistence in college (Bailey, 2009; Bailey, Jenkins & Leinbach, 2005; Bandura, 1977; 

Bean & Metzner, 1985; Tinto, 2005).  This was reiterated in the results.  While still a driver in 

the final system, Academic Life was tied, within a loop, with other affinities, indicating that it is 

not alone an indicator within one’s college experience.  This alludes strongly to Bean and 
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Metzner’s (1985) work, which indicated that regardless of the academic variables in a student’s 

experience, if the environmental variables were negative, the student would not persist.   

The statements made by interviewees indicated strongly that, in the case their experience 

with the Academic Life Affinity was negative, it was in some way related to another affinity, 

either Faculty Impact, Growth and Transformation, or Playing the Game.   

Specific statements regarding the interrelation between Academic Life and other 

affinities.  To further understand the interplay between Academic Life and other affinities, I 

found specific examples of statements, added into the Academic Life affinity combined 

interviews, which required extensive thought during the axial coding phase (which requires the 

researcher to code each line of transcript as the affinity to which it best aligns), as they had 

characteristics that could have been coded into another affinity.  Ultimately, when the initial 

statement was made during the interview – in response to which affinity – was used as the 

indicator for coding purposes.   

“I don’t really understand how what I read is related to what I read in class”. While this 

statement is indicative of a possible lack of reading comprehension, it ultimately indicates a lack 

of communication or effective teaching from the instructor of the course.  This lack of 

communication was stated among numerous interviewees, and often led to overall confusion of 

the academic content.  In addition, this lack of communication created, for these interviewees, an 

overall lack of understanding of the course, the purpose of the course, or the purpose of the 

course content.  “I don’t know whether I’m supposed to focus on the lecture or the reading”, one 

interviewee said.  An inability to simply ask this question is indicative of a sense of fear towards 

the instructor, or a fear of “looking stupid” in front of the instructor.   
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“I finally learned that I should be looking at the Blackboard thing to get lecture notes 

before class”.  This statement is another that, while directly tied to the Academic Life affinity, 

can easily be tied to another affinity – in this case, “Playing the Game”.  Using the online course 

site is something that, if not explicitly explained to a student, requires a level of savvy or 

knowledge passed down from someone else.  For participants that lack this type of guidance, 

there is, on day one, a deficit in their instruction.  Similar statements made highlighted the digital 

divide for participants, such as “I have to use computers to register and to do homework” and “I 

never knew how much not having a computer would make things so much harder”. 

According to Jesnek (2012), aside from the digital divide affecting an individuals’ 

success in school, it has a profound effect on their post-school career opportunities.  While none 

of the interviewees specifically addressed their concerns around not being digitally prepared for 

the workplace, one did address fears that jobs in her area would go to “the younger kids”, and 

twelve of the participants addressed some form of frustration or anxiety related to the use of 

technology in college.  

Beliefs About and Of High School Equivalency Student 

The interviews echoed similar issues to those highlighted by the literature.  In particular, 

participants spoke of their reasons for dropping out in the first place, questioning whether they 

truly belonged in postsecondary education (US Department of Education, 2007).  Several 

participants spoke to the fact that they work was harder than they expected, and while their high 

school equivalency program had given them back confidence in their abilities, they had soon 

been lost again when they encountered college-level coursework.   

In contrast, some participants had a “never again” mindset; some trauma in their past had 

caused them to drop out of school or fail initially, but they saw this time in college as a second 
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chance to prove their abilities.  Essentially, they had acknowledged that their previous failures 

were not at all related to academic ability, but rather, to bad life circumstances. 

In addition to a general lack of confidence over academic ability, some participants 

indicated that they didn’t feel support from their instructor(s).  This was rooted in a variety of 

things including a pre-conceived notion about teachers from their past (teachers were to be 

feared) as well as just poor interactions with instructors in their college program.  Most apparent 

is the constant imbalance of power between teacher and student which caused participants to be 

afraid to ask questions, be worried to make a mistake, and question the instructor’s level of 

influence over their future in the program.    

Adult Learner Characteristics 

 Study participants echoed the literature regarding adult learner characteristics through 

their statements about their educational experience.  According to the literature, it is critical for 

adults to understand the why of learning (Knowles, 1985; Kenner & Weinerman, 2011).    

Participants made numerous statements regarding a lack of clear communication from instructors 

that specifically contracted this necessity.  One participant stated that, “I got a bad grade on a 

test, and I tried to ask the teacher why; she was very short with me”.  Another stated, “I feel like 

I have to read a lot of stuff and then we never talk about it”.  He went on to say that he thought 

the content might be used at a later time, for instance, on a test, but that it never appeared.  This 

general lack of understanding the connection between homework and what was discussed in 

class was echoed throughout several of the interviews.   

 In addition, there seemed to be a lack of communication about progress in a particular 

class or in an overall sequence of coursework.  Several participants indicated that they’d gotten 

back tests and weren’t sure why they had done poorly, while others hadn’t ever received 
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assignments back, or hadn’t received assignments back in time to make corrections or prepare 

for the next assignment or test.  Further, several seemed confused about their sequence of 

required coursework, or how certain courses counted towards their degree.  This echoes the 

literature, which highlights this lack of clarity in programming across community colleges 

(Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015), but also within specific coursework, particularly remedial 

coursework (Goldrick-Rab, 2010).   

Cultural Capital 

Cultural capital, being a theoretical construct, is not explicitly mentioned by participants, 

but statements made by participants echo the general premise of the research around cultural 

capital, as well as the critiques mentioned in Chapter 2.   

 Of particular interest to me was the mention of several participants of the cost of college, 

and the fear that the reward would not measure against this cost.  As mentioned in chapter 2, 

Clegg (2010) challenges the cost of higher education, and essentially argues that the marker of 

prestige associated with higher education came from the cost, not the education itself.  This, in 

turn, alludes to traditional Bourdieuian framework in which certain forms of capital can be 

bought.  However, the participants that spoke of the cost of college were more concerned as to 

whether the cost was actually worth it – in other worst, the cost of college, or the measure of 

completion was not enough.  Rather, the measure was the job at the end of the program, and 

whether they would make money to make the out-of-pocket cost worth it.   

 Several participants made statements that support research that challenges traditional 

notions of cultural capital.  For instance, one participant stated that her grandmother, though she 

had not finished school herself, was the reason she wanted to go to college.  Another shared that 

her mother, who had essentially abandoned her and her siblings, was her inspiration.    
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Gofen (2009), argues against research that families of first generation students cannot adequately 

support students; this idea is echoed in the interviews, which highlight both older family 

members and children as a key supporter of their college-going experience.   

Self-Efficacy 

The research highlighted numerous ideas around self-efficacy, including the importance 

of understanding the relevance of education (Ryan & Deci 2000; Knowles, Holton & Swanson, 

2005).  Knowles, Holton and Swanson’s (2005) work also highlights the importance, for adult 

learners, of learning leading to a perceived outcome of improved self.   

The affinity of Growth and Transformation highlighted the effects of education on 

participants’ growth and transformation.  For some participants, this change was positive, while 

for others it was negative; however, a majority of the statements explained the overall change 

postsecondary education had on them in their lives, not necessarily on them as a student or 

learner.  Several participants felt that they had become better parents, while others commented 

on a perceived complete change in appearance or demeanor.  While all seemingly positive, 

however, this change had a somewhat alienating effect on some participants in their 

relationships.  In particular, participants made comments related to jealousy from spouses --   

“My husband regularly questions me going back to school.  He says it is silly and a waste of 

time.” – or the fact that the transition to postsecondary education has driven the relationship apart 

– “My boyfriend and I broke up because he didn’t support me”.  The particular statements 

highlight the ability of these participants to put their personal relationships aside and focus on 

their own goals.   
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RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

 Themes found in the literature (general academic preparedness, beliefs about and of high 

school equivalency participants, adult learner characteristics, cultural capital, self-efficacy) are 

echoed throughout the interviews as outlined above.  The interviews support this research, but 

add additional layers important to consider for future research.   

 The system of influence highlights the interrelationship of various factors affecting 

student success.  While Bean and Metzner’s (1985) and Tinto’s (2005) models both analyze the 

impact of outside factors on student persistence, they stop short of recommendations for how 

institutions can provide a more conducive environment for non-traditional students. 

 The interviews in this IQA study provide an in-depth look into the many shortcomings of 

postsecondary institutions, from broad-scale issues such as academic preparedness and advising 

to simple challenges like parking and availability of basic amenities.  Thus, this study supports 

the research by highlighting the academic and non-academic factors contributing to success, but 

highlights the need for broader analysis of the non-academic factors affecting student success. 

REVISITING THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Three conceptual frameworks were used to guide my research: Bean and Metzner’s 

(1985) conceptual model of nontraditional undergraduate student attrition, Tinto’s (2005) 

formula for student success, and McCoy’s (2013) unpublished IQA study regarding college 

student retention. 

As previously stated, Northcutt and McCoy (2004) provide the option that both the initial 

focus group (described later in this chapter) and the individual interviewees provide feedback on 

the relationships within the system, and essentially two systems can be built, using the focus 

group system as essentially the “framework” that is then tested with the interviewees, however, 
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Northcutt and McCoy (2004) provide allowance for deviation from this process, stating that the 

protocol “depends on the purpose of the research as well as the administrative and logistical 

constraints” (p. 166).  I felt it important to recognize the more rigorous work of researchers 

conducted in this area to use as a lens through which to view my results and guide my research, 

as well as the unpublished work of McCoy (2013), however, no true hypothesis was tested.  

Rather, these frameworks provided a general understanding of how other researchers had viewed 

the problem of student retention, from which I then built upon for purposes of comparison to my 

own discoveries.   

Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition 

Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model predicted nontraditional undergraduate student 

attrition, indicating that when academic variables are negative, but environmental are negative, 

student will persist; when academic factors are positive, but environmental are negative, student 

will likely drop out, when both factors are negative, the student will likely drop out, but when 

environmental factors are positive and academic factors are negative, the student will persist.   

While my work did not provide a method of prediction for success (thus truly testing a 

theory), understanding the work conducted by Bean and Metzner (1985) as well as what is stated 

throughout the literature emphasized the importance, to me, in considering the critical impact of 

nonacademic factors on student persistence.  As mentioned in the study limitations, this study 

would have been stronger if it compared systems of students who actually persisted versus those 

who did not.  In such a model, I could have actually compared the driving factors (primary 

drivers) among the systems to determine if Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model held true.  That 

said, in looking at the final affinity placement, “environmental factors” (Faculty Impact, Playing 

the Game) were primary drivers and Academic Life was a secondary driver (perhaps indicating 
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that it holds less influence).  A true comparison, though, cannot take place as IQA method is not 

one that predicts success, but rather explains a phenomenon.  Regardless, there are parallels 

between the work done by Bean and Metzner (1985) and my work in the found importance of 

outside factors on a student’s experience. 

Tinto’s Formula for Student Success 

Tinto’s (2005) work similarly highlights the importance of outside support for students, 

but stresses that these supports are most effective when tied to the learning environment.  Again, 

as this model was used as more of a lens than a hypothesis, my work did not necessarily look to 

prove it, but the influence of outside factors on a student’s experience are undeniable, both 

through analysis of the final system and the review of the interviews.   

A true test of this model might look at the system of students who were receiving 

supports through their learning environment (college) and those who were not.  That said, I can 

state that each individual interviewed had access, through the support of their transition, to an 

individual known as a career navigator.  The career navigator position is one that is critical in the 

success of the nontraditional student and essentially provides both case management and high-

touch academic advising (Prince, Jenkins, & Columbia University).  However, as can be seen 

from the interviews, not all students were either taking advantage of this individual, were aware 

of this individual, or this individual was not as effective as was needed to fully support the 

students, which could be a result of a variety of factors, including too high a student-to-navigator 

ratio.   

McCoy’s System of Traditional College Student Success 

As outlined earlier, the initial differences in my system and the work of McCoy (2013) 

can be seen in the affinity identification.  While McCoy’s research focused on traditional college 
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students (meaning they completed a high school diploma and transitioned directly into college) 

at a four-year public institution, my work focuses on nontraditional students at a two-year 

community college.  Thus, obvious differences were related to the influence of housing (four-

year students mostly living on campus and two-year community college students attending a 

commuter college with no options for on-campus housing).  Additionally, my research 

participants, being nontraditional as defined by the literature (Kim, 2002; US Department of 

Education, 2015) had characteristics including not being full time students, having dependents, 

working full time and having had a previous job or career.  Thus, not only were some of the 

affinities different, the characteristics of the affinities and in some instances the tone (i.e. faculty 

impact) were different.   

One limitation of this work is my failure to fully compare these two systems – my system 

and the system developed in McCoy’s (2013) previous work.  Comparing the systems fully could 

be valuable in better understanding the experience of the traditional student – who is the student 

for which postsecondary education is often designed (Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins, 2015).  It’s this 

type of comparison that would highlight critical oversights or misunderstandings about the 

nontraditional student population held in beliefs by college leadership.  Better understanding of 

these issues could then lead to a system more thoroughly designed with the nontraditional 

student in mind by moving away from archaic structures and processes that might not even be 

working for the traditional college student (Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins, 2015).   

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

 The experiences of participants and the system of influence created as a result of 

interviews has numerous implications for how practice can be improved to better support the 

experience of these types of participants in postsecondary education.  These implications for 
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practice are rooted in the experiences of participants in the various affinities highlighted in this 

study. 

Clearly Described Course Sequences and Faculty Roles 

As highlighted in the system and further clarified through participant interviews, there is 

a strong influence of the faculty member in the system of influence of the experience of the adult 

education participant in postsecondary education.  The system also highlights the dependent 

relationship between the Faculty Impact and Playing the Game affinities.  As highlighted by 

Goldrick-Rab (2010), when analyzing student success, the research on faculty is limited.  Faculty 

in community colleges are provided little incentive for professional development, and while 

teaching skills may be adequate, there is limited focus on supporting their ability to work with 

this particular population.  Goldrick-Rab (2010) also highlights the limited information given to 

students about course requirements, the purpose of remedial coursework, and students are often 

given limited and poor advising (Person, et al., 2006).  Bailey, Jaggars and Jenkins (2015) also 

discuss the fact that, often in college, students are given too many choices, and the implications 

of these choices are not clearly outlined.  The literature, as well as this study, highlights the need 

for very specific changes within the community college to promote a more positive experience 

for participants. 

Clear Faculty Roles 

As was highlighted by several of the interviews and further supported by the research, it 

is critical that students are given a clear understanding of the role of the faculty member, and in 

addition, a clear understanding of who they should contact about specific issues, such as which 

courses to take, how their courses will affect their certificate and degree, and how they are 

performing overall.  As highlighted across the literature, it is critical for adults to understand the 
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purpose of their learning (Kenner & Weinerman, 2011; Knowles, 1985; Knowles, Holton & 

Swanson, 2005) yet there appears to be a complete lack of communication to students regarding 

why they are taking certain courses, and how they are performing in those courses. 

Limit Options 

The idea that college is a place to “find oneself” is not one that typically jibes with the 

busy adult needing a clear outcome in the form of a certificate or degree and subsequent job from 

their postsecondary education.  Yet, community colleges, who tend to cater to this population, 

continue to provide a variety of options that are not clearly aligned to a program of study.  It is 

critical that advising be improved to show students exactly what courses they need to complete a 

program, which courses will and will not count towards a certificate or degree plan, and in 

general, limit options (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015).   

In addition to overall confusion over their program of study, several participants showed 

concern over mounting student debt.  A key way to avoid excessive student debt is to ensure that 

students do not take unnecessary coursework whenever possible.  The Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board (2016) stated the overall reduction in student debt – specifically, that by 

2030, undergraduate student loan debt will not exceed 60% of first-year wages for graduates of 

Texas public institutions – as one of its goal in its strategic plan.  According Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board (2016), in addition to the large student debt carried by students 

and graduates, roughly one- quarter of Texas students who borrow money to complete college 

leave without a degree, and of those, one-in-four defaults on this loan.   

Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (2016) recommendations echo the research 

in recommending fewer options for students and more clearly aligned programs of study.  In 
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addition, on-time completions are critical, but this is further complicated by the number of 

students with non-academic barriers as is outlined in this study.   

Small Academic Successes 

 As highlighted in the literature, previous academic failures can have a devastating effect 

on students’ future academic endeavors (US Department of Education, 2017).  Further, the 

research shows that perceptions of readiness for college and academic ability have a higher 

predictor of success for students.  In this study, Academic Life was influenced by faculty impact.  

The interviews highlighted key points that have implications for future practice. 

It is Critical for Students to Know How They are Doing 

Knowles’ (1985, 2005) research, as well as research from Kasworm (1990) and Kenner 

and Weinerman (2011) stresses the importance of adults understanding both why they are 

learning particular content, as well as to understand how they are performing.  Yet, several 

participants interviewed in this study were completely in the dark about their performance, both 

in the overall program, and in particular coursework.  As explained earlier, this uncertainty was 

sometimes tied with a general fear of asking a faculty member, but that fear was sometimes 

warranted as when a participant asked about their performance they were met with negativity.   

 This study as well as the literature highlight the need for students to understand where 

they stand academically.  Beyond that, though, the interviews showed the importance of students 

feeling like they are progressing positively academically.  For instance, one participant expressed 

frustration in feeling like the content being covered in his math class (a developmental math 

class) was the same as content he had learned in his high school equivalency preparation course.  

As outlined in the literature by Bailey, Jaggars and Jenkins (2015), developmental education, and 

specifically the traditional approach to developmental education has some key pitfalls, including 
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that these courses fail to teach academic principles necessary for success in college-level 

coursework.  But beyond this, there is a failure to recognize the blow to a students’ self-esteem 

upon enrolling in college and being forced to enroll in remedial-level coursework.  As this 

interviewees statements highlight, the requirement to take remedial coursework also conflicts 

with the research on best practices in that the participant does not understand why they are in a 

class in which they are learning things they feel they have already learned.  Not only was this 

participant not told why they were needing this coursework (for example, an explanation of their 

test scores) they were fully aware that they had already learned this content.   

Students Need to be Recognized for What They Have Accomplished 

One interviewee spoke to the fact that when they earned their high school equivalency, it 

was the first time they had been recognized for an academic achievement.  According to the 

research, the difference in outcomes in college between traditional and nontraditional high 

school completers is less about academic ability, and more about social factors, including 

student’s perceptions of their readiness, which is closely tied to social capital (Lott & O’Dell, 

2014).  Traditional high school equivalency completers may have higher self-efficacy, according 

to Hill (2014), towards completion due to their success in high school.  Thus, it may be important 

to provide nontraditional participants with similar successes to better support their self-efficacy 

and ultimate completion.  Yet, some interviewees find it difficult, based on their statements, to 

even find out how they are doing, let alone if they are performing well.  This further identifies 

the need for clear communication from instructors to participants on their progress and 

performance.   
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Academic Institutions Must be Structured for Success 

 The literature points to the critical nature of support beyond academic for nontraditional 

students (Bailey, Jaggars & Jenkins, 2015; Duke, Strawn and Jobs for the Future, 2008; Person et 

al., 2006) and even argues that nontraditional students are on-par with traditional students 

academically, but struggle due to outside constraints (Boesel, Alsalam, and Smith, 1998; Garvey 

& Grobe, 2011; USDE, 2007; Zafft, Kallenbach, and Spohn, 2006).  Yes, the participants in this 

study spoke regularly of outside constraints, and often felt that the faculty nor the college really 

understood these constraints or provided adequate support.   

 There are likely several issues here – the general structure of the academic institution to 

house these types of supports, but also the advertising of these supports to both students and 

faculty. 

Colleges Must Provide Adequate Support 

In addition to providing adequate support, the general concept of “support” must be 

defined as not just supportive service connection, like transportation and childcare assistance, but 

also teaching students how to navigate the college system, or, even better, creating a college 

system conducive to all students.   

For students transitioning from adult education and literacy, the knowledge of the college 

system must be taught in concert with general academics; yet, this rarely happens (Bailey, 2009; 

Garvey & Grobe, 2011).    Beyond this, the general academic structure is still based on 

antiquated models and principles unfamiliar to many students, an in particular, low-income, 

minority populations, so while community college may provide opportunities of access to these 

populations, they are inevitably set up for failure from the beginning (Bailey, Jaggars and 

Jenkins, 2015).  Thus, the general structure of these institutions must be modeled on success for 
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all participants.  This includes infusing the curriculum with general college success strategies, 

but also connecting participants to outside support resources.   

Beyond this, the research points to the value of the capital many of these students come 

in with, so while they may not have the traditional social capital needed to succeed in the college 

environment, they come with their own form of social-familial capital (Gofen, 2009; Yosso, 

2005).  Thus, colleges must rethink the traditional models that just don’t work for these 

individuals.  This comes in the form of academics that are tied to relevancy, but also recognize 

life experience and prior knowledge of participants.   Additionally, this comes in the form of the 

general college structure – more class-time variety for working individuals or those with 

children, bilingual models for those whom English is not their first language, and office hours for 

the various support systems, including financial aid, that mirror the availability of these 

participants.   

 Faculty must be aware of the support system.  In my work, I work with hundreds of 

college faculty and staff.  One of the things I regularly hear is “so, we’re expected to be 

caseworkers now”?  My answer is always the same – if you want your students to be successful, 

yes.  While four-year university faculty might be able to get away with “just teaching” (though, 

in all honesty, even those days are fading with the higher prevalence of low-income, minority 

students with numerous outside constraints growing in four-year universities), for community 

college faculty, there must be a recognition that a large percentage of their students come in with 

outside constraints (Bailey, Jaggars and Jenkins, 2015).  Thus, if they want their students to be 

successful, they must be aware of the support systems available to them and make those 

connections.   
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 In the interviews of this study, many participants spoke to the fact that they definitely 

didn’t feel that their teachers were aware of their outside constraints.  Beyond this, not a single 

student spoke to the fact that a teacher had pointed them in the direction of resources for support.  

To some extent, there is an expectation of “tough love” – essentially, the philosophy is that, if 

your students are going to be successful in work, they need to figure out these issues while in 

education for work.  But, that model only works if you give students the tools to work through 

that network of support, and in the case of the interviewees, that simply is not happening.  This 

gets back to the literature, highlighting the need of specific strategies to show students the ropes, 

and help them navigate these complex structures while they still have a safety net (Bailey, 2009; 

Garvey & Grobe, 2011).   

THE NEED FOR ADDITIONAL RESEARCH 

 As outlined in the chapter 3, this study had a variety of limitations, including the need for 

a larger sampling of participants from across various institutions, as well as a more thorough 

comparison to the traditional college experience.  Beyond this though, I would be interested to 

look at the perceptions of the faculty of the college experience in order to better understand their 

general approach to students as well as their own constraints to fulfilling the needs of these 

students.   

The System of Influence of the Faculty Experience 

In the interviews, the close interconnectedness of Faculty Impact, Academic Life, and 

Playing the Game was highlighted in interviews and created numerous challenges for 

participants in progressing forward successfully.  The close relationship of these three affinities 

would be interesting from the point of the view of the faculty, and may highlight specific areas of 

improvement for the general college structure in order to better support participants.   
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Are Things Different Across Different Community Types 

In addition to a review of the faculty experience, it would be beneficial do to a 

comparison between a large urban college and a smaller, rural college.  The college used in this 

study was urban, and was comprised within a large system.  A single-campus, smaller institution 

with smaller faculty-to-student ratios may provide more support for participants.  That said, the 

access to supportive services may be more limited and fewer of these supports may be available 

in the community.  Smaller communities may also provide additional challenges, such as 

transportation, as public transportation is often much more limited in these communities. 

 Understanding how the current structure affects traditional students.   As stated in the 

original research design, this study is based off of a partial study completed by McCoy (2013).  

That study was of the experience of traditional students, yet, many of the same affinities existed.  

While the system of influence might be different, it is important to note that these same affinities 

create challenges for traditional and nontraditional students alike.  That said, it may be important 

for colleges to focus on an environment of success for all students.  If traditional students are 

struggling within the traditional structure, the excuse can no longer be “we just have so many 

more nontraditional students that we do not know what to do with”.  Rather, colleges need to 

recognize that their way of doing things just does not work anymore, period, and must make 

drastic steps towards change.   

How do the Experiences Affect Outcomes 

Ultimately, this study concerned itself with the crisis of completion for adult education 

and literacy participants who transition into postsecondary education.  While the experience of 

participants highlight potentially devastating consequences based on their experience, it is 

unknown whether or not these experiences ultimately affected retention or persistence.  Thus, a 



172 

 

more comprehensive study would consist of the system of influence of both participants who 

persisted through completion of a credential or degree, and one of those who did not complete.   

 In the student experience, however, this process would need to consider a variety of 

factors, including where in their program of study a student was.  For instance, the experience of 

a student in the first semester of coursework may be drastically different than the experience of 

one who had persisted through numerous semesters.  Thus, such a design would likely need to 

analyze a large number of individuals across various points of their experience, then disaggregate 

the results between those who had successfully completed and those who did not. 

CONCLUSION 

This study sought to answer the questions: 

1. What are the elements that make up The College Experience/Being a Student for individuals 

who have completed their high school equivalency? 

2. How do these elements relate in a system of influence? 

3. How do the experiences of adult education students who transition to college compare to 

those of traditional college students? 

This study found that the elements that make up the College Experience for nontraditional 

students are (1) Faculty Impact, (2) Playing the Game, (3) Life Management, (4) Academic Life, 

(5) Relationships, (6) Growth and Transformation, (7) Emotions, and (8) Career Advancement / 

Reward and Purpose.  These elements relate in a system of influence with strong connections 

between Faculty Impact, Academic Life, Growth and Transformation and Playing the Game, 

with each of these elements having an effect on one another.  These effects are further 

demonstrated in the interviews of study participants, highlighting how these elements have both 

positive and negative influences in the overall experience of the student.   
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 Many of the experiences of study participants echoed the issues as highlighted in the 

literature, including a lack of both academic and non-academic supports for participants as well 

more comprehensive academic feedback and clearer instructions for a course of study.  The 

experiences also show the familial and personal/emotional effects higher education can have for 

these participants, both positive and negative.  In addition, the experiences show that the 

movement for an adult education and literacy student can often trigger insecurities from past 

personal and educational experiences. 

 This study found that the experience of the adult education student may have similarities 

to those of a the traditional student, and the comparison of these two experiences warrants further 

investigation to better understand how these experiences are similar and different, and how 

colleges can use this information to better structure their overall experiences. 

 Finally, this study highlighted a need to better understand faculty perceptions of students, 

and in particular adult education students, and how these perceptions may affect their teaching.  

In addition, this study highlights the importance of faculty understanding these elements and how 

they affect their students in order to better inform their teaching practices for success.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Possible Causes of the Problem 

The following brainstorm was used in the development of the problem statement for this study.   

• Admissions office not being helpful 
• Are not supported by their families 
• Babysitter not available or not showing up 
• Basic skills needs 
• Car breaking down 
• Childcare/transportation/ income stability 
• Classes at convenient times 
• Cohort is not helpful nor friendly 
• Computer literacy 
• Counselors are not helpful in questions you have 
• Do not “see the light” (to push through to the finish for certificate or AAS) 
• Do not feel like the other students 
• Do not have friends to help them 
• Do not have support from friends not in school 
• Do not know how to approach teachers 
• Do not know how to budget time 
• Do not know how to navigate a college system 
• Do not see the purpose of college   
• Drastic change in environment (Adult Education) classroom = sheltered; college 

classroom = no one cares if you pass or fail) 
• Family is not financially supportive in your education 
• Family not emotionally supportive in your education 
• Feel isolated or “othered” 
• Friends not understanding of your responsibilities 
• Friends want to party when you need to study 
• Having to work when you need to study 
• Husband not helping with kids 
• In a bad relationship doesn’t let you focus on school 
• Inexperience with college-level rigor 
• Kids don’t allow you to study 
• Kids keep you too busy 
• Lack college reading skills 
• Lack money 
• Life turbulence 
• Low self-confidence 
• Need to go to work 



175 

 

• No financial aid money 
• No relation to curriculum (relevance) 
• No role model (first gen) 
• Not enough money for childcare 
• Not enough money for gas  
• Not enough money to pay for classes, and books 
• Not enough time to study  
• Not getting help from classmates 
• Not having connections with classmates to get information missed in classes 
• Overloaded in schedule 
• Overloaded with classes 
• Prior learning not validated 
• Set up to fail (certificate programs don’t offer the classes needed to complete…ever 

sometimes) 
• Teacher who does not communicate in a timely manner 
• Teachers are not helpful when you need help 
• Teachers are unapproachable 
• Teachers who are not available for student questions 
• Teachers who do not care if student succeeds in class 
• Too much homework  
• Unclear path forward 
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Appendix B: Request to Interview Students 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent 

GED Student Transition and Persistence in Community College 

Introduction 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 

about the study. The Principal Investigator (the person in charge of this research) or his/her 

representative will also describe this study to you and answer all of your questions. Please read 

the information below and ask questions about anything you do not understand before deciding 

whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to 

participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.   

Purpose of the Study 

This study is a dissertation research project. You have been asked to participate in a research 

study about the college experience.  This study focuses on the college experience of individuals 

who completed a GED (as opposed to a high school diploma).  If you participate, you will be one 

of approximately 50 people in the study. 

Principal Investigator(s) 

Carrie Tupa 

      The University of Texas at Austin 

CLTupa@gmail.com or 

GEDtoCollegeIQA@gmail.com 

(210)683-3307 

 

What will you to be asked to do? 

mailto:CLTupa@gmail.com
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If you agree to participate in this study, you will be interviewed. Both events will involve talking 

and sharing about your experience. The interview will require roughly 1-2 hours of your time.  

 

The interview will take place XXX. There will be approximately 20 interviews conducted with 

different participants. For the interviews you will be asked to describe your experience with each 

of the themes identified by the focus group. These are open-ended questions with no right or 

wrong answers, only your experience. You will next be asked to rate your experience as good to 

bad on a scale of 1-5. The final part of the interview will examine if you think there are 

relationships between each of the themes and if so in what direction. If you take part in the 

interview, your participation will be recorded. 

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

There are no known risks or discomforts other than normal risks associated with talking about 

feelings, beliefs and personal experiences. It is possible that participants may experience some 

psychological distress during the interview or focus group. By ensuring anonymity, privacy, and 

confidentiality, and engaging in only interviews and focus groups, the only possible potential 

risks would be minimal psychological discomfort, no greater than that which might be 

reasonably experienced in day-to-day life. The researcher recognizes that embarrassment can 

result as an effect of participation in a focus group, but will minimize this by moderating the 

sessions so that all participants have an equal platform. Transcripts and the audio recordings will 

not be made public, minimizing the chance for public embarrassment. The topics being discussed 

are not sensitive and will not generate embarrassment for the participants.  
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What are the possible benefits of this study? 

No concrete benefits are anticipated for those who participate in this study. However, 

participants may experience feelings of catharsis, empowerment, or increased personal insight 

from discussing their experience. The researcher may benefit from insight you may provide 

during the study that may help increase others. Specifically, the researcher hopes to learn ways to 

make the college experience better for individuals who have completed a GED. 

 

Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if you start the 

study, you may withdraw at any time. Withdrawal or refusing to participate will not affect you in 

anyway. You may leave at any time with no pressure, repercussions or stigma. If you wish to stop 

your participation in this research study for any reason, you should contact the Researcher. You are 

free to withdraw your consent and stop participation in this research study at any time without 

penalty or loss of benefits for which you may be entitled. Throughout the study, the researchers 

will notify you of new information that may become available and that might affect your decision 

to remain in the study.  

 

If you would like to participate, please return this signed consent form to the researcher 

before you begin participating. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

Will there be any compensation? 

The interviewer will provide participants a $25 HEB or Amazon gift card to compensate you for 

your participation. 
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What are my confidentiality or privacy protections when participating in this research 

study? 

This study is anonymous. Your real name will not be attributed to comments recorded during the 

interviews or to contributions you make during the focus group experience. Your e-mail address 

and personal information will not be shared with anyone and will not be documented in any 

write-up or presentation associated with this research study. This study is confidential and 

findings will be reported as group themes and your responses will not be identified individually. 

The researcher will ensure that confidentiality and anonymity is protected and this information 

will only be used for research purposes. Drafts of study reports and publications will be reviewed 

to make sure no identifiable information is provided. 

If you choose to participate in the interview, you will be audio recorded. Any audio recordings 

will be stored securely and only the research team will have access to the recordings. Recordings 

will be kept for the duration of the study (less than one year) and then erased. The data resulting 

from your participation may be used for future research or be made available to other researchers 

for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. 

Whom to contact with questions about the study?  

Prior, during or after your participation you can contact the researcher. This study has been 

reviewed and approved by The University Institutional Review Board and the study number is 

2015-02-0067.  

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 
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For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, you can contact, 

anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 or email at 

orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  

Participation 

If you agree to participate please turn in the signed consent form to the researcher before you 

begin to participate.  

Signature  

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and risks, and 

you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the opportunity to ask questions 

before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other questions at any time. You 

voluntarily agree to participate in this study. By signing this form, you are not waiving any of your 

legal rights. 

_________________________________ 

Printed Name  

_________________________________    _________________ 

Signature Date 

 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and the risks 

involved in this research study. 

_________________________________      

Print Name of Person obtaining consent      

_________________________________    _________________  

Signature of Person obtaining consent    Date 
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