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This dissertation reports the results of a qualitative study conducted at a 

community college in central Texas.  Through a grounded theory approach, participant 

stories were used to capture the experiences of adults with a GED who transitioned to and 

were persisting in college.  Research questions used to guide the study were: (1) What 

factors contribute to the decision of adults with a GED to enroll in community college; 

and (2) What factors do adults with a GED report influence their persistence in 

community college?  Eight students participated in the study through individual 

interviews. Student demographic information was reviewed to develop a thorough and 

accurate profile of the study participants. Also, three Recruiting/Advising Specialists 

were interviewed to capture their perceptions on the experiences of GED graduates in 

transitioning to and persisting in college.  

This research demonstrated the positive effect education can have in the lives of 

the participants and their families. After having little to no previous exposure to higher 

education, students developed a realization that education was an imperative in order to 
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improve their quality of life. This realization was instrumental in the decision by the 

study participants to pursue a GED and transition to college.   

Through the assistance of intrusive advising by Recruiting/Advising Specialists, 

students were able to successfully navigate the college system.  Support during GED 

preparation was established in the GED classroom and continued for most students 

throughout their transition to college.  When in college, students were comfortable 

developing relationships with faculty in order to have a source of academic support.  

Eventually students had a network of student and academic support that gave them a 

sense of belonging at the college.   
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Chapter 1:  Introduction to the Study 
 

Introduction 
 

Graduation from high school is considered an essential accomplishment for 

Americans on their path to social and economic well being. Despite this fundamental 

reality, the nation is experiencing a “high school dropout epidemic” (Bridgeland, Dilulio, 

& Morison, 2006, p. 1).  Nationally more than 7,000 students drop out of high school 

every day, which compounds to a total of 1 million students every year who do not 

complete high school with their peers (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011).  The high 

school dropout rate among minority students is particularly acute, with about 50% of 

Black, Hispanic and Native Americans failing to graduate from high school. 

Dropping out of high school has a profound effect on an individual.  The average 

earning potential over a lifetime is almost $1 million less for high school dropouts 

compared to high school graduates (Bridgeland, Dilulio & Morrison, 2006).  Dropouts 

struggle to support themselves and are three times more likely to be unemployed than 

high school graduates.  Additionally, dropouts are at a higher risk of their children not 

completing high school which results in a cycle of poverty within the family.   

Not only is the individual adversely affected by dropping out of high school, the 

nation’s economy is also impaired.  Research shows that there is a direct connection 

between education and the economy (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2011; Bridgeland, 

Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Kelly & Strawn, 2011).  High dropout rates negatively impact 

local, state and national economies due to the loss of productive workers and the 

revenues they would generate (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006).  Dropouts are also 
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a strain on social services:  “Four out of every ten young adults lacking a high school 

diploma received some type of government assistance in 2001, and a dropout is more 

than eight times as likely to be in jail or prison as a person with at least a high school 

diploma” (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, p. 2). 

Dropping out of high school, however, does not have to be the end to a student’s 

academic career.  Increasingly, high school dropouts pursue a General Education 

Development (GED) certificate as an alternative route to attain the equivalent of a high 

school diploma.  According to the GED Testing Services, each year over 500,000 high 

school dropouts obtain a GED credential (Zhang, 2010), making it a growing alternative 

to high school and a potential entry point to college:  “In a world of new technology as 

higher education became increasingly important for career preparation and economic 

viability, the GED credential has increasingly been, not only seen as an alternative to a 

high school education, but now as a gateway to postsecondary education as well” (Reder, 

2007, p.3).  Some adults, who in earlier eras might not have pursued a postsecondary 

degree, are now attempting to obtain a college degree.   

The GED is considered equivalent to a high school diploma and is a credential 

which provides the opportunity to attend college.  However, many graduates fail to 

transition to college and those who do struggle to persist to college completion.  The low 

success rate of GED graduates in college is due to a variety of factors.  Barriers to 

success for such students in postsecondary education include a lack of information and 

understanding needed to navigate the college system; limited financial resources; family 

obligations; work obligations; and inadequate academic preparation.  These challenges 
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often cause individuals to decide that college degree attainment is a luxury not a 

necessity.   

From the perspective of the higher education institutions, GED graduates who 

enroll in college are considered to be nontraditional students.  A large majority of these 

individuals meet the nontraditional college student demographic profile because they are 

age 25 or older, commute to class, and enroll as part-time students (Bean & Metzer, 

1985).  Research indicates that the typical nontraditional student is a minority, low-

income, single mother (Maralani, 2003).   

General Education Development (GED) 

Implemented in 1942 by the American Council on Education (ACE), the GED 

was initially developed to measure high school instructional outcomes for military 

personnel and veterans who were sent to fight in World War II before completing high 

school (ACE, 2010).  After the GED was successfully implemented, the opportunity to 

participate in the examination was extended to other people who had not graduated from 

high school whether they served in the military or not. By 1959, non-veteran GED 

graduates outnumbered veterans.  

Since its inception, almost 18 million adults have passed the GED (ACE, 2010).  

A report from the GED Testing Service (ACE, 2010) indicates that more than 60% of the 

GED graduates expressed their intention to seek postsecondary educational opportunities.  

However, research reveals that 30-35% entered college, of those 10-15% completed at 

least one year, and only 4% earned an associate degree (Leibowitz & Taylor, 2004). 
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Although the GED can open the doors to college, there still remains the question 

of how successful GED graduates are at making the transition to postsecondary education 

and subsequently persisting to college completion.  Academic preparation for college- 

level work is a factor in the low college success rate of GED graduates.  Although these 

adult students may have the desire to attend college, many of them lack the basic reading, 

writing, and math skills necessary to be academically successful.  This reality is 

compounded by the fact that “GED recipients spend only an average of 30 hours 

preparing for the test, meaning that the process does little to improve academic skills” 

(Liebowitz & Taylor, 2004).  Because of the lack of academic skills, few individuals who 

earn their GED enroll in college.  According to the  National Household Education 

Survey/Adult Education Component of 2005 (NHES) and the National Assessment of 

Adult Literacy of 2003 (NAAL), 27% of the national GED population transitioned to 

college compared to a 63% college transition rate for traditional high school graduates 

(Reder, 2007).  

Statement of the Problem 

As the population of GED credential holders pursuing a higher education degree 

increases, additional research on their transition to and persistence in postsecondary 

education is needed.  Factors that contribute to their success in college warrant further 

investigation.  A clearer understanding of the population will help educators and 

policymakers develop effective strategies to move GED graduates toward completion of 

a higher education degree and enhance the likelihood of their economic success (Zhang, 

2010).   
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Recent initiatives focused on college transition of GED graduates include: 1) the 

ABE to College Transitions Project funded by the Nellie Mae Foundation; 2) the Adult 

Basic Education-Community College Transitions Project headed by the National 

Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education; and 3) the 

Pathways to Advancement sponsored by the Lumina Foundation (Sanders, 2007).  

Although these projects have made positive strides in identifying the challenges and 

barriers GED graduates face in transitioning to college, they leave unanswered questions 

about how to address the low college persistence rate of GED graduates.   

Initial research on college student persistence focused on “traditional” students 

who were high school graduates in the age range of 18 to 22 (Tinto, 1975; Spady 1970).  

With the growth in community colleges, research was conducted to gain a better 

understanding of the “nontraditional student” population which is comprised of 

individuals who are older than average, part-time, working, and minorities.  Bean and 

Metzner (1985) were at the forefront of developing theoretical models of nontraditional 

students.  They were followed by Ashar and Skenes (1993) and Bamber and Trett (2000).  

These models provide a good foundation for discourse on how to meet the educational 

challenges nontraditional students encounter; however, they do not fully address the 

underlying factors that affect student persistence.   

Transition of GED students to college has become a growing concern of 

education policy makers over the past 10 years.  However, few studies specifically focus 

on this group of students (Gittleman, 2005; Tokpah & Padak, 2003; Zaft, Kallenbach, & 

Spohn, 2006). Most of the current studies addressing this population are quantitative in 
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nature.  There is limited qualitative research which addresses how these students’ 

experiences influence their transition to and persistence in postsecondary education. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to identify how the experiences of GED 

graduates impact their decision to transition to college and their efforts to persist to 

degree attainment.  By exploring the experiences of adults with a GED who have 

transitioned to college, this study gives voice to these students and the challenges they 

face in seeking a college degree. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were developed to guide this exploration of the 

experiences of adults with a GED who have transitioned to community college: 

1. What factors contribute to the decision of adults with a GED to enroll in 

community college? 

2. What factors do adults with a GED report influence their persistence in 

community college? 

Methodology 

Through a qualitative grounded theory approach, this research project focuses on 

participants’ stories to capture the experiences of nontraditional students with a GED 

certificate who transition to and persist in community college.  Individual interviews 

were conducted using students who were enrolled at Austin Community College in 

Austin, Texas.  The study cohort consisted of nontraditional students who progressed to 

developmental or college-level courses at the community college within a year of passing 
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the GED assessment.  Participants for the study included those who met the following 

criteria: 

• Considered nontraditional students at the time of college attendance 

• 25 years of age or older 

• First-generation college students 

• Studied for their GED through a program at the college 

• Passed the GED assessment and were awarded high school equivalency 

completion 

• Enrolled as degree-seeking students at the college 

• Enrolled from year to year (i.e., fall to fall) at the college 

 As explained in chapter 3, the research methodology included (a) initial 

consultation with the community college Recruiting/Advising Specialist to better 

understand the nontraditional student population at the college; (b) structured interviews 

with the Recruiting/Advising Specialist to get their perception of the experiences of GED 

graduates, (c) review of academic and demographic data to validate the criteria for the 

student to participate in the study and to create a student profile, and (d) structured 

individual interviews with identified students to hear their specific stories pertaining to 

transitioning and persisting in community college. 

Significance of Study 

This study was designed to assist college and state education administrators by 

identifying factors beyond academic attributes that may contribute to nontraditional 

student persistence.  It also provides information to college administrators, counselors 
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and student support personnel in addressing the social and cultural issues that affect first-

generation nontraditional student persistence through college. 

Definition of Terms 

Adult Education.  Adult Education is academic instruction designed to assist 

individuals in upgrading their basic academic skills in preparation for higher level 

instruction. Students enter an adult education program at one of three entry points: (a) 

English as a Second Language (ESL), for students who have limited or no reading, 

writing or speaking skills in English; (b) Adult Basic Education (ABE) where students’ 

reading levels are below literacy level (below fifth grade); and (c) GED preparation 

where students’ reading levels are above literacy level (fifth grade); however, the 

individuals do not have a high school degree or equivalency.  

First-Generation College Student.  First-generation applies to two- and four-year 

college students whose parent or parents did not complete postsecondary education.  The 

parent may have taken postsecondary courses but did not obtain a degree. 

General Education Development (GED) Certificate.  The General Education 

Development Certificate (GED) was developed in 1942 to offer World War II veterans a 

way to complete their high school equivalency and have an opportunity to attend a 

college or university.  Five content areas are assessed with the GED: 1) Language Arts, 

Reading; 2) Language Arts, Writing; 3) Mathematics; 4) Science; and 5) Social Studies 

(ACE, 2009). To pass the GED tests, an examinee must earn a minimum total standard 

score of 2250 on all five tests and a minimum standard score of 410 on each content area 

(ACE, 2010).  Individual states are permitted to establish higher passing scores. 
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Nontraditional Student.  A nontraditional college student is defined as being age 

25 or older, lives in the community, commutes to class, and usually attends college part 

time (Bean & Metzer, 1985).   

Persistence.  Persistence refers to a student’s continued enrollment in post 

secondary courses.  Persistence can be measured either within the year (i.e., fall to spring 

semester continued enrollment) or year to year (i.e., fall to fall continued enrollment).   

Recruiting/Advising Specialist (R/A).  Recruiting/Advising Specialist are 

responsible for providing support to GED preparation students and GED graduates 

through assistance with applying to the college, enrolling in the college, and registering 

for classes.   

Traditional Student. A traditional college student is defined as having graduated 

from high school, being between the ages of 18 to 22, lives on campus, and usually 

attends college full time. 

Transition. Transition refers to a student’s movement from one stage of education 

to another (i.e., from high school to college or from GED attainment to college).   

Delimitations 

This study includes students who have successfully transitioned to community 

college and are enrolled at the time of the study.  These students must have attended a 

GED preparation program through Austin Community College.  They also must be first-

generation college students, at least 25 years old, commute to school, and be of low 

socioeconomic status.   
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Limitations and Assumptions 

A limitation of the study is the use of a small sample size of participants who are 

affiliated with only one organization.  Another limitation is the use of a qualitative 

method to conduct the study.  Qualitative methods such as interviews are only as valid as 

the participant’s answers which are based on their understanding of the questions.  

A major assumption of this study is that GED completers who transition to 

college have different experiences than traditional students who graduated from high 

school.  Another assumption is that participants are representative of the population of 

first-generation nontraditional students.  A final assumption is that responses by the 

participants are perceived to be true, accurate and honest.  

Summary 

The high school dropout rate in America has increased to the level of being 

considered an epidemic.  At the same time jobs are requiring higher level education 

attainment beyond a high school diploma.  Fortunately, the General Education 

Development (GED) certificate is an alternative for dropouts to obtain an equivalent high 

school credential.  Some GED students continue with their education by enrolling in 

college. 

As the population of GED credential holders pursuing a higher education degree 

increases, additional research on their transition to and persistence in postsecondary 

education is needed.  Further investigation is needed to identify factors which contribute 

to student success and identify barriers to their success. 
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The purpose of this chapter was to introduce the proposed study and provide a 

rationale for the study.  The statement of the problem, purpose of study, and study 

questions were presented.  This was followed by the methodology, delimitations, 

limitations and assumptions.  Finally, the significance of the study was reviewed.  
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review  
 

Introduction 

The General Education Development (GED) credential has become a bridge to 

postsecondary enrollment for students who dropped out of high school (Patterson, Zhang, 

Song & Garrison-Dowdy, 2010).  Although research has been conducted on this growing 

population of GED graduates transitioning to college, little qualitative research is 

available.  The purpose of this qualitative study is to identify how the experiences of 

GED graduates impact their decision to transition to college and their efforts to persist to 

degree attainment.   

A review of the relevant literature and theoretical frameworks is necessary in 

order to form the foundation for research on GED completers and their transition to 

postsecondary education.  This literature review begins with the history of the Adult 

Basic Education (ABE) system, which is the formal education system used to study for 

the GED. The history of the GED and current issues pertaining to the test are explored. 

Also, theoretical frameworks of traditional and nontraditional students are discussed.  

Finally, literature on nontraditional college students, to include identified barriers to 

college success, college readiness, transition to college, and persistence are reviewed.   

History of Adult Education 

Adult Education is defined by literacy providers as academic instruction to assist 

individuals in upgrading their basic skills in preparation for higher level instruction. 

Students can enter an adult education program at one of three entry points: (a) English as 

a Second Language (ESL) for students who have limited or no reading, writing, or 
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speaking skills in English; (b) Adult Basic Education (ABE) where students’ reading 

levels are below literacy level (below fifth grade); and (c) GED preparation where 

students’ reading levels are above literacy level (fifth grade); however they do not have a 

high school degree or equivalency.  Since the title “adult education” is used for a variety 

of education programs geared toward individuals not enrolled in traditional compulsory 

K-12 instruction, the researcher employs the title “GED preparation programs” to clarify 

the level of instruction for this study. 

First National Literacy Movement 

Initial organized efforts to address illiteracy in the United States began with a 

movement to educate blacks in former slave states after the Civil War (Chisman, 2002). 

After emancipation, a large number of blacks who had suddenly acquired minimal 

economic, legal, and civil rights were illiterate to the extent that they could not write their 

names.  During the 1860s, concern by some socially elite Northerners resulted in a 

movement to help educate the “freedmen” through several means (Chisman, 2002, pg.3).  

Initially a volunteer effort, the movement to educate freed blacks soon received support 

from the Freedmen’s Bureau.  This federal government agency provided protection to 

black schools against people and groups that did not support educating blacks. The 

agency also helped establish schools and provide financial support.  By 1869 almost 

3,000 new schools had been established to serve more than 150,000 students.  

The first literacy movement was successful because the freed slaves attended the 

schools in great numbers to the point of creating concerns about a potential lack of 

teachers and adequate supplies and facilities.  The movement was focused on adult 
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literacy.  The mission was to “reverse the logic of education under slavery, to use 

education to give blacks an economic opportunity beyond that of field labor, to protect 

them from being cheated, and to help them become informed citizens” (Chisman, 2002, 

pg. 4). 

The literacy movement lasted for a decade but ended when liberals from the 

North lost interest.  The people who remained concerned about educating blacks, began 

to turn their attention to higher education.  Also the first literacy movement was 

supported by the institutions of reconstruction in the South: the Freedmen’s Bureau and 

the Army of Occupation.  The end of reconstruction in 1877 led to the abolishment of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau and the withdrawal of the Army of Occupation.  Without their 

presence, adult education programs for blacks were no longer supported through national 

initiatives (Chisman, 2002).  

 From the late 19th century through the first half of the 20th century literacy 

programs for blacks were almost nonexistent.  The lack of public and private aid for 

literacy limited efforts to educate blacks to volunteer organizations. Community schools 

attempted to offer literacy programs but the reliance on volunteer teachers, inadequacy of 

facilities, and lack of textbooks and supplies caused the schools to struggle.  Isolated 

efforts which included programs for immigrants, moonlight schools, and the development 

of military tests of intelligence had only a small effect on improving the literacy of adults 

(Sticht, 2002). 
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Second National Literacy Movement 

The decision in the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education

 In 1964 President Lyndon Johnson signed the Economic Opportunity Act which 

established a state and federal partnership to focus on the most basic of educational skills 

for adults who had not completed secondary education. By 1965, more than 37,000 adults 

were enrolled nationally in adult basic education (ABE) programs.  The Adult Education 

Act of 1966 moved ABE from the poverty programs of the Economic Opportunity Act to 

the education programs of the U.S. Department of Education (Sticht, 2002).  The purpose 

of federal and state adult education programs was to: (a) assist adults to become literate 

and obtain the knowledge and skills necessary for employment and self-sufficiency; (b) 

assist adults who are parents to obtain the educational skills necessary to become full 

partners in the educational development of their children; and (c) assist adults in the 

completion of a secondary school education (OVAE, 2011).  These programs initially 

lacked government funding substantial enough to have an impact on addressing adult 

illiteracy.  Not until the 1980s was adult literacy elevated on the priority list of the U.S. 

 case renewed a national 

commitment to quality education and helped lead to the second national literacy 

movement. Not only did this case address the education of children, but it also brought to 

light the large number of uneducated and undereducated adult Americans (Chisman, 

2002).  The population of adults included the following categories: (a) those who entered 

school as children not ready to learn; (b) those who attended inferior inner city and rural 

schools; (c) those who had learning disabilities; and/or (d) those who had limited English 

skills including primarily immigrants (Chisman, 2002, pg.6). 
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Departments of Education, Labor, and Health and Human Services (Chisman, 2002). 

This elevation in status brought a marked increase in state grant funds for adult literacy 

and the passing of The National Literacy Act by Congress in 1991.   

Current Literacy Efforts 

A 2008 list-serve discussion sponsored by the Department of Education’s Office 

of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) posed questions to state adult education 

directors pertaining to their perception of the effectiveness of adult education programs in 

transitioning students to college.  The overarching theme and area needing additional 

attention identified by the directors was transition to college. The OVAE noted “the 

traditional goals of adult education, such as learning to read or even earning a General 

Education Development (GED) credential, has been extended to the 21st century goal of 

transitioning participants to postsecondary education” (OVAE, 2008).   

Adult Education programs initially started as a movement to teach basic literacy 

skills to freed blacks, and then transitioned into addressing literacy and English skills at 

all levels.  Over the decades adult education has been extended to address learning 

beyond basic skills; however, the effort has fallen short of properly preparing students for 

rigorous college-level instruction (Reder, 2007). 

General Education Development (GED) Credential 

The General Education Development (GED) credential was developed in 1942 to 

offer World War II veterans who entered military service prior to completing high school 

a way to complete their high school equivalency and have an opportunity to attend a 

college or university.  This opportunity was extended to non-military men and women 
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who supported the war effort by joining the industrial workforce (ACE, 2010).  Based on 

the success of the GED program, it was later offered to all individuals who dropped out 

of high school.  By 1959 non-veteran GED graduates outnumbered veterans.  By 1974 

the GED was available in all 50 states, in U.S. Territories and in Canada to non-veteran 

adults (ACE, 2010).  To date, over 18 million adults have passed the GED Test 

(Patterson, Zhang, Song and Guison-Dowdy, 2010).  Annually nearly 500,000 high 

school dropouts obtain a GED credential (Zhang, 2010).  

Test Content 

Since its inception, there have been four series of the GED tests with the fourth 

series being developed in 2002 (ACE, 2009).  Updates to the test were the result of the 

identification of specific academic areas of need that would strengthen and add to the 

validity and credibility of the assessment in regards to changes in requirements for 

traditional high school completion (ACE, 2010).  The current series was designed to be 

relevant to adults, to be as practical and realistic as possible, and to reinforce key themes 

of global awareness and the impact of technology (Sanders, 2008).  The GED testing 

service anticipates releasing a new series of the assessment in 2014 that will not only 

measure high school equivalency but will also certify college readiness (ACE, 2010). 

 The GED test measures five content areas:  (a) language arts, reading; (b) 

language arts, writing; (c) mathematics; (d) science; and (e) social studies (ACE, 2010). 

The tests were designed to measure an examinee’s ability to understand, evaluate, and 

manipulate concepts and information, as well as to use knowledge and reason to reach 

general conclusions in the five subject areas (Sanders, 2008).  Each of the five tests is 
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graded on the basis of scores ranging from 200 to 800.  To pass the GED test, an 

examinee must earn a minimum total combined score of 2250 on all five tests and 

achieve a minimum score of 410 on each content area test (ACE, 2010).  An examinee’s 

test scores are compared to the performance of graduating high school seniors who took 

the test (ACE, 2009).  Test scores are compared to the percentile ranks of graduating 

seniors and also to a passing standard.  

The GED test was designed to measure the content and cognitive aspects related 

to a traditional high school curriculum (ACE, 2009) but does not measure non-cognitive 

skills such as creativity, teamwork, planning and organization, ethics, leadership, self-

discipline, and socialization (ACE, 2009).  Researchers Heckman and Krueger (2004) 

studied GED graduates and found that they are demonstrably as bright as traditional high 

school graduates; however, their poor performance in postsecondary education can be 

attributed to a lack of emphasis on the development of their non-cognitive skills while 

preparing to take the GED.  According to Heckman, “GED recipients are the wise guys 

who lack the ability to think ahead, persist in tasks, or adapt to their environment” 

(Heckman & Krueger, 2004, p. 142).  Heckman and Ruberstein (2001) refer to the GED 

as giving a mixed signal because dropouts who take the GED have higher cognitive skills 

than other high school dropouts but have lower levels of non-cognitive skills.   

GED Test and College Readiness  

Although 98% of colleges and universities accept the GED for admission (GED 

Testing Service, 2010), questions remain as to the academic rigor of the GED preparation 

courses and the GED assessment.  Incoming college students who earned a GED were 
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more likely to need remediation than traditional high school graduates (22% compared to 

15%), especially in writing and mathematics (Reder, 2007).   

According to a survey conducted by the GED testing service, approximately 60% 

of GED test takers indicated a goal of obtaining a college degree as the reason for taking 

the GED, although a large percentage do not enroll in college after passing the GED 

assessment due to academic or life barriers (ACE, 2009).   Researchers Liebowitz and 

Taylor noted, “GED recipients spend only an average of 30 hours preparing for the test, 

meaning that the process does little to improve academic skills” (Liebowitz & Taylor, 

2004).  The gap between GED attainment and readiness for college remains a concern for 

adult educators.   

Nontraditional Students  

GED graduates who transition to college are considered nontraditional students.  

Traditional college students are defined as individuals who are 18-25 years of age, who 

usually live on campus and are full-time students.  Nontraditional students are defined as 

individuals age 25 or older, who typically live in the community, commute to class, and 

attend college part-time (Bean & Metzer, 1985).  

Characteristics of Nontraditional Students 

Horn (1996) characterized the degree to which students were considered 

nontraditional based on seven possible nontraditional characteristics:  “These 

characteristics included delaying enrollment into postsecondary education, attending part 

time, being independent from parents, having dependents, working full time while 

enrolled, being a single parent, or having a GED or high school equivalent certificate”  
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(p 13).  Adults who studied for the GED test through an adult education program usually 

have a combination of these characteristics.  Students were identified within three levels 

of nontraditional: (1) “minimally nontraditional” meaning two or less of these 

characteristics; (2) “nontraditional” meaning three or four of the characteristics; and (3) 

“highly nontraditional” meaning more than four of the characteristics (Horn, 1996).  

 Studies conducted by Gittleman (2005) for the ABE-to-College Transition 

Project Evaluation Report used both quantitative and qualitative data to define the 

demographics of GED students and to assess the effectiveness of GED to college 

transition programs in New England. Qualitative data were gathered at enrollment and 

program completion to determine students’ experiences in enrolling and persisting 

through college (Gittleman, 2005).  Findings indicated that a typical program student was 

a 32-year-old, white, English speaking woman.  Forty-one percent of all students were 

never married while 15% were single parents. Seventy-nine percent had incomes of 

$25,000 or less with 28% having an income of $5,000 or less.  Thirty-eight percent of the 

students were on public assistance.  Although the demographic of the typical student 

being white is atypical of most regions, it does represent the demographics of New 

England.  

A report sponsored by the Lumina Foundation (Cook & King, 2008) highlighted 

key findings comparing adult students and traditional college students.  The report 

showed that: (a) 54% of low-income adult students are single parents, compared to 21% 

of middle-to-upper-income adult students; (b) 57% of low-income adult students work 

full time, compared to 33% of traditional students; (c) 64% of low-income adult students 
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support dependent children, compared to 8% of traditional students; (d) 45% of low-

income adult students are enrolled half time or less; (e) 53% of low-income adult students 

attend community colleges; and (f) in 1995-1996, 47% of low-income adult students 

aspired to earn a bachelor’s degree, but by 2001, only 7% had succeeded.  During the 

same time period, 20% of low-income adults said they desired an associate’s degree, but 

by 2001, only 8% had reached their goal (Bailey & Alfonso, 2005).  

First-Generation Students   

Since a large number of GED graduates are the first in their family to enroll in 

college (ACE, 2010), an examination of first-generation college students is relevant to 

this research.  

In 2001, Choy studied data from the National Education Longitudinal Study 

(NELS), the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS) and the 

Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study (B&B) on first-generation students. He 

found that first-generation students, as measured from NELS data, are most likely to be 

black or Hispanic, come from families in the lowest income quartile, live in a single-

parent family, and have an older sibling who dropped out of high school (Choy, 2001).   

Additional characteristics include changing schools two or three times, average to below 

average grades in middle school, and failure of one or more grades between first and 

eighth grades (Choy, Horn, Nunez, & Xianglei, 2000).  These characteristics increase the 

students’ likelihood of being at risk of not completing college. 

As the number of first-generation students attending college increased, so has the 

research to understand this growing demographic of students (Choy, 2001; Gofen, 2009; 
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Pascarella 2003; Somers, Woodhouse & Cofer, 2000).  It is important to understand first-

generation students because “their educational mobility leads to social mobility as 

education is the key for many other aspects of well being” (Gofen, 2009, p. 104).  

Research suggests that students have a predisposition for enrolling in and 

completing college.  Researchers Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella and Nora 

(1996) conducted a study to examine the experiences of first-generation students during 

college and their cognitive development.  The study examined three questions pertaining 

to first-generation students:  (a) do first-generation students’ precollege characteristics 

differ from those of traditional students; (b) do first-generation students’ experiences 

during the first year of college differ from those of traditional students; and (c) what are 

the consequences of any differences for students’ cognitive development?  The 

researchers used a longitudinal model combined with elements of conceptual models 

from previous research.  They hypothesized that students have pre-college characteristics 

that are assumed to influence the outcomes of college students’ course-taking patterns, 

classroom experiences, and out-of-class experiences during college.  These 

characteristics influence first-generation students’ educational outcomes (Terenzini, 

Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996).  Compared to traditional students, first-

generation students were more likely to come from low-socioeconomic families, to be 

Hispanic, to have weaker cognitive skills, to have lower degree aspirations, and to have 

been less involved with peers and teachers in high school (Terenzini, et al., 1996).  They 

were also more likely to have dependent children, take longer to complete their degree 
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programs, and report receiving less encouragement from their parents to attend college 

(Terenzini, et al., 1996, p. 16).   

According to researcher Choy (2001), college enrollment rates can be affected by 

parents’ educational attainment.  As a parent’s education increases, so does the child’s 

likelihood of enrolling in college.  In 1999, 82% of students whose parents held a 

bachelor’s degree or higher enrolled in college immediately after finishing high school.  

The enrollment rates were at 54% for students whose parents were high school graduates 

but did not have a bachelor’s degree and at 36 % for students whose parents had less than 

a high school diploma (Choy, 2001).   

 Additional researchers studied the connection between parental level of education 

and college success of traditional and nontraditional students (Choy, 2001; Choy, Horn, 

Nunez & Xianglei, 2000; Somers, Woodhouse & Cofer 2000).  Gofen conducted a 

grounded theory study to determine if the family had an effect on first-generation student 

success.  Gofen’s interviews of 50 first-generation students suggested that “although the 

students face many material challenges, the families of first-generation students are often 

a key resource for success” (Gofen, 2009, p. 114).  Although there are risks associated 

with college completion for first-generation college students, their presence at institutions 

of higher education continues to increase.  

Student Development Theories 

Research on student development theories began over 30 years ago (Tinto, 1975). 

Although the initial research focused only on traditional college students, it provided the 
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theoretical framework for additional exploration and theories on nontraditional student 

development. 

Traditional Student Development Theory 

Prior to the 1970s, student persistence and attrition research lacked a theoretical 

base and followed a more descriptive approach.  The first student attrition theoretical 

model was developed by Spady in 1970.  Spady’s sociological model was based on 

Durkheim’s theory of suicide (Spady, 1970).  According to Durkheim, personal 

happiness depends on an individual’s ability to develop a sense of meaning through 

group involvement (Allison, 1999).  Spady emphasized through his model that academic 

and social factors influence a student’s decision to persist or to drop out of college 

(Spady, 1970).  His model supported the notion that a student’s successful assimilation 

into college is not necessarily a given and can be problematic:  “Each student enters 

college with a definite pattern of dispositions, interest, expectations, goals and values 

shaped by his family background and high school experiences” (Spady, 1970, p. 38).  

These prior experiences influence the student’s adjustment to college.  This “normative 

congruence” (1970, p. 39) can positively or negatively affect the building of social 

relationships with individuals in the college.  According to Spady (1970), social and 

academic factors are strong influencers on student persistence and attrition.   

In a subsequent study, Spady (1970) conducted a multiple regression analysis to 

determine how each of the ten variables in his previous model contributed to explaining 

college student attrition.  Spady found that a student’s intellectual growth has very little 

relation to his previous high school performance and academic capability.  What matters 
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is the student’s initial orientation towards intellectual and cultural material coupled with 

opportunities for interaction with faculty members and social integration with other 

students.  

Tinto (1975) argued that the process of dropping out of college can be viewed as a 

longitudinal process of interactions between the individual and the academic and social 

systems.  “Individuals enter institutions of higher education with a variety of attributes 

(e.g., gender, race, ability), precollege experiences (e.g., grade-point average, academic 

and social attainments), and family backgrounds, each of which has direct and indirect 

impact upon performance in college” (1975, p. 94).  The Tinto model seeks to explain 

that persistence in college is directly attributed to an individual’s academic and social 

integration in the college. According to Tinto, “Other things being equal, the higher the 

degree of integration of the individual into the college system, the greater will be his 

commitment to the specific institution and the goal of college completion” (p. 96).  

Incoming students are exposed to the social and academic systems of the college that will 

influence their academic success (Spady, 1970).  However, Tinto has revised the 

representation of the academic systems.  Initially the system was represented by grade 

performance and intellectual development. In 1993 his model was represented by grade 

performance and faculty/staff interactions (Allison, 1999).   

In 1993 Tinto recognized that not all students attend college through a four-year 

residential setting (Allison, 1999) and applied his model to students who have influences 

outside the internal college environment.  These students may have additional 

commitments to work, family and friends that can either support or detract from their 
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commitment to college (Allison, 1999).  Although external influences are another factor 

in student commitment to college, Tinto believes that if those external factors remain 

stable, then factors within the college community constitute the primary influence.   

Brower (1992) conducted a study to look at what he termed the “second half” of 

the integration process: how students shape their environments through their college life 

task priorities (p. 457).  College life task is defined as the “problems and situations with 

respect to college life that students see themselves working on and developing energy to 

solve” (p. 445).  Seven tasks were identified as important to college life:  academic 

achievement, social interaction, future goal development, autonomy, identifying 

information, time management, and physical maintenance/well being (p. 446).  Two of 

these seven tasks, academic achievement and social interaction, are part of the Tinto 

(1975) and Spady (1970) models.  Brower’s model, unlike other models of traditional 

student attrition, accounts for additional variables that can influence a student’s decision 

to persist in college.   

Nontraditional Student Development Theory 

The use of Tinto’s model as the foundation for studies of nontraditional students 

was used by Ashar and Skenes (1993) to research academic and social variables that 

contribute to nontraditional student persistence.  They defined nontraditional students as 

learners who are commuter students, work full-time, and have family obligations (i.e., 

spouse, children).  Nontraditional students also have different learning needs which are 

more tied to career enhancement.  Ashar and Skenes measured college retention rates 

against social and academic integration scores for 25 adult learner classes in an adult 
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education center.  Findings indicated that social integration does have an impact on 

retention, as found by Tinto; however, academic integration and career integration did not 

have as large an effect (p. 98).   

Unlike other models such as those of Tinto (1975), Spady (1970) and Pascarella 

(1980), the Bean and Metzner model does not rely on socialization factors to explain 

student attrition:  “The chief difference between the attrition process of traditional and 

nontraditional students is that nontraditional students are more affected by the external 

environment than by the social integration variables affecting traditional student attrition” 

(p. 485). 

Bean and Metzner agreed with Murry (Bean & Metzner, 1985) who indicated that 

nontraditional students face an “environmental press” that is different from traditional 

students.  This press includes: “(a) less interaction in the college environment with peers 

or faculty members and less interaction through extracurricular activities and the use of 

campus services; (b) class-related activities very similar to traditional students; and (c) 

much greater interaction with the non-collegiate, external environment” (Bean & 

Metzner, 1985, p. 489).  Murry’s findings bring to light the need to look past internal 

factors that contribute to nontraditional student attrition and to study external factors.  

The attrition model discussed by Bean and Metzner indicates that attrition is predicated 

on four variables: 

Students with poor academic performance are expected to drop out at higher rates 
than students who perform well, and GPA is expected to be based primarily on 
past academic performance. The second major factor is intent to leave, which is 
expected to be influenced primarily by the psychological outcomes but also by the 
academic variables.  The third group of variables expected to affect attrition are 
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the background and defining variables--primarily high school performance and 
educational goals.  These effects, however, may be mediated by other endogenous 
variables in the model.  Finally, the environmental variables are expected to have 
substantial direct effects on dropout decisions (Bean & Metzner, p. 490). 
 

Bean and Metzner considered outside variables to have a greater effect on nontraditional 

student attrition than academic variables.  Environmental variables include: finances, 

hours of employment, outside encouragement, family responsibilities, and opportunity to 

transfer.  

In order to validate their initial model, Metzner and Bean (1987) conducted an 

estimation of their conceptual model by using data from a sample of part-time freshman 

commuter students (Metzner and Bean, 1987).  Their model consisted of 26 variables 

which accounted for 29% of the variance in dropouts (1987, p. 22).  The finding showed 

that the model they developed in 1985 is credible and validated by the data.  However 

several unexpected findings were noted:  

The environmental variables failed to affect dropout directly, as predicted, but had 
three significant effects on intent to leave which were not anticipated. The 
influences of background variables on dropout were almost exclusively indirect 
rather than direct.  Also the psychological outcome variables, goal commitment 
and stress, were not directly related to intent to leave or dropout. Such findings 
indicate that the model may need to be respecified in the future or analyzed using 
only older nontraditional students (Bean & Metzner, p. 33). 

 
Research by Jeffreys (2007) included a study of nontraditional students in an 

undergraduate nursing program which attempted to determine factors that contributed 

negatively or positively to student retention.  Students were surveyed on their perception 

of supportive or restrictive variables that could affect their retention.  Students cited hours 

of employment, financial status, family crisis, and family responsibilities as the most 
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restricted variables to retention (Jeffreys, 2007, p. 163).  The research was also consistent 

with previous studies of nontraditional students in that professional integration and 

socialization were not as important as environmental factors (Jeffreys, 2007).  Based on 

his study, Jeffreys recommended educators “continue to expand the teaching role into a 

mentor role, create positive family-faculty-friend networks, assist students with realistic 

self-appraisal, advocate for policy changes that address financial and time demands of 

nontraditional students…and participate in ongoing retention research” (p. 167). 

 Another factor which contributes to student success is the individual student’s 

motivation to persist.  Bye, Pushkar, and Conway (2007) conducted a study of traditional 

and nontraditional college students to determine how the balance of intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation may differ according to the age of the student (p. 144).  The authors 

hypothesized that “nontraditional students would report higher levels of intrinsic 

motivation than traditional students; whereas, traditional students would report higher 

levels of extrinsic motivation than nontraditional students” (p. 146).  The study showed 

that there is a “trend for nontraditional students to report slightly more motivation overall 

than traditional students” (Bye, Pushkar & Conway, 2007).  

Social Capital Theory 

Overview of the Social Capital Theory  

Pierre Bourdieu (1986) introduced the concept of social capital to describe the 

connection between individuals, groups, and status.  He defined social capital as “the 

aggregate of actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable 

network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 
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recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248).  The more influential the groups and relationships, 

the more social capital is created.  “The profits which accrue from membership in a group 

are the basis of the solidarity which makes them possible” (Bourdieu, 1986).  Social 

capital can be characterized in two ways: the first is the social relationships that give 

members access to its resources, and the second is the amount and quality of those 

resources (Portes, 1998).  Bourdieu also found that certain forms of social capital 

eventually aligned with economic capital.  Through social capital, individuals can 

achieve access to economic resources, such as loans, investments, etc., which will lead to 

an increase in their social capital through contact with professionals.  This will also lead 

to becoming part of institutions that confer credentials, such as colleges and universities 

(Portes, 1998) 

Coleman (1988) defined social capital as not being a single entity but a variety of 

entities with two common elements.  “These entities all consist of some aspect of social 

structures and they facilitate certain actions of actors within the structure” (Coleman, 

1988, p. 98).  Although Coleman’s research is over 20 years old, it speaks to the 

connection of social capital and educational aspirations.  In discussing social capital in 

the family, Coleman went beyond family background to understand the familial factors 

that affect education.  He noted that family background can be separated into three 

components:  financial capital, human capital and social capital (Coleman, 1988).  

Financial capital is measured by the family’s wealth or income.  These resources can 

assist in academic achievement, i.e., a home in a top-ranked school district and money for 
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college.  Human capital is measured by the parents’ educational level and the influence 

parents have on the student’s academic preparation and success (Coleman, 1988).  

Social Capital Theory and Educational Aspirations 

 In order to confirm the connection of family social capital to education 

aspirations, Coleman (1988) analyzed the National Opinion Research Center’s High 

School and Beyond data to study the expected high school dropout rates for students with 

varying family structures.  Various measures of social and human capital in the family 

and social capital in the community were statistically controlled (Coleman, 1988, p. 111).  

The data showed that family resources and parental expectations of their children’s 

education are contributing factors in high school and postsecondary success.  One 

indicator from the data was how the mother’s expectation of her child going to college 

impacted high school dropout rates.  Children with a parental expectation of attending 

college had an 11.6 % chance of dropping out of high school while children with no 

parental expectation of attending college had a dropout rate of 20.2 % (Coleman, 1988). 

Also, when other factors such as single- or two-parent home and the number of siblings 

are included with parental expectations, the dropout rate continues to increase (Coleman, 

1988). 

By connecting social capital to academic achievement, researchers are able to 

determine what  factors in addition to academic preparation influence college success.  

Strayhorn (2010) studied the influence of background traits, academic preparation for 

college, and socio-cultural capital on academic achievement in college.  Coleman 

analyzed data from the National Education Longitudinal Study on African American and 
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Latino males (Strayhorn, 2010).  His analysis supported previous hypotheses that 

students’ social capital is related to academic achievement in college (Strayhorn, 2010). 

One of the findings was that “African American and Latino males who had college 

discussions with their parents tended to earn higher grades” (Strayhorn, 2010, p. 321).  

Having such discussions not only implied parental encouragement but also provided a 

chance for students to participate in precollege experiences such as information 

gathering, college visits, financial planning and academic preparation. 

Risk Factors to College Persistence by Nontraditional Students  

 Persistence by nontraditional students in higher education is as important an issue 

as it is for traditional students (Twigg, 2005; Saunders, 2007).  A high percentage of 

students continue to drop out of college before degree completion.  According to Twigg:  

An estimated 60 % of students at public institutions fail to complete degrees 
within five years, and half of these students leave during the freshman year. As 
shown by research by the Policy Center of the First Year of College at Brevard 
College in North Carolina and others, the first year of college is the most critical 
to a college student’s success and to degree completion. Almost half of first-time 
students who leave their initial institutions by the end of the first year do not 
return to higher education (2005, p. 2).  
 
Academic, personal and social challenges can potentially impede college success 

for nontraditional students.  Bamber and Trett (2000) conducted a case study at a four-

year college to develop a contextualized model of internal and external factors that could 

affect student learning.  In doing so the researchers found that students encounter four 

challenges throughout their academics.  The challenges are encountered during pre-

college entry, at the point of acceptance into college, during the college experience, and 

towards the end of the experience (Barmber & Trett, 2000).  Nontraditional students may 
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face some or all of these challenges, and the challenges are not necessarily faced in a 

particular order.  Rather, “Each student is engaged with them in an individually defined 

way, depending on the particular qualities of their previous and current experience, 

knowledge and understanding” (Bamber & Trett, 2000, p. 64).   

The relationship of GED attainment and college persistence speaks to the lack of 

academic preparedness of nontraditional students who were not high school completers.  

Sanders (2007) looked at the relationship between selected academic factors and the 

persistence of GED graduates in a community college in Oregon (p. 1).  She extracted 

enrollment and performance information for over 4,000 students between 2003 and 2005.  

Sanders found:  (a) Students who received a GED credential during the study period 

persisted at a rate of 50% following receipt of the GED credential (p.143); (b) students 

who participated in remedial coursework during their first term persisted at higher rates 

than those who took no remediation (p. 151); (c) mean GED scores did not have a 

relationship to persistence (p. 154); (d) enrollment status had a positive relationship to 

persistence (p. 160); and (e) academic performance in a student’s first term had a strong, 

positive relationship to persistence (p. 160).  

A study conducted by Mary Jane Feldman (1993) evaluated what pre-enrollment 

variables were predictors of one-year persistence of first-time students in a community 

college (Feldman, p. 503).  Feldman compared two sets of students: students who were 

retained from fall semester to fall semester, and students who were not enrolled after their 

first fall semester (p. 506).  The two sets of students were compared on the following 

variables: “high school grade-point average, gender, age, ethnicity, goals, full-time/part-
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time status, and basic skill need” (p. 506).  Four factors showed a significant predictor of 

student retention: high-school GPA, age, full-time/part-time status, and ethnicity; with 

high-school GPA being the strongest predictor (p. 508).  Feldman’s study uses predictors 

to identify students who are at risk and promotes early intervention by administrators, 

faculty and counselors to retain these students. 

A study was conducted by Hamilton (1998) to determine how well GED 

graduates entering community college persist.  The researcher studied GED student 

persistence data over a five year period.  He found that 85% required one or more 

developmental courses.  One in four of the students required remediation in all three 

developmental areas (reading, English and math); 30% of the cohort required 

developmental reading, 55% required developmental English, and 81% required 

developmental math. Of the 81% who required math remediation, 34% were in the lowest 

level of remedial math.  Hamilton’s study shows that GED students on average are 

underprepared for college-level work, which requires that students take at least one 

developmental course, putting them at risk of dropping out of college. 

Age as a Factor 

Since by definition nontraditional students are older than most traditional college 

students, age should be considered as a factor when studying student success.  Maralani 

(2003) found that nontraditional students completed their high school equivalency about 

3.6 years later than do high school diploma recipients (age 21.4 versus age 17.8).  Also, 

while seven out of ten traditional graduates have entered college by age 35, only four out 

of ten nontraditional students have entered college by that age (69% versus 43%) 
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(Maralani, 2003, p. 13).  Nontraditional students enroll in college at substantially later 

ages than traditional graduates.  The difference in age between traditional students and 

nontraditional students speaks to the findings by Bean and Metzner (1985) that 

nontraditional students are more affected by the external environment than by the “social 

integration variables affecting traditional student attrition” (p. 485).   

According to Marlani (2003) postsecondary schooling as an institution is 

organized around the assumption that people attend college at ages when school will be 

the primary activity in their lives as opposed to older ages when family and work 

responsibilities might compete for students’ attention.  Because of this, she argues for 

including age as a variable in nontraditional student research.  She also supports age 

being considered as a variable:  “The completion of high school and the transition to 

college occur at a juncture in life, namely at the cusp of adolescence and adulthood, when 

even one or two years difference in age can be associated with different social and 

educational norms” (Marlani, 2003, p. 8).  Marlani found that before age 21, GED 

graduates were less likely to enter college. At ages 17 and 18 traditional high school 

graduates have equal odds of entering two-year or four-year college, while GED 

graduates in the 17-18 age group are much less likely to enter a four-year college.  

Between the ages of 22 and 30, GED graduates are equally likely to enter two-year or 

four-year college.  After age 30 they tend to have a higher rate of enrollment in two-year 

college than traditional high school graduates (Maralani, 2003). 

Additional research confirmed Maralani’s findings that age is a contributing 

factor to student attrition. Researchers Prince and Jenkins (2005) reviewed a nationally 
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representative sample of first-time community college students who enrolled in college-

credit courses at community colleges in 1995-96 to determine trends in degree attainment 

by age.  Compared with students who started college soon after high school (at ages 18-

24), those who started college later (at ages 25-64) were more likely to earn a certificate. 

The 25-64 year old comparison group was less likely to earn an associate’s degree and far 

less likely to transfer to a four-year institution and earn a bachelor’s degree. Further, 60% 

of older first-time students did not earn any credential or transfer after six years, 

compared with 40 % of younger first-time students.  These findings raise the question of 

how the educational experience of older community college students differs from that of 

younger students and what this difference means for their relative economic outcomes 

(Prince & Jenkins, 2005). 

Academic Readiness as a Factor 

Nontraditional students who are General Educational Development (GED) 

graduates have a higher likelihood of not being academically prepared for college 

(Liebowitz & Taylor, 2004; Zaft, Kallenbach, & Spohn, 2006).  Tokpah and Padak 

(2003) examined the college readiness of GED students at Kent State University in 

reading, writing, and mathematics as measured by their scores on a college placement 

exam (p. 8).  General demographic information and test scores in reading, writing, and 

mathematics were used to compare the college readiness of 135 GED graduates to that of 

3,512 traditional freshmen (p. 9).  The researchers found that traditional freshman on 

average were more likely to obtain a higher score in writing and algebra than GED 

graduates.  There was a very slight difference between the average reading scores of the 
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two study groups:  “Based on the university’s placement criteria, the average GED 

student and traditional freshman student were likely to test out of remedial coursework in 

reading and English, but highly likely required to take remedial math” (p. 9).  Although 

this study does compare traditional freshmen to GED graduates, it does so in a university 

setting where students must meet minimum scores to gain admission.  

Grimes and David (2000) conducted a study to compare attitudinal and 

experiential differences between academically prepared and underprepared community 

college students.  They used UCLA Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

data obtained from approximately 500 entering students at a Florida community college 

(p. 75).  The cohort consisted of only degree-seeking students but was representative of 

the ethnicity of the entire college population.  Of the study cohort, 51% were college 

ready, and 48% were not college ready.  College ready was defined by statewide 

established cutoff scores on the Computerized Placement Test (CPT) which measures 

reading, English, and math abilities (p.76). 

A study by Noeth (2008) for the National Postsecondary Education Cooperative 

was conducted to develop an inventory of key data-driven benchmarks of the ways in 

which postsecondary preparation is defined, measured, and used to help students 

transition to college (p. 52).  Although the emphasis of the study is the transition of high 

school students to college, his recommendations can be applied to nontraditional 

students.  Noeth’s (2008) research confirmed that students with poor academic 

preparation face difficulty in post secondary academic success and persistence (p. 52).  

Thus there is a strong relationship between the curriculum taken in high school and 
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success in college.  This also holds true for nontraditional students who are GED 

graduates. Noeth recommends the use of more rigorous core curriculum (i.e., English, 

mathematics, science, and social studies) than the curriculum used in most high school 

instruction.   

Developmental education.  College awareness programs that assist GED 

graduates in applying, enrolling, obtaining financial aid, and navigating the higher 

education process are becoming a normal part of college offerings.  However, a large 

percentage of GED graduates are academically underprepared for college, requiring them 

to enroll in developmental education courses.   

Developmental or remedial courses were designed by colleges to assist students 

with deficiencies in reading, writing, and math in order to prepare them for college level 

instruction.  Almost all community colleges offer developmental or remedial courses.  Of 

the estimated 10 million students served annually at community colleges, almost five 

million are enrolled in one or more remedial courses (Rao, 2004).  Boylan (2004) 

examined the necessity for adult and developmental education programs to collaborate.  

The most common characteristics of the programs were: (a) adult education students were 

recruited to participate in other college programs; (b) the qualifications of the adult and 

developmental education faculty were comparable; (c) the programs shared computer 

hardware and software offering consistency in supplemental instruction; (d) adult 

education exit standards were in line with developmental education entrance standards; 

(e) students were permitted to go back and forth between the two programs; and (f) the 
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instructors of both programs would meet together on a regular basis (Boylan, 2004, pp. 

12-14). 

Burley, Butler and Cejda (2001) studied dropout and stopout patterns of 

developmental education students by collecting data from the 1992 first-time-in-college 

cohort attending community colleges in Texas (p. 775).  Their overall findings were that 

the dropout/stopout variable was significant and highly associated with grade point 

average (GPA).  They also noted that the “data suggested an inverse relationship between 

success and skill deficiency; as the number of deficiencies increased, the chances for a 

passing GPA decreased” (p.775).  The authors suggested that educators consider other 

factors that contribute to academic success:  motivation, student and college support 

systems, emotional stability, quality of teaching, anxiety, and prior academic knowledge 

(p. 761). 

Crane, McKay & Poziemski (2002) conducted a study of the Fall 1997 cohort of 

students new to a community college in Illinois.  Students who successfully completed 

developmental courses were compared to students who were not successful in 

developmental education.  Study results showed the mean GPA for students who 

successfully completed developmental education courses were significantly higher than 

the means for students with an unknown need for developmental courses.  Successful 

completers also had a higher GPA means than students needing but not taking 

developmental courses and students not successfully completing developmental courses. 

Additional studies researched the effectiveness of developmental education 

courses (Platt, 1993; Amey & Long, 1998; Campbell & Blakey, 1996).  Most agreed 
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upon the need for remediation; however, they varied on how programs should be 

structured.  Because a large percentage of GED graduates fail to be college ready 

(Hamilton, 1998; Maralani, 2003; Liebowitz & Taylor, 2004; Prince & Jenkins, 2005), 

developmental education is their entry point into higher education.   

Navigating the College System as a Factor 

 Liebowitz and Taylor (2004) conducted a study and determined that fragmented 

and unconnected community college programs can be a barrier to adult education student 

success.  Specific barriers included: (a) Adult Basic Education (ABE) and English as a 

Second Language (ESL) programs in community colleges are often disconnected from 

workforce development programs and the rest of the college; (b) developmental 

education and occupational degree programs are often separate and sequential rather than 

integrated; (c) reading, writing, and math skills that are more applicable to the workforce 

are lacking; (d) much of the work-related education and training offered by community 

colleges does not result in college credit; students cannot build on the courses they have 

completed toward a college degree; (e) advising, academic and social supports often fail 

to reach adult education and workforce development students; (f) with the exception of 

occupational programs, community college programs at every level are too rarely linked 

to labor market skills or to direct economic payoffs; and (g) education is often organized 

around long-term programs, rather than meaningful short-term credentials or economic 

payoffs (p. 9). 

A study of nontraditional students at colleges in the state of Washington showed 

that in order for low-skill adults to benefit from at least one year of college, community 
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colleges should rethink, and possibly redesign, programs and services (Prince & Jenkins, 

2005).  Instead of providing short-term training opportunities for individuals to gain 

employment, “colleges should help students avoid dead-end starts by ensuring that they 

have short-term options that lead to real attainment in the long run” (2005, p. 24).  

Although adult education students can appreciate the benefit of education as a path to 

increased opportunity, the excessive amount of time from program start to degree 

attainment can be overwhelming.   

 Policymakers at the state level are beginning to see the benefits of offering 

transition programs for GED graduates to prepare them for the academic and 

nonacademic aspects of college, notably community colleges (THECB, 2008).  By 

offering bridge programs to post secondary education, the hope is to alleviate or 

minimize the need for a student to take developmental education courses, and also to 

increase student persistence in college.  Transition or bridge programs can offer 

validation to nontraditional students in order to ease self-doubt.  The usefulness of 

validation was noted in a study conducted by Terenzini, Rendon, & et al (1994):   

Validation is empowering, confirming, and supportive.  It is a series of in- and 
out-of-class experiences with family, peers, faculty members, and staff through 
which students come to feel accepted in their new community, receive confirming 
signals that they can be successful in college and are worthy of a place there, have 
their previous life experiences recognized as legitimate forms of knowledge and 
learning, have their contributions in class recognized as valuable, and so on (p. 
66). 

 
For this study, a series of focus group interviews was conducted with 132 first-year 

students enrolled at a community college (p. 57).  The students interviewed represented 

the diversity of the college to include GED graduates and adult students.   
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Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to review the relevant literature and frameworks 

necessary to form the foundation for this study.  A history of adult education and the 

GED assessment were reviewed.  This was followed by the characteristics of 

nontraditional students, student development theories, and risk factors to college 

persistence.  The third chapter will describe the design and methodology of the study.  

Research questions, methodology, data collection procedures, and data analysis will be 

presented. 



 
43 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

Students who drop out of high school have an alternative path to continue their 

academic career.  Increasingly, high school dropouts pursue a General Education 

Development (GED) certificate as the route to attain equivalent high school credentials.  

According to the GED Testing Services, over 500,000 high school dropouts succeed in 

obtaining their GED each year (Zhang, 2010). 

 Individuals with GEDs who enter college are classified as nontraditional students; 

these nontraditional students are at risk of being unsuccessful in college because they 

face a variety of disadvantages.  The disadvantages include lack of information and 

understanding needed to navigate the college system, lack of financial resources, family 

obligations, work obligations, and lack of academic preparation.  People who face these 

disadvantages can easily become discouraged and develop a mindset that college degree 

attainment is a luxury not a necessity.   

The purpose of this qualitative study is to identify how the experiences of GED 

graduates impact their decision to transition to college, and affect their efforts to persist 

to degree attainment.  Listening to the voices of GED graduates provides a means of 

understanding the challenges these students face as nontraditional students.  

This chapter outlines the design of the study and the rationale for the chosen 

approach.  It includes the research methodology, description of the sample, sampling 

method, data collection methods, data analysis, and strategies to ensure the soundness of 

the data. 
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Research Questions 

The following questions formed the basis for the exploration of the experiences of 

adults with a GED who transition to community college.  

1. What factors contribute to the decision of adults with a GED to enroll in 

community college? 

2. What factors do adults with a GED report influence their persistence in 

community college? 

Approach 

Research is a systematic process through which researchers learn more about 

something than was previously known.  Research is done to contribute to the basic 

knowledge in a field, to improve the practice of a field, to assess the value of something, 

or to attempt to solve a particular problem.  Qualitative research is designed to gain an 

understanding of how people interpret their experiences, how they create their worlds, 

and what meanings are attributable to their experiences (Merriam, 2009).  According to 

Merriam, “research focused on discovery, insight, and understanding from the 

perspectives of those being studied offers the greatest promise of making a difference in 

people’s lives” (p.1).   

A qualitative metrological approach was used for this study because it allowed for 

an understanding of the social world through knowledge about the subjects’ social and 

material circumstances, their experiences, perspective, and history (Ritchie & Lewis, 

2009). Through a qualitative approach participants’ stories captured the pre-college and 
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in-college experiences of GED graduates and how those experiences contributed to their 

transition to and persistence in college.   

A grounded theory method was used to guide the research.  This method was 

chosen to give the researcher freedom to develop the theory based on the data gathered 

from the participants.  Grounded theory consists of systematic, yet flexible, guidelines for 

collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct theories grounded in the data 

themselves (Charmaz, 2010).  The intention is for the data to form the foundation for 

theory, and analysis of data allowed for the construction of the concepts:  “Grounded 

theorists collect data to develop theoretical analyses from the beginning of the project.  

We try to learn what occurs in the research settings we join and what our research 

participants’ lives are like.  We study how they explain their statements and actions, and 

ask what analytical sense we can make of them” (Charmaz, 2010, pg. 2-3). 

Design 

Unit of Analysis 

The study cohort consisted of nontraditional students who transitioned to 

developmental or college level courses after passing the GED assessment.  Participants 

for the study were students who met the following criteria: 

• Considered nontraditional students at the time of college attendance 

• 25 years of age or older 

• First-generation college students 

• Studied for their GED through a program at the college 



 
46 

• Passed the GED assessment and were awarded high school equivalency 

completion 

• Enrolled as degree-seeking students at the college 

• Enrolled from year to year (i.e., fall to fall) at the college 

Setting 

 The study was conducted at Austin Community College in Austin, Texas.  The 

college was chosen as the research site because it offers GED preparation courses on site 

and has an integrated system for transitioning GED graduates to college.  The college had 

a 2010 enrollment of over 40,000 traditional and nontraditional students plus an annual 

adult education student enrollment of over 3,000 (ACC 2010-2011 Fact Book, 2011).  

The college is the eighth-largest single-college, multi-campus community college district 

in the nation, offering university transfer, workforce training, continuing education, and 

adult education programs.  

 In 2009, the college instituted the Student Success Initiative (SSI) which is an 

institutional commitment to enhance learning and success for all students.  The core goals 

of the SSI were to:  (a) reduce attrition; (b) complete developmental and adult education 

course progression to credit courses; (c) complete gateway courses; (d) increase 

persistence (term to term/year to year); (e) enhance student learning/completion of 

attempted courses with a ‘C’ or better; (f) increase degree/certificate graduates/transfer 

rates; and (g) increase student success across all racial/ethnic/gender/income groups 

(ACC SSI, 2010).   
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The college’s Adult Education program is the primary provider of English as a 

Second Language, Adult Basic Education, and GED preparation classes in Central Texas. 

In FY2010 the program enrolled 3,500 students and had a completion rate of 69%. 

Gender and race/ethnicity among participates were:  42% Male, 58%  Female, 9% White, 

72% Hispanic, 11% Black, 8% Asian/Pacific Islander, and less than 1% American 

Indian/Alaskan (ACC 2010-2011 Factbook, 2010).  The demographics of these Adult 

Education students are similar to those of students studied by researchers Horm (1996) 

and Liebowitz and Taylor (2004) in which they found a majority of Adult Education 

students to be female and minority. 

Sample 

 Individuals selected for this study are described above in the “Unit of Analysis”. 

Following the concepts of purposeful sampling (Merriam, 2009), the researcher 

determined (1) the sample size and (2) the strategy for selecting the sample. 

 Sample Size.  The student sample size was chosen based on prior research on the 

transition and persistence rates of GED graduates (Liebowitz, & Taylor, 2004).  

According to Liebowitz & Taylor (2004) of the 60% of GED graduates who expressed 

their intention to seek a postsecondary degree, 30-35% entered college; of those 10-15% 

completed as least one year of college.  Based on the population of GED graduates at the 

research setting and the persistence rates indicated in the above study, it was determined 

that 8 students would be a sound sample size for this research. 

 Sample selection strategy.  The researcher initially met with  the three 

Recruiting/Advising Specialists (R/As) responsible for providing student support 
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services to GED graduates.  She explained the purpose of the study and each R/A 

agreed to participate.  The interviewer explained the nature of the study and  solicited 

the R/As assistance in identifying students to participate.  It was agreed that the R/As 

would send an email to identified students providing them with basic information 

about the study and advising them they would be contacted about the research project.  

Promptly following the R/As efforts, the researcher sent an email of introduction 

and invitation to the students soliciting their participation in the study. Emails were sent 

to 16 individuals of whom five readily agreed to participate.  In order to have three 

additional students for a total of eight participants, the researcher contacted several other 

resources for referrals.  Based on this information other students who met the research 

criteria were contacted.  This effort was successful in securing the participation of three 

additional students.  Student demographics were representative of the population of GED 

graduates at the study site (see Table 1 for student demographics). 

Data Collection 

Data was collected through individual interviews with students and the R/As.   

According to Merriam (2009) the purpose of interviews was to obtain a special type of 

information:  “The researcher wants to find out what is in and on someone else’s mind” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 88).  A semi-structured interview protocol was used to collect the 

data.  Semi-structured protocol allows for more flexibility throughout the interviews.  In 

this format the researcher was able to include a mix of structured and unstructured 

questions.  Responses to some specific questions were needed; however, the interview 

was also guided by questions or issues to be explored.  The use of semi-structured 
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interviews “allows the researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging 

worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90).  

Interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder, and the researcher also took notes 

during the interview.  

Development of Interview Questions 

 Questions were developed to obtain the type of information desired for the study.  

This effort involved the development of questions that would be understandable to the 

participants and reflect the interviewees’ world view. Patton (as quoted in Merriam 2009) 

suggests there are six types of questions – experience and behavior questions, opinion 

and values questions, feeling questions, knowledge questions, sensory questions, and 

background/demographic questions.  The questions helped to solicit information on 

things a person does or did, and behaviors, actions, and activities.  In addition, 

background questions were used to gather particular information such as age, current 

employment status, income, marital status, age of children, and level of traditional 

education (See Appendices A and B for interview protocols).  An interview guide was 

used by the researcher as the data collection instrument.  According to Merriam (2009), 

“working from an interview guide will allow the researcher to gain the experience and 

confidence needed to conduct more open-ended questions” (p.103). 

The interview questions were developed based on the interview protocol used by 

Barrett (2005).  Although Barrett’s research was an ethnographic study, it sought to 

define the experiences nontraditional students encountered in community college.  

Questions used from the Barrett study were in the academic, social, cultural, economic, 
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and first generation categories.  Questions were open ended and designed to solicit 

feedback on how the participants’ college experiences impacted their transition to and 

persistence in college.  

Interviews with Recruiting/Advising Specialist 

  Individual interviews were conducted with the R/As as a formal part of the 

research.  The purpose of these interviews was to hear their perceptions of what factors 

contribute to the decision of GED graduates to transition to and persist in community 

college.  

Interviews were conducted in the R/As offices located on the college campuses.  

Each interview lasted between one and one half and two hours.  Each R/A was asked for 

a general overview of her responsibilities as a Recruiting/Advising Specialist at the 

college. More detailed questions were asked as the interview continued.  Further 

questions were asked based on the initial interview responses.  

Interviews with Students 

Interviews were conducted at an agreed upon time and location that was 

comfortable and convenient for the interviewee.  On several occasions interviews were 

rescheduled due to school or work conflicts, sick children or transportation issues. The 

length of the average interview was one to one and one half hours.   

Each of the participants was asked to complete an anonymous information form 

that included current employment status, income, marital status, age of children, and level 

of traditional high school completion.  This information was used to (1) re-confirm that 

each met the criteria required to participate in the study and (2) to create individual 
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student profiles.  Also each participant and the researcher agreed on a pseudonym in 

order to protect individual privacy. 

The researcher initially established credibility with the students by engaging them 

in small talk about the community college.  Participants were asked a series of questions 

in regards to their experiences from the time they first began preparing for the GED to the 

present.  The initial questions were in a structured format and taken from the interview 

guide.  Additional questions arose based on each participant’s answer to the structured 

questions.  The purpose of the non-structured questions was to be able to respond to the 

situation at hand and to any new ideas on the topic as they arose (Merriam, 2009).  The 

researcher ended the interview by asking the student if he or she had any advice for other 

nontraditional students.  The purpose of this question was to allow the participants to 

freely express themselves as being knowledgeable about the challenges of nontraditional 

students.  It also was a way for the researcher to validate the students’ opinions and show 

appreciation for their time. 

Reflecting on gathering data for the study, the researcher found the process of 

contacting students very enlightening.  This was due to the unexpected challenges 

associated with scheduling interviews with eight nontraditional students.  These 

challenges included school responsibilities, schedule conflicts, work conflicts, childcare 

issues, and transportation issues.  Although frustrating at times, the struggle to meet for 

interviews gave the researcher insight into the challenges nontraditional students face 

and how one seemingly small change in their schedule can prove to be difficult to 
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accommodate.  The struggles the students and the researcher encountered in 

coordinating interviews were indicative of their daily lives. 

Data Analysis 

For this study, the researcher followed the grounded theory process developed by 

Charmaz (2010).  The research process began by gathering rich data through individual 

interviews, and initial coding was conducted in order to begin sorting and categorizing 

the data based on similarities.  Memos or notes were written on codes to help the 

researcher develop meaning from the interview responses.  These memos were sorted to 

show theoretical relationships, and then meaning was explored to construct theory.   

 Interviews were conducted, transcribed, analyzed and coded.  Data analysis was 

conducted following the three forms of the analytic process as described by Ritchie and 

Lewis (2009).  These three forms are: 

1. Data management – This is at the beginning of the analytic process where the 
researcher’s task is to sort and reduce the data into more manageable 
information.  In this phase a set of themes and concepts are labeled, sorted and 
synthesized.   

2. Descriptive accounts – This is where the researcher uses the ordered data to 
identify key dimensions, map the range and diversity of each phenomenon and 
develop classification, typologies and codes. 

3. Explanatory accounts – This is where the researcher explains why certain 
patterns occur in the data. This may involve the use of explicit reasons and 
accounts, the use of inferences, use of common sense, development of 
explanatory concepts and using theoretical frameworks. 

(Ritchie and Lewis, 2009, p. 261) 
 

As each interview was completed, the recorded interviews were transcribed, and 

the researcher reviewed her notes to compare to the transcribed interviews.  The 
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researcher also compiled a list of recurring themes from interview to interview as a 

reminder to look for the themes to appear in the remaining interviews.  

After the interviews were transcribed the researcher contacted the participants to 

afford them the opportunity to review the interview transcript for clarity.  Of the eight 

students and three R/As interviewed; only three asked to review his or her interview 

transcript.  The researcher called or emailed several participants to clarify statements.   

Transcribed interviews were downloaded into the HyperRESERACH analysis 

software, and analyzed, interpreted and coded.  Throughout the coding process 

relationships began to emerge among the student interview responses and also between 

the student and Recruiting/Advising Specialist interview responses.  An audit trail was 

maintained through interview notes, transcriptions and relevant literature to assist in the 

analysis of the research.   

Codes were assigned as they emerged from the data and named according to 

relevant descriptions.  New data were compared with previously coded data allowing 

additional categories to be created throughout the analysis process.  The reports were 

generated in order to identify trends in the data.  Reports included code/source material 

report, code filter report, and code frequency report.   

Compliance with Research Protocol and Principles 

Prior to conducting the individual interviews, the researcher fulfilled the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements of the college used in this study and the 

University of Texas at Austin (UT).  The Research Review Process (RRP) at the study 

institution required the following steps: 
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1. Contacted the Chair of the Research Review Committee and obtained a copy of 
the materials necessary to complete the application. 
 

2. Contacted and obtained the agreement of a full-time employee at the college who 
would serve as my Liaison to the project. 
 

3. Discussed in full the proposed project with the Liaison, reviewed all questions 
that needed to be addressed as part of the Application for Review of Research 
Proposals. 
 

4. Completed the Application for Review of Research Proposals. 
 

5. Provided copies of any formal communications from other institutions that relate 
to the approval of the project, such as approval of the Informed Consent form.   
 
The following steps were taken for IRB approval at the University of Texas.  

First, the researcher completed the required human subject’s research training.  Second, 

the researcher completed the IRB online application and uploaded it with all necessary 

support documentation.  Support documentation included the proposal document and 

study related materials, site approval letter, informed consent, participant contact form, 

and survey questions. The application and supporting documents were submitted to the 

Office of Research Support after they were approved by my faculty sponsor and the 

department review committee.  Data collection did not begin until after official approval 

was received from the community college and UT Institutional Review Boards.    

 Throughout data collection the three basic ethical principles described in the  
 
Belmont Report (1979) were employed.  The basic ethical principles are: 
 

• Respect for Persons:  Individuals should be treated as autonomous and those with 
diminished autonomy should be offered protection. Participants also should be 
given the option to choose to participate through informed consent. 

• Beneficence:  Persons are treated in an ethical manner not only by respecting their 
decisions and protecting them from harm, but also by making efforts to secure 
their well-being. Such treatment falls under the principle of beneficence. 
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• Justice:  Fairness should be extended equitably to all subjects in selection, burden 
and benefit.     

       (Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, 1979) 
 

All participant information remained confidential.  Individual privacy was 

protected through the use of pseudonyms.  Each participant was informed initially and 

throughout the interview process that he or she could choose to exit from the study for 

any reason. 

Reliable research standards were employed through the use of LeCompte and 

Preissle’s (1993) criteria of trustworthiness – objectivity, novelty, meaningfulness, 

applicability, and availability to the public.  In order to ensure objectivity, the researcher 

continually checked for and addressed personal bias.  Also, clarification was requested 

from the participants when necessary to avoid making assumptions based on the 

researcher’s personal and professional experiences. 

The research methodology included: (a) initial consultation with the community 

college Recruiting/Advising Specialist to better understand the nontraditional GED 

student population at the college; (b)  structured individual interviews with the Recruiting 

Advising/Specialist to get their perception of the experiences of GED graduates; (c) 

review of the academic and demographic data to validate the criteria for the student to 

participate in the study and to create a student profile; and (d) structured individual 

interviews with identified students to hear their stories pertaining to transitioning to and 

persisting in community college. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to understand how the educational experiences of 

first generation nontraditional community college students contribute to their transition 

to and persistence in college.  Through a qualitative approach, participant stories were 

used to capture how the experiences of GED graduates impacted their decision to 

transition to college and their current efforts to persist to degree attainment.  Individual 

interviews with three Recruiting/Advising Specialists and eight students were used to 

gather the research data. Demographic information was also reviewed to develop a 

thorough and accurate profile of the study participants.   
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Table 1: Student Demographics 

*Participant Age Gender Race # of 
Children 

Single 
Parent 
(Y/N) 

Departed 
School 

Alma 20s F Hispanic 0 N/A Elementary 

Anastasia 20s F White 0 N/A Middle 

Angeles 30s F Mexican 2 N Some HS 

Ardella 40s F White 4 Y Some HS 

Hal 30s M White 3 Y None 

Sam 20s M Iranian 0 N/A Some HS 

Wilma 20s F Hispanic 2 Y Some HS 

Nikki 30s F Black Non-

Hispanic 

4 Y Some HS 

*Pseudonyms were used to protect individual privacy. 
 
The table above illustrates the demographics of the participants of the study. In addition 
to age race and gender, this table shows that 5 of the 8 participants have children and of 
the 5 with children, 4 are single parents.   
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Chapter 4: Respondent’s Profiles and Perceptions  

Introduction 

The findings of this study were derived primarily from one-on-one interviews 

with eight students who had taken GED preparation classes at the same community 

college, passed the GED assessment, and transitioned to the college with the intent to 

earn an Associate’s degree.  Each of the participants was interviewed by the researcher to 

glean information about their education experience as a child, their reason for pursuing a 

GED, and factors that motivated them to attend and persist in college.  The interviews 

addressed other factors which impacted their academic success such as family, college 

readiness, financial readiness, student support, and academic support. 

Additional interviews were conducted with three Recruiting/Advising Specialists 

(R/A) who worked with similar students at the community college.  R/As were 

responsible for providing student support to the GED graduates who had transitioned to 

college.  Interviews with the R/As focused on their perceptions of how their support and 

the support from other entities, both inside and outside the college, contributed to college 

transition and persistence of adults with a GED.     

The shared stories of the students and the R/A perceptions generated many 

common themes in order to answer the following research questions: 

1.  What factors contribute to the decision of adults with a GED to enroll in 

community college? 

2. What factors do adults with a GED report influence their persistence in 

community college? 
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Student Profiles 

Alma 

Alma was a Mexican American female in her late 20s, married without children. 

She was born and raised in a small town in Mexico where the highest education level she 

reached was elementary school.  “Back there I wanted to go to middle school.  You had 

to travel to other places.  So when I graduated from elementary there were no schools.”   

Upon arrival in the United States Alma’s priority was getting a job so she could help 

support her family.  “When I got here I just focused on work.  I didn’t have the – I mean 

the, how you say the notion of to study, how to go to the library to get free education and 

all that so I just had to work.”  

Eventually Alma decided to further her education.  “…after a while I realized I 

needed to do something that – I mean like I was working cleaning rooms in hotels so it 

wasn’t good for me.  I mean one day I just get into a room … was like I don’t want to be 

doing this my whole life so I better do something.”  Initially Alma wanted to take GED 

classes in Spanish but instead took classes in English. Alma explained: 

I remember I pick [sic] up a newspaper, I had the information about the GED but 
it’s weird because I wanted to take in Spanish.  So call and they asked me in 
English and I told them I wanted somebody who speaks Spanish.  So they 
transferred to other person and the other person asked me in English again so I 
give – I mean I ask them for information in English about the orientations and all 
that.  So I didn’t realize that when I got to the orientation it was in English.  And 
there was two days of orientation so I talked to the person that was giving the 
orientation that I wanted – was interested in the Spanish classes.  He told me that 
if I had understood he was what we say here you’re going be good there.   
 

 The GED class was initially hard for Alma because of her limited English 

proficiency.  Taking the GED class with her sister kept her motivated to continue. “So we 
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took the classes and at the beginning it was hard because I didn’t know what a 

composition was.  I was like what is that?  … my sister and I studied together, so we 

decided like it’s good we are learning….”   

Alma’s initial goal was only to get her GED, but she was inspired when the R/A 

visited her class to introduce the idea of going to college and the prospect of receiving 

financial aid.   

… my purpose was just to get my GED.  It was nothing else more than that.  But 
when the ladies like …were going to our classes and telling us that we could 
apply for financial aid and we could attend college it was something like far for 
me.  I didn’t see going to college at all.  They help us a lot and they give us all the 
information and they took us to the college for a day.  And it was like well it was 
very inspiring and it is very good to go to college.  Yeah, we tried.  It was good. 
 
Alma’s first year of college was challenging because she dealt with the difficulties 

of adjusting to working 48 hours a week in addition to attending class and studying.  

It’s very hard especially because most of students who go to high school, they are 
used to take different classes so they have a lot of homework and they are good 
with that but I'm not.  We didn’t have homework in GED but in here they give 
you a lot of homework especially you are taking two or three classes.  It’s very 
hard.    You don’t have too much time for other things.  And especially like I said 
I am working 48 hours so it is hard. 
   
To help her with the rigors of college, Alma sought assistance from her professors 

and utilized the learning lab. “They help [sic] me a lot.  I like to get involved with 

professors after school to help me with homework and all that.  Most of them are very 

good.” 

Alma reported that she was proud of her academic accomplishments. “Very -- I 

feel very good because the more knowledge that you have it’s like wow.  It feels 

different.  I always wanted to study but I couldn’t so it’s like yeah.”   Although she was 
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pleased with how she was progressing in college, Alma’s parents were not fully 

supportive of her attending school.  “Oh they say that it’s too much work because they 

don’t have education so they can’t see it…instead of like they encourage you not to do it 

they say like no.”  Alma does not need her parents’ approval anymore, and continues to 

go to college despite the lack of support. “I mean I have the opportunity to do it by 

myself.  I'm not like before like I had to ask permission to go, for money or whatever.  

Now it’s like okay.” 

Alma said one benefit of attending college was that she was increasing her skills 

in order to get a better job: “Well you get knowledge which is always important.  I 

always – I mean I like to read a lot so I think getting knowledge is one of the most 

important things.  And also like applying for different jobs.  If you have education it’s 

easier for you to get that job than if you don’t have education.”   

Alma took one semester off for financial reasons. She indicated she was saving 

money in order to return the following semester.  Alma’s boss was supportive of her 

attending college and has given her a promotion since starting her studies. 

Anastasia Beaverhausen 

 Anastasia, a single white female in her early 20s, was a good student in secondary 

school but family and health issues caused her to quit. 

My parents divorced when I was very, very young and constantly had court 
battles.  The law used to be you could go to court and decide which parent you 
wanted to live with at the age of 10, they changed it to 14 or 15 but at the age of 
10 you used to be able to go do that.  So I was in court probably from 10 to 12 
trying to live with my mom and the courts wouldn’t let me because she wasn’t 
suitable, which I didn’t understand at that time.  And I think a lot of that plus just 
my own brain chemistry I developed like really bad depression.  From that I 
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developed manic bipolar and I have anxiety issues but I’ve never been diagnosed 
with an anxiety disorder.  But probably from 10 to 13 those issues intensified 
tenfold.  I got into like bad self-mutilation and other such things at a really early 
age.  So I started getting hospitalized for that so that’s why I got pulled out (of 
school).  I actually started getting pulled out of school in middle school to go 
attend treatment and that was for just depression and self-harming and things like 
that. 
 
Depression, an eating disorder, and heart problems made Anastasia unable to 

function mentally or physically until she was 20 years old. Then she made the decision to 

go back to school.  

“I have triumphed over it but there’s still struggles…and for me the hardest part 
of going back I have an eighth grade education and so for me it was how am I 
going to pass this GED.  Like I always wanted to go get an education.  It wasn’t 
that I didn’t think it was important but my brain was so convoluted at the time to 
where it got put on the back burner and all I was focused on was keeping on what 
I was doing basically.”   
 
Anastasia credited her GED teacher and the student support staff with helping her 

through her GED classes.   

I had [GED instructor] as a teacher – she’s friggin’ awesome.  She’s so awesome.  
Her and [R/A] are like really probably the only reasons I'm in college right now.  
Like their support and their help and their consistency of staying on me including 
[Advisor] he’s good too, they all pushed.  I mean I don’t have a lot of support.  I 
didn’t at the time when I was going for it so it was good to be pushed by those 
people.  But basically I just decided I had gotten better over harder things and that 
my GED was not going to paralyze my life like other things had.  
  
Anastasia completed the GED program and passed her exam with higher than 

average scores. This allowed her to receive several scholarships and induction into the 

Adult Education National Honor Society. Despite these accomplishments, she still lacked 

the assurance to go to college. 

…And I think that in combination [the R/A] being like go to college, go to 
college, go to college and I already wanted to.  And then scholarships came in and 
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I got all these recommendations for my scores.  My problem was just not having 
confidence in the fact that I could do it.  And then all those things happened and I 
was like okay, there’s my confidence.  It’s no longer can I say that I can’t do it; 
there are no more excuses.  It’s laid out that I can do something.  
 
Anastasia initially had to take developmental math courses in which she did very 

well.  She said the most difficult part about school was controlling her anxiety and also 

juggling school and her personal life.   

For me personally anxiety is the hardest part.  Not allowing – like keeping that 
right amount of anxiousness to make you not procrastinate.  …and if I don’t get 
an A I'm not going to be like oh, I didn’t get an A.  I'm not just striving to pass.  
Like a lot of students here I realize are just like I just want to pass.  I'm like you’re 
paying $2,000 almost to be here and all you want to do is pass?  For two grand I 
want an A.  So for me it was just figuring out just how to operate my life to where 
I had the appropriate time that I needed for school but I also – what I'm trying to 
learn now is allowing myself to have somewhat of a personal time.   
 
When discussing family relationships, Anastasia saw herself as the black sheep on 

her father’s side of the family because she has cousins who are successful, and as the 

golden sheep on her mother’s side of the family because she is the only one who ever did 

anything.  

So I think going back to school really repaired my family relationship.  …I mean 
not just going back to school.  Getting over the eating disorder and then 
progressing as quickly as I did, getting better and going back to school and doing 
really well.  I think because I was such a piece of nothing before that they really – 
they’re really, really proud of me at this point. 
 
Anastasia’s academic excellence not only helped her receive scholarships, it also 

gave her the opportunity to be a peer tutor for other GED students.  As a peer tutor she is 

motivated by the idea of being a positive example for other students.  

“…I think that the way they keep me in is by using me as an example for other 
people because I’ve never been a good example to follow ever.  I’ve been the 
worst example for anybody.  And so seeing that 180 [degree change] and having 
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other people see that 180 [degree change] and using me as an example has been 
like extremely flattering and has made me want to keep pursuing because 
eventually I want to help people too.”   
Socially, Anastasia found that she was unable to connect with previous friends 

because they did not know what she is going through. She also struggled to make friends 

at school. “So I’ve kind of fallen in this gray area where I'm in between both my prior 

social class, I guess, and my current social class.  And that’s hard.”  Anastasia relied on 

her father and her boyfriend to give her moral support when she felt overwhelmed by 

college. 

Anastasia perceived school as an opportunity to change her as a person. 

“… getting over an eating disorder, getting over those such things [sic] they 
don’t necessarily help you in the future, they just keep you alive longer.  This is 
something that actually will change me as a person and change what I will be able 
to do as a person.  And so it’s kind of been – it kind of saved me in a way and it’s 
also been like an extremely, extremely positive experience for me….  It opened 
up – everything is different now.  It really is.  My life is completely turned around 
from what it was just two years ago like in every sort of way.”   
 
Anastasia continued to do well in college. She was a peer tutor and anticipated 

having a work study job in the spring semester.  Her academic goal is to eventually get 

her Doctorate degree.   

“When you think about I'm going to be 30 probably by the time I'm getting close 
to done.  But then you think about it by the time I get a BA I can get a job doing 
something even if it’s just counseling.  I can counsel while I work on my teaching 
certificate and the Master’s in Creative Writing and then maybe I can go to the 
teaching side of it and see how they differ from each other.  By the time I get my 
doctorate or whatever, I definitely want to go to graduate school.”   She saw her 
first year in college as a positive experience which would continue in subsequent 
years. “But I view this year as a really, really awesome year and a really great 
positive experience.  As long as it keeps being positive I have no reason to leave.” 
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Ardella 

 Ardella was a white female in her 40s, divorced with four children to support.  

She was in her second year of classes at the college as an Education major and was 

employed part-time at the college.  Ardella quit school in the 11th grade to work full time. 

She explained:  

 “I quit high school probably mid-my 11th grade year.  It was not an option.  I had 
always been an honor student.  But my mother moved out of our family home.  
My mom was a single mom.  And so then I was left to support pretty much 
myself.  So when she did that, I was already working part time.  I went to work 
full time and supported myself forever.”  Ardella always wanted to attend college 
but financially she was not able, and found no support from her husband to attend 
school. “Then I got married in my mid 20s, and stayed married.  And my husband 
was adamant that I didn’t need an education.”   
 
Once divorced, Ardella set a goal of going to college. “And so upon our divorce it 

was clearly at the top of my mind because I’d always wanted to go to school.”    

After being laid off from her job, Ardella developed her education goals and a 

plan for meeting those goals. “So by December of ’09 I knew.  I had a plan.  I had it all 

planned out and I knew that I would qualify for the grant – Pell grant, what have you, to 

go back to school if I decided to.  So in January I went to the orientation and enrolled in 

classes (GED classes) and started taking my tests maybe two months afterwards.  So that 

I had a goal that I would finish before my son’s birthday. . . and  I did.”   Ardella did not 

have a clear reason for wanting to go to college. Instead she saw it as something she 

desired to do. “I don’t know if there was a reason why I needed to go other than it was 

something I had always wanted to do.  And having, you know, put my daughter through 

college and you know, now I was divorced and life became about me. It was no longer 
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about my marriage . . . no longer necessarily completely about my family.  But now it 

became about preparing myself for life.  For the first time.” 

Once in college, Ardella did not find her first semester academically hard but she 

did find it difficult to set aside time to study. 

“But, study time was really the hardest because I mean I worked part time.  I’ve 
got kids at home, and then three classes.  And study time was really tough.” Over 
time Ardella learned to adjust her academic and personal schedules.  “ . . . which 
is why my classes are later in the day now and I’m studying on campus Tuesdays 
and Thursdays in the morning, and then working Monday, Wednesday, and 
Friday.  So I kind of changed my schedule up this semester just to allow the extra 
study time because home was so difficult.” 
 
After an unsatisfactory experience with an R/A, Ardella switched to another R/A 

who had a positive impact on her transition to college. She explained:    

[R/A] will literally give me advice and helps me look up information on different 
classes.  And especially like when I was taking developmental [classes], I didn’t 
want to just take those.  I wanted to be able to take something else.  So in doing 
that she would say, well let’s look up the details.  And even teachers!  Let’s look 
up comments students have made about this course.  Where [the previous R/A] 
was like okay, well you can take this, this, and this.  And that really wasn’t 
enough for me.  I needed more information…being able to have somebody give 
me details and information on what I could do while I was taking developmental 
classes was huge. 
 
Ardella maintained contact with her GED instructors who gave her words of 

encouragement.  She also felt comfortable with the college faculty and found they had a 

positive impact on her persistence in college.   

Extremely comfortable.  I have the same Math teacher this semester that I took in 
spring semester.  And she’s mean and she’s tough, but that’s why I stayed with 
her was because I knew she would make me do the stuff.  And I still talk to both 
my English Comp teacher and my Speech teacher on a regular basis on campus.  
And their words of encouragement are always, you know, you can do it so keep at 
it.  So they do have a huge impact. 
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Ardella did not feel college changed her a great deal as a person but it allowed her 

to answer more of her children’s questions and she found herself to be more independent 

and headstrong.  She also credited school for helping her feel better about herself.  

A lot.  I mean in my marriage I never, in my marriage I was not allowed to 
believe that I was supposed to be anything but a wife and a mother.  So outside of 
my marriage, I am definitely far more confident now than I probably ever have 
been.  And I think I carry myself with that strength. 
 

Angeles 

After the death of her father, Angeles, a married mother in her early 30s, dropped 

out of high school at her mother’s urging.  “I didn't finish high school at Mexico because 

it was difficult because my mom don't have money, so she was telling me all the time you 

are spending our time and money at school, so I quit.”  Angeles moved to the United 

States to work and send money back to her mother and siblings in Mexico. She 

explained:  

I'm from Mexico.  My parents don't have education.  They don't have elementary 
diploma.  My mother learned to write and read by herself, as my father as well.  
And I come here to the United States because we don't have money, and my 
father died when I was 14.  So I moved to here because I want get a job and make 
money and send money to my family.  And then I was – I never entered to school 
here because I didn't speak English, and I didn't know nothing about programs.  
And I was like come here to make money and to help my family.   
 
Angeles was referred to a local nonprofit organization that helped her attend ESL 

and GED classes and eventually transition to college.  

And then we hear about the program at [local nonprofit].  And then I say I don't 
have – they pay the classes, they pay the tuitions,  they pay for the ESL classes.  
So that helped me a lot.  And if they don't help me, I can't start it because I don't 
have money because I have two kids and I have to pay bills and a husband, too.  
And it is a lot to pay school and books and all that kind of stuff.  When I found 
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[local nonprofit], they say we gonna pay tuition.  I was like great.  So all I have to 
do is study hard, and I did it. 
 
Although she found her GED class difficult, Angeles felt it helped her prepare for 

college. 

“I'm thinking take notes.  Also, the teacher gives us a lot of feedback.  She talk a 

lot with me about she say I know you take notes.  I know you have the skills to go 

to college.  And always she tell me that, and she tell me I know a lot of intelligent 

people but they don't get degree because they don't – aren't persistent.  And she 

told me all the time, if you are persistent you're going to get a GED, and then you 

can go to college and get a degree.”  Angeles also remembered the encouraging 

words her GED teacher would say to her. “All the time she was telling me that [to 

persist].  And it was something good because that keep in my mind all the time.  

So when I have a difficult time trying to do something, I remember that talk.  All I 

have to do is be persistent.”  

Angeles credited a Psychology class in preparing her for college level work and 

the challenges of work, school and family.  

When I started college I took the class Psychology 1300.  I think is the best thing 
that I did because they helped me a lot.  [Advisor] tell me this class is not in your 
degree plan, but this is a good class because they're going to teach you strategies 
about how to learn and everything.  And I say I want to take that class.  And she 
told me okay.  And so I choose this class, and I think that's the best class that any 
student can take because the teacher he was so nice.  So he (the instructor) teach 
me a lot about the strategies to study, and he give me seven keys to success at 
college.  So I follow a chart.  He charted them.  And I think it's why I did very 
good in the last semester because he – all the time he was – he helped me how to 
manage my time. 
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Angeles felt college changed her in a positive way. She talked to her son about 

college and her family developed a “target”. Angeles explained: 

That has changed me a lot.  Now I can manage on a schedule.  I plan everything I 
do to manage my time.  And also my mind is more open.  I hope my children have 
a better life than me.  They have to go – my older son, he know everything about 
college.  He knows I wanna go to college.  And he know everything about that, 
and he knows that mom go to college.  And they also are learning to manage a 
calendar because we go to the calendar.  And we have to do this and this and this 
and this.  …all that I learn at school I'm passing to my son.  So my family now is 
– we have, I don't know how to say it, a target. Yeah.  We have a target because 
before to get GED and my ESL classes, we was like we have to work hard to 
survive.  Work hard, like do whatever you have to do to survive.  Like go and 
work hard.  Do your best, but we never expect to like have a good life, enjoy that.  
I was telling my husband I want my sons don't worry about buy a house.  I want – 
they worry about do something good today, and something to like choose the 
career that they want, not because the money, you see.   
 
Angeles continued to pursue her goal of obtaining a degree in computer 

technology.  She also planned to take her citizenship test at the end of this year. Her 

husband was interested in going to college after Angeles completed her studies.   

Hal 

Hal was a white single father in his early 30s.  He was employed full-time and 

enrolled in college seeking a degree in nursing.  Hal did not receive any formal education 

as a child but was able to teach himself to read.  He explained: 

My parents were macrobiotic and they decided to leave Boston because the diet 
consisted of such things that in the early 80s was considered child abuse in the 
state of Massachusetts.  So they wandered for about two years, ended up in 
Alaska, so I was raised in Alaska, did some traveling as an older teenager, was 
never educated properly, self-educated as far as reading and writing and basic 
math, and history from documentaries.  I learned to read when I was eight and 
read for a solid nine years.  I don’t think I ever did not have a book, and read 
everything from fiction to history, novels and whatnot. 
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 Hal decided to pursue his GED so he could help his children with their 

homework.  “The reason I decided to do my GED was actually because of the kids.  They 

were enrolled in Elementary [school] and needing help with homework, and I looked at it 

like it was an alien language.  I said, “I can’t help you, I don’t know any of this.”   

Hal initially did not plan to attend college after obtaining his GED but was 

convinced by one of the R/A that he should go to college:   

Until I met [R/A] I didn't even have aspirations of going into college.  I sort of 
thought well maybe I’ll get some answers in math and writing so that I can maybe 
help the kids.  And I met [R/A] and she walked me through this and she talked 
about college.  I’d been at the campus now for four months, not attending college 
courses, but been around them, and I was like, this is actually kind of neat, maybe 
this is something I can learn something from . . .  
 
In addition to convincing Hal that he could attend college, the R/A was a positive 

factor in helping him navigate the college system.  

Transitionally, she definitely helped me get the ball rolling.  I was impressed by 
the fact that she was younger and her desire to help.  She left an open door for me 
to email, call, come by, pretty much any time I needed, whether it was directly 
related to signing up for classes, or professors, or a specific question about one of 
the courses I was in.  If she didn't know the answer, she helped me find the right 
person to ask.  And then she’s been really good about reminding me to register 
early so that I can get the classes that will work for both my work and childcare 
schedule. 
 
 Hal found college to be a “dramatic adaptation” because he had to adjust to an 

actual class setting. “The GED . . . didn’t feel that way because essentially with the GED 

program you were working at the best pace you could and there was a lot less pressure.  

Getting into an actual college class there were guidelines, there were tests, to which I’d 

never been subjected to because I didn’t go to school.”  Hal’s relationships with his GED 

instructors and the college faculty helped him transition to and persist in college: 
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“Developing a rapport with the instructors was big for me, both in college and during the 

GED program, being able to talk to them and learn from them and feel like there was 

room to actually ask questions instead of just being told what’s what.”  

Hal also saw that college positively impacted his family relationships.  

I would say that attending college has enriched a lot of that.  It’s enriched my 
relationship to my children.  They are very passionate about their dad going to 
school.  My parents are shocked and impressed that I’m doing it, because they 
didn't ever give me the tools and they feel bad about that, but they were trying to 
create a way of life that didn't necessarily need school.  And that I persevered 
through the GED program and the self-tutoring and I’m now going to college is 
quite impressive to them and they’re shocked.  
 
College improved who Hal was as a person.  

. . . formal education is definitely advancing my sense of self and self-confidence, 
my ability to find another career if in the end that’s where I go.”  But he also had 
a feeling of self perseverance in that he would only continue with school as long 
as he is progressing academically and personally.  “My attitude towards college in 
general is as long as it works I’m going to do it, and as long as I continue to feel 
that I’m learning and growing, I’ll do it.  If at any point that stops, I will probably 
stop doing it.  I don’t think that’s likely, but for myself as a human, I refuse to do 
something that does not have a sense of growing.  If I’m not learning or growing, 
I don’t want to do it.  And that applies to my entire life, whether it’s work, family, 
or school. 
 
Hal’s goal was to complete his nursing prerequisites and then apply to the nursing 

program.  Once in the nursing program Hal planned to quit work and go to school full-

time.  Continuing on with his “as long as I’m learning and growing” attitude, Hal was 

adamant that if the wait to get into the nursing program was too long (2 years) he would 

switch to another health sciences profession. 
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Nikki 

Nikki, an African American single mother in her late 30s, dropped out of high 

school in her junior year.   

I had three [children] by the time I was 19.  I had my fourth one, which is my 
baby boy, when I was 20.  So I dropped – that’s my reasoning because I had just 
so much pressure on me with my kids at home and it was hard to go to school and 
then deal with my kids at the same time by myself.  I'm a single parent as well.  
 
Nikki realized soon after dropping out of high school that she had made a 

mistake.  She didn’t want to be like her mother who dropped out of school when she was 

13 and was a single mother of 6 on public assistance.  She explained: 

I needed to – I dropped out in 11th grade and to me that was the dumbest thing I 
could have ever done cause I had a year left in school and just didn’t want to – 
just didn’t go back.  So my thing was I need to get some kind of education.  If I 
don’t get a GED I won’t be able to work nowhere. I just got to thinking here I am 
with four kids at home, by myself just sitting there collecting welfare and not 
doing nothing with myself.  Do I want to do better than my mom who struggled to 
make ends meet for us to take care of us?  So my reasoning to go back so that my 
kids at least look at me and say you finished so I need to finish as well. I really am 
going to be on welfare all my life because I don’t have nothing to show that I 
have some kind of schooling background.  That was my purpose for myself. And 
then for my kids. 
 
Almost 15 years after getting her GED, Nikki decided to go to college.  “I had 

been thinking about it but just like two years ago made a decision that I needed to better 

myself.”  Nikki was not academically college ready and had to take several 

developmental education classes. “Well I didn’t know nothing about math.  I'm not even 

going to pretend.  I didn’t know anything.”   

Although she found having to take so many development classes discouraging,  
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Nikki was committed to persisting to degree attainment. “I need to finish.  To me I need 

to get the degree for myself.”  Nikki received tutoring from her youngest son. “My baby 

boy is good at math.  Me and my baby boy did [study together] because he would help 

me with the math because his math [knowledge] was way above mine.”   

At the time of the interview, Nikki had two children in college and one in high 

school who was preparing to go to college. Through helping her children register and 

apply for financial aid, she was able to navigate the college system with very little 

assistance.  “Actually I knew already.  I knew how to [register for college] – I knew how 

to go online and look it up because I found my kids myself.  By the time I registered for 

[classes] I had already applied for financial aid for myself.” 

Nikki felt that college had a positive impact on her life, resulting in her 

developing a renewed confidence in herself.   

It [college] made me grow up a lot.  I’ve grown up a lot.  Now I feel like I want to 
better myself.  I appreciate myself more.  I feel like I just need to better myself 
just a little more.  If I can better myself and make more money and get off of 
public assistance because I'm on Section 8 for housing. So if I can better myself 
just a little bit to where I can make more money and I don’t have to depend on the 
housing…that’s my purpose for real to go back and finish to get a better paying 
job even if it is within [current employer].   
 
Nikki found the encouragement from her family helped her to persist in college.  

“[My children] say they are very proud of me.  My oldest sister encouraged me to go and 

finish.  [She] just told me it would be the best thing I could do for myself.”  Nikki’s boss 

also motivated her to continue.  “My director, he encouraged me and he always just told 

me that was a good thing to do and he congratulated me a lot.  He would ask about how I 

was doing and everything.”   
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Nikki planned to continue taking classes part-time in the evenings.  “…Cause I 

just need to – even at our agency I just feel like with education behind you just get paid 

better.  To me it’s just a little extra push so that I can – You know I understand you can 

stay in that position for years and be a stair step climber and still make the money but my 

thing is why wait four, five years when you can do it in two?”   

Sam 

Sam was a single man in his late 20s from a Middle Eastern country where he 

served in the military for 12 years.  He then came to the United States as a religious 

refugee.  Sam attended high school in Iran but was unable to get his transcripts because 

he was a refugee.  A friend persuaded him to go to school to learn English and get a 

college degree.  “My friend told me you need to go to school to learn English so you can 

communicate.  You also need to go to college so you can get a better job.”  His mother 

always wanted him to get an education but his father was not supportive.  Another source 

of encouragement came from a cousin who also lived in the United States.   

 Sam initially took English as a Second Language (ESL) class at the college, then 

enrolled in the GED preparation class.  “The GED teacher lived in [my home country] at 

one time and he was very good about giving me information outside of class to help me 

learn.”  During his time in the GED class, an R/A visited the students to talk about their 

role in supporting them if they wanted to go to college.  “[Recruiter’s name] came to 

GED class to talk about college and this motivated me to go.” 

 Sam is pursuing an Associate Degree in Engineering with an emphasis in 

renewable and solar energy.  “I would like to provide power to poor 
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countries….Education is going to change the world and I want to be a part of that.”  

Sam’s education goal was to transfer to the local university after completion of this 

Associate degree. 

Wilma 

Wilma was a Mexican American single mother in her late 20s.  Her parents were 

originally from Mexico and did not attend school past third grade.  Wilma dropped out of 

high school in her senior year with very few credits to obtain before graduating.  Wilma 

explained:  “So my parents grew up very poor, which is why they came over here, but I 

dropped out of high school because I was expecting my son and I wanted to prioritize my 

work, and – ‘cause I felt like now I had to take care of [my family].” 

After 9 years working a job with very little potential for promotion, Wilma 

realized she needed a change.  “[I] guess because of the mailing that I worked for is a lot 

of physical labor, after so many years of constantly working hard and making okay 

money but not being happy with what I was doing, I realized that I needed to do 

something about it.”   

Without a high school diploma or college degree, Wilma could not transfer to a 

higher paying job. “Even though I was able to prove it, I didn’t have a document saying 

that I was – that I’m good at this, and that’s what an associate’s degree or bachelor’s 

states.  It states that you know what you’re doing, and that’s what really I guess made it 

more real for me.” 

Wilma felt that without the assistance of an R/A she would not be in college.  
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 . . . it feels like you’re starting all over, and then you have--you start having all 
these obstacles in front of you, they can be discouraging.  She [R/A] helped out a 
lot in the way that her – the way she associates with you.  She’s a very caring 
person and very helpful.  She did it all for me.  I didn’t – she did the sign up and 
telling me what I needed to do for the FASFA, and so yeah.  She helped out a lot.   
 
Wilma’s GED instructor influenced her to transition to college and continued to 

encourage her to persist. 

My GED teacher helped me in the sense that she was supportive emotionally, and 
she was really like my only cheerleader in a sense… Yeah.  I’ve associated with 
my GED instructor [since transitioning to college] and she tells me, “That’s 
good.”  She’s positive – always positive things. 
 
College can be difficult at times for Wilma as she explains her need to be fully 

dedicated: 

It’s kind of hard sometimes to take multiple classes and it is hard to juggle when 
you have your children playing in another room and you’re trying to isolate 
yourself in the room and study.  Going to college does make you realize that you 
– either you’re in it or you’re not.  There’s no middle ground.  It’s either  you’re 
dedicated to doing it or you might as well just leave it, because there’s just – you 
have to – there’s a lot of time invested in it.  It is – the homework and then driving 
over there and then going to class, even though you don’t feel well sometimes, 
‘cause you don’t want to miss anything.  You want to do very well, especially 
when you have the scholarships because you don’t want to let them down because 
you have people trying to help you. 
 
Wilma was resolved to the reality that it might take her two to three years to 

obtain her degree.  She relied on the help of her boyfriend who was possibly going to 

deploy with the military.  Despite the challenges, Wilma saw the benefits of a college 

degree.  “At the end it will pay off.  I have a friend who’s struggling right now and I – 

she’s a hairstylist and I keep telling her that she needs to – she wants to pursue paralegal, 

and I keep telling her at least stick with it or if you want to change her degree, do so but 

don’t stop, ‘cause she is struggling, but I think at the end of it all, it will pay off.” 
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Recruiting/Advising Specialists’ Perceptions 

Three Recruiting/Advising Specialists were interviewed individually to hear their 

perceptions of how the support they provided and support from internal and external 

entities influenced the decision of adults with a GED to transition to and persist in 

community college.  Although the R/As were interviewed separately their responses are 

presented in aggregate.  

The Recruiting/Advising Specialists (R/As) were responsible for providing 

individualized case management to nontraditional students while they were studying to 

take their GED assessment, while they were transitioning to college, and while they were 

enrolled in college.  The R/As introduced the notion of going to college upon first contact 

with the students, which was usually during GED registration and orientation.  

We try to introduce it as early as possible, so we’ve started introducing the idea of 
college at the GED orientation.  So the minute students come in to attend GED 
classes they’re at the orientation. We go and visit the class and just give them a 
brief kind of pitch about college and say not only are you a GED student but you 
are also now officially a college student because you’re an ACC GED student. 
And we do tell them that we’re here to help . . . they have their own advisors as 
GED students, and that our job is to take them to the next step.  (R/A 2) 
 
The R/As are in agreement that money is the number one barrier to students going 

to college.  Once that barrier is realized, they show the student how money is available 

for their education.   

But the main thing is the money, that once they know they have money to go to 
school it really motivates them to keep on going. (R/A 1) 
 
We do ask students at the orientation what are some reasons why you might not 
want to go to college, because we’ll ask the whole room and it’s a room of maybe 
60 students how many people are interested in college, there’s always a couple 
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people that don’t raise their hand and those are really the students to target and 
say why not?  And the answers we primarily get are money. (R/A 2) 
 
When they find out if they get a Pell Grant, because the FAFSE now gives the 
result instantly, and says, “You qualify for $5,550.”  So we ring this little bell and 
make an announcement to the class, “Josh just qualified for a Pell Grant and can 
go to college,” and everybody cheers and claps so that moment is where I see a lot 
of students go like, “Hmm, maybe I will use that money and go to college.” (R/A 
3) 
 
When talking about their job responsibilities in relation to nontraditional students,  

the R/As felt they were the major influencers in students’ decision to attend college and 

persist to degree attainment.  

Realistically, I think a pretty good amount [of impact on transition and 
persistence].  I think we do have a good amount and just first by the nature of the 
fact that we’re even introducing the idea to them.  And then also that we let them 
know that we’re just GED advisors.  Our job is specifically for GED students.  
They do not have to wait in a long line to see us.  There are a lot of advantages to 
the GED student. (R/A 2) 
 
I think I have a good amount of influence.  I think that sometimes the decision to 
go to college has already been made but I think . . . I have a lot of influence on 
helping people stick to that decision, you know just like the whole bureaucracy of 
bouncing around to different college offices and just, you know, it’s so confusing 
and nobody’s giving you a big-picture overview.  . . . just helping them to kind of 
organize all that information and stay committed to that path of getting to college. 
I think I have the most influence there in the commitment to go to college. (R/A 
3) 
 

   The R/As also discussed other people who had a positive or negative effect on 

student transition and persistence. GED instructors were perceived as a positive 

influence:   

GED instructors yes, very, very important. (R/A 1) 
 
Probably more [influence] than we do.  And just by nature of I believe that a 
teacher is the number one contact.  You know, the teacher sees the student more 
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than anybody else does. So I think that instructor, also, by the way they run their 
classroom, it kind of sets a standard for the college classroom.  (R/A 2) 
 
A lot [of impact on transition and persistence].  . . . but I really do feel the 
instructor has a major impact.  I think that there are some teachers that just have 
that attitude about all of their students, and they’re not necessarily recognizing 
particular merit in one student over another, they’re just saying to all of their 
students, “There’s no reason why all of you can’t be in college.”  And so I think 
that kind of blanket confidence has a really big impact on their [the student’s] 
decision to come to college. (R/A 3) 
 
The R/As talked at length about the influence family can have on transition and 

persistence.  They perceive the family as having a positive or negative effect on academic 

success. 

The family plays a big role.  It’s very, very important.  One of the things that I tell 
students is that once they’re going through the GED classes you kind of train your 
family, your spouse, your significant other, and your children to know that 
Mommy’s going to school.  (R/A 1) 
 
We have several cases where the husband sees the spouse getting an education 
and they start making their lives miserable so they can quit. (R/A 1) 
 
We do have students who are not supported at all by their family.  First  
generation [students] and the parents are not really comfortable with it [college] 
and so they kind of shy away from it not understanding the financial part, that 
there’s financial aid, or probably I imagine just feeling a little bit inadequate not 
having any information to help the student.  (R/A 2) 
 
And the third thing that I would say is single parents who have a child who is in 
grade school I think anywhere from age seven or eight where they’re kind of 
becoming more of an independent learner and they’re starting to ask for help on 
their homework then a lot of single moms will say, “I’ll need to go to school so I 
can help my kid.” (R/A 3) 
 
Yeah, I think family members are very important. . . . and I think that parents in 
particular . . . can have a destructive impact.  Well, I think it’s mostly with the 
Hispanic community of parents saying, “You don’t need college.  College isn’t 
for you.  We can’t afford college.”  (R/A 3) 
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 R/As spoke of the importance for GED graduates to stay in touch with each other 

after they transition to college.  They perceive these ongoing relationships among the 

students as a means of encouraging persistence and also as a tool for encouraging current 

GED students to consider going to college. 

. . . [Relay of information] from student to student is more of an impact than staff 
to student. I think we can tell students that they can succeed, they will succeed, 
but we’re still an employee of ACC.   . . . they may have waited in that orientation 
line at 6:00 AM together, and they’re in the same pool.  They both didn’t 
complete high school and have been through that GED testing process in the same 
boat.  When one student sees the other student succeed, it all of a sudden becomes 
very plausible that they could also do it.  They may have made similar GED 
scores or had the same instructor, so if one person did it then it’s not as far out 
there to go into college. (R/A 2) 
 
I find that when they come in together they go to college together, and so that’s a 
pre-existing connection that they usually formed before they were in the GED 
class.  In terms of people who they’ve just met in GED class, it has a lot to do 
with the way that the teacher encourages graduates to come back or not.  I think 
that when students come back after they get their GED certificate and show the 
rest of their class and tell the class ”I’m signing up for college”, I think that does 
have an impact. (R/A 3) 
 
Faculty impact on transition and persistence was seen as minimal. One R/A 

mentioned she would encourage the students to develop a relationship with the faculty so 

they could be seen as more than one of many students, but students were reluctant to do 

so.   

. . . when you’re in college it’s different, because you’re just a number.  The 
instructor doesn’t know that you’re a GED student.  The instructor doesn’t know 
if you’re a high school student.  You’re just a student that is going to class, so one 
of the things that we encourage students is that just like they build a relationship 
with their GED instructors, they need to build a relationship with their college 
instructors. (R/A 1) 
 
The transition to college instructors [faculty] seems to have a larger impact.  But 
for that GED student who kind of sits towards the back of the classroom and is 
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just one of 25 students . . ., I don’t think the persistence is impacted as much by 
that professor. (R/A 2) 
 
I’ve seen it more negative. And that’s not necessarily the instructor’s fault; it may 
be that the student just doesn’t know what’s expected in the professor/student 
relationship or that they can talk to them.  And they think, “Oh, my professor is 
mean”, but really the professor’s just being a normal professor and they need to 
go talk to them during their office hours.  (R/A 3) 
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Chapter 5:  Analysis of Research Findings 

Introduction 

Transition of GED students to college has become a growing concern of 

education policy makers over the past 10 years. Few studies, however, focus specifically 

on this group of students (Gittleman, 2005; Tokpah & Padak, 2003; Zaft, Kallenbach, & 

Spohn, 2006). Most current studies addressing this population are quantitative in nature.  

There is limited qualitative research which addresses the experiences of these students as 

they enter into and begin their postsecondary education. 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to identify the factors which influence 

GED graduates’ decision to transition to college and their efforts to persist to degree 

attainment.  By exploring the experiences of adults with a GED who have enrolled in 

college, this study gives voice to the students and the challenges they faced in seeking a 

college degree. 

Through a qualitative grounded theory approach, this research project focuses on 

participants’ stories to capture the experiences of nontraditional students with a GED 

certificate who transition to and persist in community college. Individual interviews were 

conducted with students who were enrolled at Austin Community College in Austin, 

Texas.  The study cohort consisted of nontraditional students who progressed to 

developmental or college-level courses at the community college.  The following 

research questions were used to guide this study:  

1. What factors contribute to the decision of adults with a GED to enroll in 

community college? 
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2. What factors do adults with a GED report influence their persistence in 

community college? 

Based on the interview data collected in this study, it became apparent to the 

researcher that there is an overlap among the participants’ responses regarding the factors 

which contribute answers to each of the research questions. The factors which influenced 

a student’s decision to enroll in college were similar to the factors that contributed to 

their college persistence.  As a result of this reality, the results of the study are organized 

into two major components: the first based on factors which can be classified as existing 

outside the community college, and the second based on factors which the students 

experienced in their interactions within the community college environment.   

Factors outside the Community College 

The Importance of Education  

For the participants in this research, the decision to obtain a GED and enroll in 

college was based on the realization that additional education was a critical factor in 

being economically successful.  When students realized that they needed more education 

in order to change the quality of their life, they struggled to determine how that could be 

accomplished.  Participants had a limited concept of education and the notion of attaining 

a college degree seemed far beyond their reach.  

 Wilma explained that although she had a good job, she knew she would not 

advance without a degree: 

     I guess because of the mailing [business] that I worked for is a lot of physical 
labor, after so many years of constantly working hard and making okay money 
but not being happy with what I was doing, I realized that I needed to do 
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something about it. Even though I was able to prove it, I didn’t have a document 
saying that I was good at this, and that’s what an associate’s degree or bachelor’s 
degree states (Wilma). 
 
Hal initially only wanted to go to school in order to learn writing and math so he 

could help his children with their homework. Then a Recruiter/Advisor persuaded him to 

consider going to college:  

“Until I met [Recruiter/Advisor] I didn't even have aspirations of going into 
college.  I sort of thought well, maybe I’ll get some answers in math and writing 
so that I can maybe help the kids” (Hal). 
 
Although the reasons for going to college varied, participants responded that that 

they made a conscious decision to pursue their GED and then go to college.  Participants 

also noted that they were not recent high school graduates coming straight to college after 

graduation; instead they had family, work, and personal issues that took priority over 

college (Anastasia, Ardella, Hal). 

Family 

The family was a source of both negative and positive influences on the study 

participants’ success in college.  Several students interviewed stated that issues related to 

their family were the priority reasons they initially dropped out of secondary school.  

Several left school at their parents urging because the family could not financially 

support the cost of education.  Two participants were discouraged by their parents to 

finish school because they were women and their role was to get married and care for 

children.  One participant dropped out of high school to support herself after her mother 

left the family home.  Upon marriage she was repeatedly told by her husband that she 

was not smart enough for school.   
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… my mom instead of like they encourage you to do it they say like no” (Alma) 

…it was my grandpa… they think that why do you study?  You’re going to get 

married and have kids and forget everything (Alma).   

“…he thinks [ex-husband] I should drop out of school and get a full time job” 

(Ardella).  

All of the students interviewed seemed to receive messages from their parents or 

other family members that they were not capable of going to college.  The students 

adopted this notion to the point of believing that they were not college material.  Many 

attributed the negative messages by family members to the realization that their parents 

did not complete high school.  “…they say that it’s too much work because they don’t 

have education so they can’t see it [the benefits of going to college]” (Alma). 

The reality of this negative parental or spousal influence is in line with the 

literature which illustrates that individuals whose parents expect them to attend college 

have a lower probability of dropping out of high school while those with no parental 

expectations of attending college have higher dropout rates (Coleman, 1988).  Because 

the parents of the participants in this study lacked a college education, they were not 

exposed to a college going culture in their family, and there was no expectation for the 

children to attend college.  Despite these negative messages from family members, 

students appeared to hold little resentment toward their parents, but instead found ways to 

use those negative messages as a catalyst to go to college. 

 Overcoming negative family influences.  Thinking about their parents and their 

personal experiences as children, the participants realized they wanted a better life for 
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themselves and their children.  This realization lead to the conclusions that they wanted 

more from life than what their parents were able to provide; that they needed to earn at 

least a living wage; and that they did not want their children to worry unduly about 

money or their ability to go to college.  These important reasons motivated them to 

pursue a GED and then seek a college degree.   

Students with children who were living in public housing and dependent on public 

assistance were particularly concerned about their domestic situation.  They realized that 

a college education could allow them to become more independent.  With this 

independence they could better provide for their family members and end the cycle of 

poverty they had been a part of since childhood. 

Do I want to do better than my mom who struggled to make ends meet for us to 
take care of us?  So my reasoning to go back so that my kids at least look at me 
and say you finished so I need to finish as well. I really am going to be on welfare 
all my life because I don’t have anything to show that I have some kind of 
schooling background.      (Nikki)  

 

 Family acceptance and support.  The study participants took noticeable pleasure 

in being validated by their parents, children, and partners while in college.  Many 

expressed the frustration of juggling family and school, but at the same time the 

enjoyment of making school a family goal.  Families moved from avoiding homework 

and failing in school to sitting at the table together to complete homework and going on 

weekend outings to historical sites to reinforce learning.  As the change in social status 

increased through a new job or a promotion, so did the display of pride from family 
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members.  Students repeatedly expressed their dependence on family affirmations and a 

shared family responsibility in meeting obligations in order to persist in college. 

We have a target because before . . .[we had to ] work hard,  like do whatever you 
have to do to survive.        (Angeles) 
  
My parents are shocked and impressed that I’m doing it, because they didn't ever 
give me the tools and they feel bad about that, but they were trying to create a 
way of life that didn't necessarily need school.  And that I persevered through the 
GED program and the self-tutoring and I’m now going to college is quite 
impressive to them and they’re shocked.       (Hal) 
 

 The notion of training the family on the priorities of school and the sharing of 

household responsibilities were articulated by the students and reinforced by reports from 

the R/As.  “One of the things that I tell students is that once they’re going through the 

GED classes you kind of train your family, your spouse, your significant other, your 

children to know that Mommy’s going to school” (R/A 2).  As the family members began 

to acknowledge the devotedness of the student to attain a college degree, they became 

more willing to support the student through being willing to take on household chores, 

providing assistance with babysitting, and allowing the parent time to study.  Students 

realized the change in family relationships as members became more open to providing 

support.  In several situations conflicts within the family due to negative influences were 

repaired, and a sense of pride by family members was displayed toward the student. 

 The family paradox.  The family dynamic creates a paradox for student 

transition to and persistence in higher education.  Students initially distanced themselves 

from the negative family influences in order to make a positive change in their lives.  The 

transitions were accomplished through such life changing events as divorce, relocation to 
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the United States from another country, moving out of the family home, or informing the 

family members that they will need to be more independent while the parent is in school.  

When the break or change was made, the student found the will and the resources to 

enroll in a GED class and then transition to college.  With the change, however, the 

student became more dependent on the family for moral support, help with child care, 

and assistance in juggling the responsibilities of everyday life. “So I think going back to 

school really repaired my family relationship. I think because I was such a piece of 

nothing before that…they’re really, really proud of me at this point” (Anastasia).  

In each case, the students spoke of the importance of their family both as negative 

and positive influences.  Where the parents or spouse were a deterrent, the children or 

siblings became the motivators.  And when the children became a challenge, the thought 

of giving them a better life served as the impetus to persist.  The sense of self-confidence 

and self-esteem that grew during their academic experience was attributed in various 

ways to the positive impact of family members. “My mom does too [provide support] in 

her own odd way” (Wilma).  “As far as my family or personal life, I would say that 

attending college has enriched a lot of that.  It’s enriched my relationship to my children” 

(Hal). 

Self Motivation   

Although providing a better life for their families was a strong motivational factor 

for students in this study, another major factor was a feeling from deep inside the 

individual.  The feeling was about oneself (me) and can be described best as the intrinsic 

reward of inner satisfaction. 
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I feel very good because the more knowledge that you have it’s like wow.  It feels 
different.  I always wanted to study but I couldn’t so it’s like yeah. (Angeles) 
 
It [school] hasn’t done anything negative to me.  It’s only made me a better 
person.  It’s no longer can I say that I can’t do it; there are no more excuses.  It’s 
laid out that I can do something.  I don’t know what that is. (Anastasia) 
 
I am definitely far more confident now than I probably ever have been.  And I 
think I carry myself with that strength (Ardella). 
 
I would say that for me as a person it has left me feeling more confident and 
richer as far as a sense of education.  I feel that I am continuing to grown as a 
human being. My education is part of that (Hal). 
 
I very much feel better about myself.  People can tell I am educated when I talk 
(Sam). 
 
The R/As noticed the sense of self-pride in the students who transitioned to and 

persisted in college. 

     … It’s a lot of self-esteem, also.  Self-esteem and knowing that if they have a 
little bit of education it makes them feel better and everything works a lot better in 
their personal life. (R/A1). 
 
All the participants were in jobs or family situations in which a college education 

would help them improve their financial and social circumstances. However, each 

individual was also motivated by an internalized feeling or force which propelled them to 

continue their quest for improvement through educational achievement.   

Factors within the Community College 
 

Students in this study benefited in various ways from a college-wide support 

system involving the R/As, GED instructors, and college faculty.  These findings are 

reinforced by the literature which states that student support from within the college can 
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offer validation to nontraditional students in order to ease self-doubt about their ability to 

be a college student (Terenzini, Rendon, & et al, 1994). 

Recruiting/Advising Specialist 

 The encouragement, guidance, and security needed by the student participants 

were predominantly offered by the R/As who were responsible for giving personalized 

support to adult students with a GED.  This support started while students were in GED 

preparation courses and continued during the first year of community college.  

 Students responded well to having a single point of contact to assist them in 

transitioning to and persisting in college.  The R/As were the initial contact for the 

students and were instrumental in convincing the student of the need to enroll in college.  

Some students recalled being told authoritatively by their R/A that they should go to 

college.  Although initially perceived as somewhat intrusive, the students appreciated 

having a source of direct guidance.  Students felt they needed this type of direct advice in 

order to feel connected to someone who could help them identify solutions to barriers.  

Financial dilemmas were often solved by R/As through assistance with completing 

financial aid forms and scholarship applications.  Personal issues such as childcare, 

transportation, and housing were addressed through referrals to community support 

systems.  Academic issues were countered through referral to tutors and the learning 

center.   

She left an open door for me to email, call, come by, pretty much any time I 
needed, whether it was directly related to signing up for classes, or professors, or 
a specific question about one of the courses I was in.  If she didn't know the 
answer, she helped me find the right person to ask (Anastasia). 
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Angeles explained how R/As motivated her to go to college so she could earn a 

higher income:  

So [R/As] all the time she was telling us you can do it.  Why you work like so 
hard and get $8.00 per hour if you can get $16.00, $20.00, and she worked with us 
all the time about that.  So I changed my mentality (Angeles). 
 
Hal initially only wanted to go to school in order to learn writing and math so he 

could help his children with their homework.  Then an R/A persuaded him to consider 

going to college:   

Until I met [R/A] I didn't even have aspirations of going into college.  I sort of 
thought well, maybe I’ll get some answers in math and writing so that I can 
maybe help the kids (Hal). 
 

GED Instructors 

Upon their enrollment in the GED preparation class, students began to develop a 

relationship with their GED instructor.  Although these students felt in hindsight the GED 

classes lacked the academic rigor for college preparation, they did find the instructors to 

be a positive factor in their motivation to attend college.  Several of the participants also 

indicated they continued to have contact with their GED instructor after they transitioned 

to college courses.  

 …she [GED instructor] tell me that, and she tell me I know a lot of intelligent 
people but they don't get a degree because they don't persistent.  And she told me 
all the time, if you are persistent you're going to get a GED, and then you can go 
to college and get a degree. (Angeles) 
 
My GED teacher helped me in the sense that she was supportive emotionally, and 
she was really my only cheerleader in a sense.  …I’ve associated with my GED 
instructor [since transitioning to college] and she tells me, “That’s good.”  She’s 
positive always positive…(Wilma) 
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    The R/As acknowledged the value of the GED instructors in motivating students 

to enroll in college.  One R/A noted that GED instructors who accompany their students 

to college transition events such as College Connection and College for a Day had the 

highest percentage of students who go on to college.   

[The GED instructor has an impact] probably more than we do.  And just by 
nature I believe that a teacher is the number one contact.  You know, the teacher 
sees the student more than anybody else does.  They develop a certain relationship 
there, and we have kind of polled the instructors that are very strong supporters of 
College Connection and not just College Connection but to transition and know a 
little bit more about the fact that we’re here to help. (Recruiter/Advisor 2) 
 
I think that the GED instructors continue to have an impact even after the GED 
class, especially for those that were in the GED class for a while.  They completed 
the GED, showed them they could do it, and they still are reaching back to those 
instructors wanting to show them that they are persisting, which is really cool.  
Actually, I always think that’s a sign of a very good instructor when you see that. 
(R/A 2) 
 
I really do feel the instructor has a major impact.  I think there are some teachers 
that just have that attitude about all of their students, and they’re not necessarily 
recognizing particular merit in one student over another, they’re just saying to all 
of their students, there’s no reason why all of you can’t be in college. (R/A 3) 
 
Through these relationships students were given encouragement to attend college.  

Instructors who emphasized the need for academic rigor for his or her students usually 

had the highest percentage of GED graduates who pursued a higher education degree. 

College Faculty 

When students passed the GED assessment and transitioned to college, they 

connected with the faculty at the college.  Contrary to previous studies which reported 

that nontraditional students struggle to connect with college faculty (Bean & Metzner 
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1985; Jeffreys, 2007), students in this research indicated they felt comfortable seeking 

assistance from faculty outside the classroom.   

Most of them are very good.  They help me a lot.  I like to get involved with 
professors after school to help me with homework and all that.  Most of them are 
very good.  (Alma) 
 
My college instructors I would say all… All of my math instructors are definitely 
positive influences and have kept me going.  Developing a rapport with the 
instructors was big for me, both in college and during the GED program, being 
able to talk to them and learn from them and feel like there was room to actually 
ask questions instead of just be told what’s what.  (Hal) 

 
The role of the faculty in nontraditional student success was more prevalent than 

articulated by the R/As.  Although R/As acknowledged that the students needed to 

develop relationships with their faculty, they perceived that the students were sometimes 

uncomfortable developing those relationships. 

Analysis of Research from Students’ Perspectives 

A study conducted by Bean & Metzner (1985) indicated that nontraditional 

students have an “environmental press” that is different from traditional students.  This 

press includes fewer interactions in the college environment with peers or faculty 

members and less involvement with extracurricular activities or campus services (p. 489).  

However, students interviewed for this research relied on a network of support 

throughout the college.  This network was initiated by the R/As who made contact with 

the students during GED orientation and stayed in contact when the student started taking 

college courses.  Support during GED preparation was established in the GED classroom 

and continued for most students throughout their transition to college.  When the students 

started taking college courses, they reported considerable success in developing 
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relationships with faculty in order to secure an additional source of academic support.  

Eventually the students developed a network of student and academic support that gave 

them a sense of belonging at the college. 

Social Capital 

Through this established network of support, students received a form of social 

capital which gave added value to their educational experience.  Social capital is defined 

as “the aggregate of actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a 

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 

and recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248).  Social capital can be characterized by two 

attributes:  (1) relationships that give members access to resources, and (2) the quality of 

the resources provided through the relationships (Porte, 1998).   

With regard to the first attribute of access to resources, participants in the study 

benefited from their relationships with three sets of community college employees; R/As, 

GED instructors, and college faculty.  The R/As provided students with access to 

individualized support to help them navigate the college enrollment and registration 

system.  Benefits provided by the GED instructors included individualized instruction to 

assist students to prepare for the GED assessment, as well as, personal encouragement 

from them to transition to college.  The college faculty provided valuable assistance by 

going beyond their classroom teaching to work with students to clarify 

misunderstandings and to help students identify sources of additional academic support.  

The second attribute for characterizing social capital is based on the quality of the 

resources provided through beneficial relationships.  A significant example of this form 
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of social capital was the advice and personalized support from R/As.  The quality of these 

services gave GED graduates an added advantage not afforded to traditional students.  

Nontraditional GED students had the security of being advised by the same R/A 

throughout their academic career in contrast to traditional students who often had to wait 

in long lines to see a randomly assigned advisor. Student participants recognized this 

added advantage and indicated it contributed to their success in being able to navigate the 

college system.   

Although students noticed retrospectively that they perceived a lack of quality in 

the instructional resources within the GED program, they expressed appreciation for the 

support, attention, and encouragement they received from the GED instructors both 

during the preparation course as well as after they passed the GED assessment.  As they 

enrolled in college courses, the students also recognized the value of their ability to seek 

one-on-one assistance from college faculty as well as the value of assistance they 

received in the tutoring centers.  All of these factors enhanced and contributed to the 

students’ social capital. 

Social Capital of the Family 

Family relations and interactions also played a role in the development of social 

capital. According to a study by Strayhorn (2010), students who have discussions with 

their parents about college tended to be more successful in college.  Somewhat similar to 

individuals in the Strayhorn study, students in this research found that as they progressed 

with their education they were more willing and enthusiastic to talk with both their 

parents and the rest of their family about their academic experiences.  As a result, the 
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social capital of the family was enhanced as academics became a focus and priority for 

the entire family.  It is noteworthy that participants with children found ways to 

incorporate the children’s lives into their college life.  The result of this reality was the 

sense that the family was developing a college going culture in their home life. 

Analysis of Research from Community College Perspective 

Positive Impact of Community College Staff 

The GED graduates in this research study are part of a unique educational system 

in which the county adult education program is housed at the community college.  Most 

adult education programs in other regions are part of school districts or are provided by 

local nonprofit organizations. This unique feature of the research site affords the students 

in this study opportunities that are not typically available to GED students.  Such 

opportunities include the ability for students to:  (1) attend GED classes on a college 

campus and in the process to become familiar with the college environment, (2) access 

various college services and facilities not available to GED students in other 

organizations, and (3) receive recruiting and advising services from dedicated specialists 

who know the specifics of the process for applying, enrolling, and registering at the 

college.  

Critique of Recruiting/Advising Specialist Support  

One of the strengths of the advising support system at the college site of this 

research is the work of the Recruiting/Advising Specialists (RAs).  As noted previously, 

these staff members perform important roles in assisting GED students to succeed in their 
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academic pursuits and enhance their social capital.  However, there is some evidence of a 

tendency for students to become overly dependent on the R/A for assistance: 

She [R/A] helped out a lot in the way that her – the way she associates with you.  
She’s a very caring person and very helpful.  She did it all for me.  I didn’t – she 
did the sign up and telling me what I needed to do for the FASFA, and so yeah.  
She helped out a lot.  (Wilma) 
 
So registering I go to [Recruiting/Advising Specialist] every time.  So they’ve 
done a bunch.  They’ve been like my parents almost.  They’ve been my 
supportive aspect of what I'm doing and I know that I'm not going to hit anything 
that I can’t handle because if I ever do I can go to these people and these people 
will help me.  (Anastasia) 
 
The issue noted here is one of finding a balance between providing an intensive 

degree of support to students versus assisting the students in taking responsibility for 

their obligations.  The goal is to encourage nontraditional students to gain confidence and 

take ownership of their academic decision making. 

Summary 

 Adults with a GED displayed a sense of pride in being able to overcome their 

past that prevented them from attending or completing secondary school, being able to 

complete GED preparation classes, pass the GED assessment, and transition to college.   

At some point in their lives each participant went through a discernment process which 

resulted in their realization that in order to change their quality of life they would need to 

seek further education.   The ability to follow through on their goals to transition to 

college and persist to degree attainment was promoted by support systems from within 

the college and from positive influences outside the college.  
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Family was a theme throughout the study with students identifying the negative 

and positive influences family had on college success.  Negative family support was a 

deterrent to attending college and also gave some of the participants the sense that they 

were not college material.  Another negative family variable was precipitated by the need 

for the student to work while going to school in order to support the family.  R/A 

perceptions on family were in agreement with the students in that negative family support 

had an impact on the students’ ability to transition to and persist in college.  The notion of 

training the family on the priorities of school and the sharing of household 

responsibilities was articulated by the students and the R/As.   Family was also a theme 

when discussing motivators to college persistence.  Affirmations of pride and emotional 

support from family members were an important factor in student success. 

The most prevalent system of support was the R/As.  These college staff members 

affirmed the reality of going to college to those who desired to seek an education but did 

not have the resources.  Students affirmed their need for an appreciation of the purposeful 

and instructive support provided by the R/A.  Several students articulated that without the 

R/A they would not be in college. 

Although students felt the GED instruction did not prepare them academically for 

the rigors of college, most affirmed the positive role GED instructors had in encouraging 

them to transition to college.  Some students indicated they continued to have a 

relationship with their GED instructors after passing the GED exam and enrolling in 

college.  R/As indicated that the GED instructors were a positive factor to student success 

after GED attainment.  Teachers who accompanied their students to events such as 
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College Connection and College for a Day seemed to have the highest percentage of 

students who transitioned to college.   

Students and R/As had a difference of opinion over the influence of college 

faculty on persistence.  Students indicated they did not hesitate to approach their 

professors for clarification, advice, and encouragement.  They found the helpfulness of 

the faculty to be a positive factor in their college success, while the Recruiter/Advisors’ 

perception was that faculty had little to no affect on student persistence.   
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Chapter 6: Summary, Conclusions, and Implications 

Introduction 

This chapter reviews the purpose of the study, research questions used to guide 

the study, and the methodological approach used to conduct the study.  Findings are 

presented in relation to the research questions. It concludes with implications for practice 

and recommendations for further study. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to identify how the experiences of GED 

graduates impact their decision to transition to college and their efforts to persist to 

degree attainment.  By exploring the experiences of adults with a GED who have 

transitioned to college, this study gave voice to the students and the challenges they faced 

in seeking a college degree. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were developed to guide this exploration of the 

experiences of adults with a GED who have transitioned to community college: 

1. What factors contribute to the decision of adults with a GED to enroll in 

community college? 

2. What factors do adults with a GED report influence their persistence in 

community college? 

Methodology 

Through a qualitative grounded theory approach, the research project focused on 

participants’ narratives to capture the experiences of nontraditional students with a GED 
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certificate who transitioned to and persisted in community college.  Individual interviews 

were conducted using students who were enrolled at Austin Community College in 

Austin, Texas.  The study cohort consisted of nontraditional students who progressed to 

developmental or college-level courses at the community college within a year of passing 

the GED assessment.  Participants for the study included those who met the following 

criteria: 

• Considered nontraditional students at the time of college attendance 

• 25 years of age or older 

• First-generation college students 

• Studied for their GED through a program at the college 

• Passed the GED assessment and were awarded high school equivalency 

completion 

• Enrolled as degree-seeking students at the college 

• Enrolled from year to year (i.e., fall to fall) at the college 

 Collection of data included (a) initial consultations with the community college 

Recruiting/Advising Specialists to better understand the nontraditional student population 

at the college; (b) structured interviews with the Recruiting/Advising Specialist to get 

their perceptions of the experiences of GED graduates, (c) review of academic and 

demographic data to validate the criteria for the student to participate in the study and to 

create a student profile, and (d) structured individual interviews with identified students 

to hear their specific stories pertaining to transitioning and persisting in community 
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college.  Three Recruiting/Advising Specialist (R/A) and eight students were interviewed 

for the study. 

Summary of Findings 

Factors that Contribute to Transition 

 Identified factors that contribute to the decision of adults with a GED to enroll in 

community college were (a) the importance of education, (b) negative and positive family 

influences, (c) relationships with the Recruiting/Advising Specialist (RA), and (d) 

relationships with GED instructors. 

 The importance of education.  For participants in this study a realization that 

they wanted to change their financial and employment situation in order to have a better 

quality of life became the impetus to enroll in college.  Several individuals entered the 

GED program without the intention of going to college. However after being on a college 

campus for GED preparation classes and attending GED to College Connection events, 

the participants found themselves wanting to transition to college.  This realization of the 

importance of education by students aligns with research by Gofen in which it was noted 

that “students embody the realization of the social concept of equal opportunity, which is 

manifested through one’s chances to acquire education at any level independent of one’s 

background” (Gofen, 2009, p. 104).  This embodiment of social rewards of education was 

prevalent with the study participants. 

 Family influences.  The family played a role of being both negative and positive 

factors in transitioning to college.  Some family members were initially deterrents to 

student’s efforts to transition to college. This reality came in the form of negative 
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messages about the individual not needing a college education or not being college 

“material”.  Also, family obligations and household responsibilities tended to hinder the 

student’s ability to make school a priority. 

Paradoxically, family members were sometimes a positive influence to college 

transition because the student initially made the decision to go in order to provide a better 

life for his or her family.  Several participants who were from economically 

disadvantaged families were motivated by the desire to prevent their children continuing 

to be part of the cycle of poverty.  They perceived education to be the source of financial 

security for their family.  Some students indicated they were motivated to pursue a degree 

in order to counter the negative family messages that they were not good enough for 

college. 

Recruiting/Advising Specialist.  Students depended on a strong support system 

provided by Recruiting/Advising Specialist (RA) who helped them clarify their goals of 

obtaining a college degree.  Additionally, the RAs guided the students through the 

process of applying for college, registering for college, and securing financial aid.  The 

initial personal investment provided by the R/As continued over time and became a 

readily available system of support for students as they began taking their college 

courses.  Cross (1992) determined that there are three clusters of barriers students 

encounter: (1) situational barriers; (2) institutional barriers; and (3) dispositional barriers.  

The R/As assisted students in their ability to navigate the institutional barriers in order to 

transition to college.   
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GED instructors.  GED instructors were another source of motivation and 

information for students seeking an education at the community college. The GED 

instructors were perceived to have a significant impact on the students and their decision 

to enroll in college.  Students reported that GED instructors encouraged them to attend 

specified events like GED to College Connection and the College for a Day events. 

These events motivated the students to consider enrolling in college courses.  The 

Recruiter/Advisors and the GED instructors worked together to provide a strong support 

system for the students.  The GED instructors offered validation throughout the students’ 

pursuit of a GED, transition to college, and during college. The usefulness of validation 

for nontraditional students was affirmed by Terenzini, Rendon, & et al (1994) when they 

noted that validation is empowering, confirming, and supportive. 

Factors that Contribute to Persistence 

The factors that contributed to persistence in community college included those 

noted in the previous section: (a) the family, (b) GED instructors, and (c) the 

Recruiting/Advising Specialist.  To this group were added (d) college faculty and (e) 

social capital.  

Family.  As with the factors that contributed to transition, family members 

influenced the persistence of GED graduates in college.  The behavior of the family was a 

positive factor and played a critical role in providing support to the student.  As the 

student progressed through college and was rewarded in both intrinsic and extrinsic ways, 

the family increasingly became a stronger mechanism of support.  Intrinsic growth 

included a sense of pride in oneself which transferred to the family through an increase in 
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positive relationships. Extrinsic growth such as a promotion in employment led to 

increased resources for the family. As the family members began to realize the benefits of 

additional education, they developed a sense of pride in the student. Also, some family 

members were more willing to accept an equitable distribution of work around the home 

in order for the student to fulfill his or her academic obligations.  Positive affirmations by 

the family members were a powerful, and for some participants, critical motivator to 

success in college.   

All of the students expressed frustration in juggling family and school, but at the 

same time noted the enjoyment of making education a family goal.  Families moved from 

avoiding homework and failing in school to sitting at the table together to complete 

homework and going on weekend outings to historical sites to reinforce learning.  As 

mentioned previously, the importance of family support was validated by Gofen (2009) 

who studied the connection between family and college success. Gofen found that the 

family is a key resource for nontraditional students to overcome the challenges 

encountered while attending college.   

GED instructors.  Interestingly, GED instructors took on a second role with the 

students by also being a factor in college persistence.  After developing a relationship 

with their instructor during the GED preparation course, students felt a sense of comfort 

in returning to the instructor for advice and motivation. Study participants displayed a 

strong desire and/or need to stay connected with their initial sources of support. This 

continued contact with the GED instructors gave the students a sense of comfort and 

security in a relationship which had developed during the GED preparation course. 
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Recruiting/Advising Specialist.  Students in this study depended on a strong 

connection to instructional and student support personnel in order to feel a sense of 

security while in college.  This security was predominantly provided by the R/A 

Specialists who were responsible for giving personalized support to adult students with a 

GED.  This support started when students were in GED preparation courses and 

continued into the first year of community college. Most of the participants stayed 

connected to the Recruiter/Advisors beyond their first year of college.   

 College faculty.  Participants in the study indicated they were comfortable 

developing relationships with college faculty in order to enhance their educational 

experience.  This finding is contrary to research by Bean & Metzner (1987) which 

indicated nontraditional students do not typically develop relationships with college 

faculty.  Paradoxically, the R/As perceived that students were not comfortable with 

seeking assistance from college faculty. This difference in R/A perception and student 

reality indicates that nontraditional students have a greater sense of confidence in their 

ability to communicate with college personnel beyond the R/As and GED instructors. 

Social Capital.  Through their established network of support, students received a 

form of social capital which provided added value to their educational experience.  Social 

capital can be characterized by two attributes:  (1) relationships that give members access 

to resources, and (2) the quality of the resources provided through the relationships 

(Porte, 1998).  Participants in the study benefited from their relationships with three sets 

of community college employees:  R/As, GED instructors, and college faculty.  The 
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quality of these services gave GED graduates an added advantage often not afforded to 

traditional students. 

Contributors to Transition and Persistence 

 As noted in the literature review, transition or bridge programs, in addition to 

strong student services support can offer validation to nontraditional students and help 

them reduce self-doubt (Terenzini, Rendon & et al, 1994).  The connection for students in 

this study was the establishment of a network of support within the college.  Through the 

development of an integrated network of support, students persisted in college resulting 

in an increase in social and family capital (see Illustration 1).   

 The integrated network of support model depicted in Illustration 1 indicates a 

linear process which contributes to the student’s social capital.  Students enrolled in 

college with the help of relationships developed with the R/As who served as a source of 

support for both transition and persistence.  Students also developed relationships with 

their GED instructor who fulfilled dual roles of providing educational preparation and 

guidance on transitioning to college.  Additionally, the GED instructor continued to be a 

source of moral support after the student enrolled in college.  When the students started 

their collegiate coursework, faculty joined their network of support by providing in-

classroom and out-of-classroom support, advice, and assistance.  All of these factors 

contributed to and enhanced the student’s social capital and had a positive impact on 

transition and persistence. 



 
108 

 

Illustration 1:  Integrated network of support enhances social capital 

Implications for Practice 

Based on the results of this study, there are several implications for consideration 

by community college administrators which merit notation and emphasis. 

Critical Importance of Community Colleges 

The vast majority of GED graduates who decide to pursue post-secondary 

education choose to attend community colleges.  Community college leaders should 

recognize this reality and embrace the responsibilities of serving this category of 

students.  It is recommended that community colleges make an explicit commitment to 

the GED student population as part of the institution’s mission.   

Provision of Advice and Guidance 

As detailed in this study, GED students need specialized and particular support 

from advisors and counselors to help them overcome the barriers they face in making the 
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decision to enroll and persist in college. The services needed include, but are not limited, 

to assistance in applying for college, obtaining financial aid, and enrolling in classes. 

Community college leaders should assure that the college is providing such services and 

programs to GED students.   

Role of Engaged Instructors and Faculty  

 Community college based GED instructors and community college faculty have a 

significant impact on the ability of GED students to be successful in their educational 

pursuits.  The importance of the instructors and faculty members was documented and 

acknowledged by the students interviewed in this study.   College leaders should be 

conscious of the special benefit GED students receive instructors/faculty and find ways to 

encourage and recognize this category of employees.       

Transition from Dependence to Independence 

           Although the value of the personalized support provided by advisors to GED 

students is highlighted in this study, there is one caveat worth noting.  As some point a 

conscious effort should be made to begin to move from individualized support provided 

by a particular advisor to the support services provided to all college students.     

  Recommendations for Further Study 

 As described in this research study, there are large and growing members of 

individuals who drop out of high school and as a result face limited opportunity for 

economic stability.  Many of these individuals eventually realize the need to be better 

educated and decide to prepare for and take the GED.  To date the research on this 

population has been limited.   



 
110 

It is the recommendation of the researcher that further study of GED recipients is 

important and worthy of the effort.  Several ideas for additional research include: 

• A study focused on students who attended a GED preparation program 

provided by organizations other than community colleges. The results of such 

a study could lay the foundation for collaboration between nonprofit GED 

preparation programs and community colleges. 

• A study centered on students with a GED who considered higher education 

but did not choose to go to college. Through such research, education decision 

makers could gain insight into why nontraditional students do not attend 

college. 

• A study focused on the culture within the families of nontraditional students 

with a GED.  One of the questions to address is the degree to which the family 

of the GED student has a culture which is centered on the value of education 

and the expectation that children will go to college.  

The population of adults returning to academics to obtain a GED and transition to 

college will continue to grow as higher education degrees and certificates become 

increasingly necessary for employment.  This study gave voice to these individuals in 

order to help inform decision makers and suggest programs and processes that ensure 

students succeed academically and as a result have an improved quality of life.  
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Appendix A 
 

Interview Protocol – Recruiting/Advising Specialist 
 

1. Since you work directly with GED graduates who transition to college. Can you 
give me an overview of how you introduce the idea of going to college to them?  
How do you help them identify barriers and find solutions for those barriers? 

 
2. How much impact would you say you have on helping a GED student make the 

decision to attend college?  Would you say a large number are already committed 
to go to college when you meet them?  Or would you say very few even consider 
college as an option before working with a Recruiter/Advisor. Please elaborate. 
 

3. How much impact do you think you have on the students’ persistence in college? 
Please elaborate. 
 

4. How much impact do you think the following people have on GED graduates’ 
success in transitioning to and persisting in college?  Please elaborate on each. 

a.  Their GED Instructor 
b. Family Member 
c. Fellow GED students 
d. Recruiter/Advisor 
e. Instructors at ACC 
f. Anyone else they have mentioned 

 
5. Do you also work with traditional students?  If so, how are the experiences of 

nontraditional students different than those of traditional students? 
 

6. What have students displayed as their motivators to go to college?   What are their 
motivators to persist? 
 

7. Do you have any additional information to share? 
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Appendix B 

 
Interview Protocol- Students 

 
Before I start asking you specific questions, would you please tell your story? Your 
family background, family education, decision to drop out of high school, decision to 
pursue your GED, decision to go to college, current experiences in college, and anything 
else you would like to share. 
 
Category I – Academic 
 
1.  Why did you drop out of high school? 

 
2. How or why did you decide to attend college? 

 
3. How long had you been away from education when you returned? 

 
4. Did you have to take any developmental or refresher courses when you returned to 

school, and if you did, how many and how many semesters did this take you? 
 

5.  During your first semester of classes, what was the most difficult part of going to 
school? 

 
6. How did your experiences while preparing to take your GED test prepare you for 

college? 
 

7. How much impact have the Recruiter/Advisors had on your transition to college and 
persistence in college?  How much impact have your instructors had on your 
persistence in college? Please explain. 

 
Category II - Social 

 
8. Can you share with me your experiences and challenges such as with learning how to 

register, learning what each individual instructor wants, as well as learning how to 
juggle responsibilities beyond school such the kids, home, work, studying, and where 
to find a variety of resources? 

 
9. In what way has your college experience changed the way you think and behave and 

have these changes affected your relationship with your family or members of your 
community by changing the way you think about certain issues? 
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10. How has your college experience changed the way you feel about yourself? Please 
describe. 

 
11. How has this experience (attending college) affected your social life? 

 
12. Do you below to any clubs at college? If no, why not?  If yes, how has being in a club 

affected you as a student? 
 
Category III - Culture 

 
13. Family Structure:  When you were growing up, what was your parents’ outlook on 

education and attending college? How do you think their outlook has affected your 
attitudes towards going to college and getting an education? 
 

14. What was your extended family and communities’ outlook on education and 
attending college? 

 
15. Did that outlook affect your attitudes towards going to college and getting an 

education in high school? 
 

16. Has attending college changed the way your family and friends speak or relate to 
you? 

 
17. How have your social circles changed since beginning college? 

 
18. How has your attending college affected your children? 

 
Category V – Economic Aspect of Educational Attainment 

 
19. How did you finically prepare for college? 

 
20. What services at the college and outside of college did you use to assist you 

financially to attend college? 
 
Category VI - First-Generation Aspect of Educational Attainment 

 
21. You are the first in your family to attend college. How do you think your experience 

is different from someone whose mother and father attended college? 
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22. What are some of the benefits of being the first in your family to attend college? 
 

23. What are some of the challenges of being the first in your family to attend college? 
 

Category VII – Nontraditional Aspects of Educational Attainment 
 
24. Please explain what you think makes attending college more difficult when you are 

older than when you are of the traditional college age of between 18 and 22? 
 

25. Please describe the positive aspects of attending college when you are older than 
traditional college age. 

 
26. How do you think your experience is different than a younger student’s or how do 

you think the college experience differs for traditional versus nontraditional students? 
 

Conclusion 
 

27. What advice would you give to other new students who are similar to you in terms of 
age, having children and little prior experience in college? 
 

28. What would have made your college experience better? 
 

29. Do you think you will go back to school to receive a bachelors, masters or doctorate 
degree? 

 
30. Is there anything else you would like to add that I did not cover in this interview? 
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Appendix C 
 

Email Invitation to Par ticipate in Student Interviews 
 
To:   
From:  Mary E. Harris 
Subject:  Research Regarding Adults with a GED who have Transitioned to College 
 
Hello!  My name is Mary Harris. Hopefully (recruiter/Advisor name) informed you that I 
would be contacting you. Currently, I am a doctoral student in Educational 
Administration at the University of Texas at Austin. I am writing my dissertation entitled: 
Hearing Their Stories:  The Experiences of General Education Development (GED) 
Graduates in Transitioning to and Persisting in Community College. 
 
I am interested in this topic because the population of GED graduates who transition to 
college is increasing. However, once in college, these students struggle to persist to earn 
a college degree. The purpose of this study is to understand in greater depth, the 
experiences of adults with a GED (also known as nontraditional students) who have 
transitioned to college courses at Austin Community College.  In addition, this study 
seeks to understand what impacts the desire of nontraditional students to attend college 
and obtain a degree. This study will assist college and state education administrators by 
identifying factors beyond academic attributes that may contribute to nontraditional 
student persistence. It will also provide information to college administrators, counselors 
and student support personnel in addressing the social and cultural issues that affect 
nontraditional student persistence through college. From this information they may be 
able to make more informed decisions on how to support GED graduates who have 
transitioned to college. In order to conduct my study I need to interview several GED 
gradautes who have transitioned to college. And I would like very much if you would 
agree to be interviewed.  
 
In order to conduct my study I need to interview several GED graduates who have 
transitioned to college. And I would like very much if you would agree to participate in 
the study by letting me interview you.  If you agree to participate, I will meet with you at 
a date, time, and place that is agreeable to you in order to conduct the interview.  During 
the interview you will be asked questions about your past experiences as a GED student 
and your current experiences as a college student.  Your participation in this study is 
purely voluntary and you are not obligated to answer any questions that you do not feel 
comfortable answering. 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this research project, please 
contact (anonymously, if you wish) the University of Texas at Austin IRB Office at (512) 
471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional 
Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685. 
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Please contact me to indicate your willingness to participate.  Thank you for your 
consideration and I look forward to speaking to you in the near future. 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Mary E. Harris 
Doctoral Student  
College of Education, University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix D 
Student Information Form 

Contact Information 

Last Name  First  

Street Address  Apartment/Unit #  

City  State  ZIP  

Phone Home:  Cell: Other 

E-mail Address:  Best way to contact you:   cell phone,  
  home phone,  email   other 

What are the best days of the week to meet (you can choose more than one):  Sunday  Monday 
  Tuesday   Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday 

What is the best campus to meet (you can choose more than one):  Highland Business Center   
 Cypress Creek   Eastview   Northridge  Pinnacle  Rio Grande  Riverside  Round Rock 
 South Austin   

Education 

What year did you leave high school:     Freshman     Sophomore       Junior      Senior 

When did you start studying for your GED:  When did you pass your GED exam:   

When did you start classes at ACC:  What is your major: 

What year are you in at ACC: When do you anticipate graduating: 

Do you plan to continue with college after ACC:   Yes    No  If yes, where: 

Do you plan to get a:    Bachelors Degree   Masters Degree   Doctorate Degree 

Additional Information 
Marital Status:                           Single                         Married                    Domestic Partnership 

Do you have any children:           Yes       No            If yes, number of children: 

 
Are you currently employed:   Yes    No              If yes, how many hours a week do you work: 
 



 
118 

Appendix E 
CONSENT FORM - STUDENT 

 
IRB APPROVED ON: 09/28/2011       EXPIRES ON: 09/27/2012 
IRB # 2011-08-0042 
 
Title: Hearing Their Stories:  The Experiences of General Education Development 
 (GED) Graduates in Transitioning to and Persisting in Community College   
        
Conducted By:  
Mary E. Harris       Telephone:  512-577-9901 
Student  
College of Education, University of Texas at Austin   
        
Faculty Sponsor:   
Edwin Sharpe, Ph. D.        Telephone:  512-475-8577 
Clinical Professor, Dept of Educational Administration 
College of Education, University of Texas at Austin     
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 
about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You 
can refuse to participate or stop participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled.  You can stop your participation at any time and your refusal 
will not impact current or future relationships with the University of Texas at Austin (UT) or 
Austin Community College District (ACC).  To do so simply tell the researcher you wish to stop 
participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand in greater depth, the experiences of adults with a 
GED (also known as nontraditional students) who have transitioned to college courses at Austin 
Community College.  In addition, this study seeks to understand what impacts the desire of 
nontraditional students to attend college and obtain a degree. This study will assist college and 
state education administrators by identifying factors beyond academic attributes that may 
contribute to nontraditional student persistence. It will also provide information to college 
administrators, counselors and student support personnel in addressing the social and 
cultural issues that affect nontraditional student persistence through college. From this 
information they may be able to make more informed decisions on how to support GED 
graduates who have transitioned to college.     
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Participate in a focus group with other ACC students to discuss your experiences 
as a GED student who has transitioned to college. 

Participate in an individual interview with Mary Harris to further discuss your  
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CONSENT FORM - STUDENT 
 
IRB APPROVED ON: 09/28/2011                 EXPIRES ON: 
09/27/2012 
IRB # 2011-08-0042 
 

• experiences as a GED student who transitioned to college. 
• Meet with Mary Harris to review and verify answers to previous sessions. 
• Meetings will be held on an ACC campus location that is convenient to you. 

 
Total estimated time to participate in study is a total of 4.5 to 5 hours over a 4 month period. 

• 2 hours for focus group 
• 1.5 hours for individual interviews 
• 1-1.5 hours to review and verify interview transcripts 

 
Risks of being in the study 

The loss of the confidentiality of the participants’ responses is potentially a risk, 
however, the researcher, will put processes in place (pseudonyms and the 
destruction of digital audio and written transcripts) to prevent any such 
occurrences from happening. Any other risks associated with this study are no greater 
than everyday life.  

 
Benefits of being in this study include greater awareness and knowledge about adults with a GED 
who have transitioned to community college and how their experiences impact their persistence 
in college. Also, increased awareness about adults with a GED can help to improve advising 
strategies, generate discussion for developing and enhancing policies at the national, state, and 
local levels, and potentially provide solutions that help this group of students persist and reach 
their intended educational goals. 
 
Compensation: 

• There is no monetary compensation for participating in this study. 
 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 
• The researcher will select an anonymous name (pseudonym) for you that will conceal 

your identity and protect your privacy. 
• Interviews or sessions will be recorded on a digital audio recorder:  

o recordings will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible 
on them;  

o recordings will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the 
investigator’s office);  

o recordings will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the investigator 
and his or her associates;  

o recordings will be erased after they are transcribed or coded.  
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CONSENT FORM - STUDENT 
 
IRB APPROVED ON: 09/28/2011     EXPIRES ON: 09/27/2012 
IRB # 2011-08-0042 
 

• Please do not give the names of any family members, friends, etc. during the interview. 
Instead, please refer to any person you may discuss in your interview as your husband, 
wife, partner, child, etc. so that the privacy of those individuals will be protected. 

• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in the 
future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data 
will contain no identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your 
participation in any study. 

 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from 
Austin Community College District, Research Review Process Committee and the University of 
Texas at Austin, Institutional Review Board have the legal right to review your research records and 
will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  All publications will 
exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject. 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. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want 
additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researcher conducting the 
study. Her name, phone number, and e-mail address is at the top of this page.   
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, 
complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with the 
study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at 
(512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative 
method of contact, an email may be sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB 
Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu�


 
121 

Appendix E Cont’d 
CONSENT FORM - STUDENT 

 
IRB APPROVED ON: 09/28/2011     EXPIRES ON: 09/27/2012 
IRB # 2011-08-0042 

 
 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 

 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
Signature of Investigator:__________________________ Date: __________________ 
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CONSENT FORM – RECRUITER/ADVISOR 

 
IRB APPROVED ON:  09/29/2011    EXPIRES ON: 09/27/2012 
IRB # 2100-08-0042 
 
Title: Hearing Their Stories:  The Experiences of General Education Development 
 (GED) Graduates in Transitioning to and Persisting in Community College   
        
Conducted By:  
Mary E. Harris       Telephone:  512-577-9901 
Student  
College of Education, University of Texas at Austin   
        
Faculty Sponsor:   
Edwin Sharpe, Ph. D.        Telephone:  512-475-8577 
Clinical Professor, Dept of Educational Administration 
College of Education, University of Texas at Austin     
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 
about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You 
can refuse to participate or stop participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled.  You can stop your participation at any time and your refusal 
will not impact current or future relationships with the University of Texas at Austin (UT) or 
Austin Community College District (ACC).  To do so simply tell the researcher you wish to stop 
participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand in greater depth, the experiences of adults with a 
GED (also known as nontraditional students) who have transitioned to college courses at Austin 
Community College.  In addition, this study seeks to understand what impacts the desire of 
nontraditional students to attend college and obtain a degree. This study will assist college and 
state education administrators by identifying factors beyond academic attributes that may 
contribute to nontraditional student persistence. It will also provide information to college 
administrators, counselors and student support personnel in addressing the social and 
cultural issues that affect nontraditional student persistence through college. From this 
information they may be able to make more informed decisions on how to support GED 
graduates who have transitioned to college.     
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Participate in an individual interview with Mary Harris: 
o Discuss the particulars of the study 
o Share your experiences/insight on this population 
o Suggest best means for making contact with potential participants 
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CONSENT FORM – RECRUITER/ADVISOR 

 
IRB APPROVED ON:  09/29/2011    EXPIRES ON: 09/27/2012 
IRB # 2100-08-0042 

 
• Meet with Mary Harris to review and verify your answers to the previous session. 

 
Total estimated time to participate in study is a total of 4.5 to 5 hours over a 4 month period. 

• 2 hours for focus group 
• 1.5 hours for individual interviews 
• 1 hour to review interview transcript (optional) 

 
Risks of being in the study 

The loss of the confidentiality of the participants’ responses is potentially a risk, 
however, the researcher, will put processes in place (pseudonyms and the 
destruction of digital audio and written transcripts) to prevent any such 
occurrences from happening. Any other risks associated with this study are no greater 
than everyday life.  
 

Benefits of being in this study include greater awareness and knowledge about adults with a GED 
who have transitioned to community college and how their experiences impact their persistence 
in college. Also, increased awareness about adults with a GED can help to improve advising 
strategies, generate discussion for developing and enhancing policies at the national, state, and 
local levels, and potentially provide solutions that help this group of students persist and reach 
their intended educational goals. 
 
Compensation: 

• There is no monetary compensation for participating in this study. 
 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 
• The researcher will refer to you by your position title instead of your name.  
• Interviews or sessions will be recorded on a digital audio recorder:  

o recordings will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible 
on them;  

o recordings will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the 
investigator’s office);  

o recordings will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the investigator 
and his or her associates; and 

o recordings will be erased after they are transcribed or coded.  
• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in the 

future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data 
will contain no identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your 
participation in any study. 
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CONSENT FORM – RECRUITER/ADVISOR 

 
IRB APPROVED ON:  09/29/2011    EXPIRES ON: 09/27/2012 
IRB # 2100-08-0042 
 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from  
Austin Community College District, Research Review Process Committee and the University of 
Texas at Austin, Institutional Review Board have the legal right to review your research records and 
will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  All publications will 
exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject. 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. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want 
additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researcher conducting the 
study.  Her name, phone number, and e-mail address is at the top of this page.   
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, 
complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with the 
study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at 
(512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative 
method of contact, an email may be sent  
to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 
3200, Austin, TX 78713. 

 
 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 

 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
Signature of Investigator:__________________________ Date: __________________ 

mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu�
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