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Abstract 

This study explored the key factors that had the greatest impact on their decision to attend 

a particular HBCU. Forty to 60-minute semi-structured interviews were conducted with 4 

focus groups. The results indicated that cost, campus environment, academic majors, and 

family were the 4 key factors that influenced their decisions to attend the research 

institution. From the perspective of cost, the participants, particularly the in-state 

students, felt as though the university was reasonably priced compared to some of the 

other schools they saw as an option to attend. Within the campus environment factor 

many of the participants mentioned the campus environment seemed to be family 

oriented, thus they felt a connection to the campus when they visited. Family was a 3rd 

factor. Although their immediate family was important to the participants, none of their 

immediate family members had gone to college. As a result, participants talked about 

how many of their family members attended and spoke very highly of the institution. 

Lastly, academic major was a considered a major factor. The participants decided to 

attend the institution because their major was offered. The participants in this study were 

current 1st-generation college students of the research institution. 

Keywords: College choice, HBCU, first-generation college students 
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE PROBLEM 

Introduction and Background 

The organizational environment of higher education is in constant flux. As a 

result, higher education has become quite complex. As applied to organizations, 

environmental complexity refers to the number and the variety of elements within the 

environment (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006). Higher education institutions are also challenged 

with developing strategies and business processes that cater to many individuals with 

different needs and desires. American higher education has always been about a balance 

between quantity and quality of students (Lauren, 2008). The accountability of those who 

lead these institutions can impact student recruitment.  

Institutions of higher education consider enrollment management to be the logical 

response to a rapidly changing student marketplace (Kurz & Scannell, 2006). The 

enrollment management concept derived from Boston College and Bradley University 

where administrative units were developed to coordinate and manage the activities of 

offices that influenced student enrollment (Hossler & Bean, 1990). Enrollment 

management is supported by a growing body of research on college selection, student 

engagement, persistence, and the impact of student aid in conjunction with recruitment 

and retention (Coomes, 2000). The term enrollment management is often used in 

postsecondary education to define well-planned strategies that enable institutions to 

pursue their strategic goals in informed, intentional, and integrated ways (Hossler & 

Kalsbeek, 2013). The enrollment management concept enables institutions to pursue their 

strategic goals in an informed, intentional, and in integrated manner (Hossler & 

Kalsbeek, 2013).
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Enrollment management incorporates several activities to include (a) student 

marketing and recruitment, (b) pricing and financial aid, (c) academic and career 

counseling, (d) institutional research, (e) retention programs, (f) orientation, and (g) 

student services (Coomes, 2000). These activities represent a combination of offices that 

are responsible for each of these functions. The offices include admissions and 

recruitment, financial aid, academic advising, and student services. The aims of these 

activities include (a) improving the yield at the inquiry, applicant, and enrollment stages; 

(b) increased revenue; (c) increased demographic diversity; and (d) increased applicant 

pools (Hossler & Kalsbeek, 2013). Enrollment management is designed to accomplish 

two goals: to better manage the characteristics of the student body and to control its size 

(Hossler & Bean, 1990). Some key functions of enrollment management are the use of 

institutional research, development of relevant marketing and pricing strategies, 

monitoring of student academic demand, and student interest. These factors can affect 

retention and compliment curriculum offerings that parallel the institution’s mission 

(Hossler & Bean, 1990). Ultimately, enrollment management’s premise is based on the 

idea that the entire campus should be engaged in tracking and interacting with students 

from the point of initial contact to their graduation or departure from the university 

(Schee, 2010).  

Statement of the Problem 

As universities work to increase enrollment, the emphasis has been placed on 

recruitment more so than retention (Irlbeck, Adams, Akers, Burris, & Jones, 2014). This 

has been brought about by a shrinking economy (Vedder, 2016), the rising costs of 

attendance and the shift of federal aid grants to loans, as well as an increase in the 

number of for-profit proprietary schools (Pappano, 2015). There has been a steady 
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decline in enrollment at institutions of higher education. This overall enrollment decline 

has become a major concern in particular for institutions that serve minority student 

populations. First-generation college students are defined as higher education students 

whose parents did not attain higher education (Blackwell & Pinder, 2014; Gofen, 2009). 

First-generation college students represent a significant portion of enrollment for 

historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs), which are more likely to be 

composed of an ethnic minority (Bui, 2002). In 2013, both Hampton University and 

Virginia State University experienced an enrollment decrease ranging from 5% to 13% 

(Anderson, 2015). To address enrollment decline, it is important for affected institutions 

to understand why first-generation college students choose to attend an institution that 

serves minority student populations.  

Recruitment is important to the survival of every institution of higher learning; 

however, it is particularly important to minority-serving institutions such as HBCUs. 

Effective recruitment involves knowing and understanding who the targeted audience is 

as well as developing strategies and tools that will aid in reaching first-generation college 

students. For the purposes of this study, recruitment involved pursuing first-generation 

students who were an institutional fit based upon the mission and enrollment goals of the 

university. It also entailed strategically marketing the university to first-generation 

college students in such a way that they would become actively engaged and ultimately 

want to attend the university.  

                                                      Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory research study was to discover 

what key factors influence first-generation college students to attend an HBCU in 

Virginia.  
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Research Question 

The current study centered on the following research question: What key factors 

influence first-generation college students who attend a HBCU in Virginia? The inherent 

mission of HBCUs has always been to educate and graduate students from 

underrepresented populations (Gasman, Baez, & Turner, 2008). In accomplishing this 

mission, the infrastructure must be tailored to retain not only students but also to recruit 

them. The lack of data pertaining to university recruiting efforts makes it difficult to 

employ a strategy specific to the enrollment challenges associated with first-generation 

college students. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study is to identify key factors that can be used to assist enrollment 

management professionals in effectively recruiting first-generation college students to an 

HBCU in Virginia. 

Methodology 

The researcher utilized a qualitative, grounded theory approach for this study in 

order to determine why first-generation students choose to attend a HBCU. Within the 

qualitative approach, research is done in real-world settings and can focus on 

organizational processes (Roberts, 2010). Researchers who use this approach concentrate 

on the essential character or nature of something, not quantity (Roberts, 2010). Grounded 

theory is a research approach used to gather data, describe observed events, answer 

fundamental questions about a phenomenon, and finally develop theoretical categories to 

better the understanding of that phenomenon (Charmaz, 2006). Grounded theory is also a 

design inquiry the researcher uses to obtain a general abstract theory of a process, action, 

or interaction grounded in the views of the participants (Creswell, 2009).  
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This study took place in an organization that was driven by student enrollment. 

Four focus groups consisting of first-generation college students were interviewed. Using 

this approach helped to provide the researcher with a better understanding of first-

generation college students and their decision to attend an HBCU in Virginia.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

The researcher used the following terms in the study. 

First-generation college students are students whose parents or guardians did not 

obtain a 4-year college degree (Banning, 2014). 

Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) are the oldest minority 

serving institutions and were created to educate Black students (John & Stage, 2014). 

Enrollment management is a comprehensive process designed to aid an institution 

accomplish and maintain effective recruitment, retention, and graduate rates of students. 

(Lauren, 2008). Enrollment management also encompasses everything that impacts the 

students’ experiences and their view of the institution (Braxton & McClendon, 2002).  

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

The limitations of the study included a focus on the key factors that influence the 

decisions of first-generation college students to attend the university. Recruitment is one 

dimension of enrollment at an institution. Recruitment was the focus, because the 

researcher was collecting factors that influence first-generation college students to enroll, 

which was more of a recruitment component. The researcher recognizes retention as 

another component of enrollment. This study only focused on one HBCU and may not 

apply to other HBCUs; therefore, there may be limited data to address the research 

question. In addition, the study concentrated on first-generation college students; the 

results and findings may not apply to non-first-generation college students. Most of the 
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researcher’s higher education experience was working with HBCUs in the area of 

recruitment, which is why he chose this study. Last, the researcher served as the 

Executive Director of Admissions and may have preconceived ideas pertaining to 

influencers of first-generation college students’ decisions to enroll at the HBCU in 

Virginia.  

The Role of Leadership in This Study 

For most of the researcher’s career, he has seen how institutions become stagnant 

and fail in their institutional priorities because of leadership not understanding the 

dynamics of the population they serve. In addition, enrollment leaders are not always 

knowledgeable of what is required to recruit first-generation college students to the 

institution. Many admission offices are substantially underfunded, understaffed, and do 

not have the right leaders in positions to lead and manage these efforts. The researcher’s 

goal for conducting this research study is to help leaders at a Virginia HBCU understand 

the recruitment of first-generation college students and employ practices that will keep 

them enrolling at the university. During the researcher’s time at Creighton University, he 

became more passionate about this topic, particularly as the researcher worked for 

various universities in different leadership capacities. Also, classes taken showed the 

researcher the potential impact leaders can have on an organization.   

Different leadership styles can impact organizational performance or effectiveness 

(Nahavandi, 2002). The leader defines the educational achievement at a university 

(Mahdinezhad, Suandi, Silong, & Omar 2013). Considering the setting of the current 

study, transformational leadership is well-suited for the educational environment. 

Originally developed by Bass (1985), transformational leadership theory encompasses 

four components: customized consideration, inspirational motivation, intellectual 
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stimulation, and idealized influence. Transformational leadership compliments the 

education sector because such leaders possess analytical skills, are participatory, 

effective, results oriented, and can direct followers to a new set of values and behaviors 

(Abbas, Iqbal, Waheed, & Riaz, 2012). Transformational leaders are also effective in 

promoting work innovation (Bass & Avolio, 1990), as well as practical change and 

determination within the organization (Abbas et al., 2012).  

Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

There was a great deal of research surrounding college student choice; however, 

very little research focused on first-generation students and college choice, particularly as 

it related to HBCUs. This study sought to add to the body of literature that addresses 

factors that influence first-generation college students’ choice of college attendance. In 

addition, it will provide enrollment management professionals, who work for HBCUs, a 

better understanding of how to recruit first-generation college students effectively and 

strategically who are an institutional fit. This research will also suggest ways to better use 

financial and human resources when it comes to attracting first-generation students to 

attend HBCUs. This study will assist in suggesting ways to communicate with and assist 

these students as they go through the matriculation process.  

From a policy point of view, this study will aid in challenging enrollment leaders 

to develop policies that not only focus on recruiting first-generation college students but 

retaining them as well. This study will aid in properly advising first-generation college 

students. In addition, this research will encourage enrollment leaders who serve at 

HBCUs to develop admission policies that assist first-generation college students with 

persisting to graduation. Exploring these factors will contribute to healthy enrollment 

that, in turn, will make the institution more viable and sustainable. 
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Summary 

The inherent mission of HBCUs has always been to educate and graduate students 

from underrepresented populations (Gasman et al., 2008). One such population is first-

generation college students. Most HBCUs experience enrollment challenges because of 

the population they serve, minority students. It is important to examine factors that 

influence first-generation college students’ decisions to attend HBCUs. This study 

focused on first-generation college students at an HBCU in Virginia. Enrolled first-

generation college students, regardless of grade classification and geographic origin, 

participated in this study. Results of this study will be used to enhance the recruitment 

efforts of first-generation college students at a HBCU in Virginia.  
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CHAPTER TWO: PRELIMINARY LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

Williams and Ferrari (2015) reported that there has been a recent increase in the 

first-generation college student population. Although this may be the case, first-

generation college students are faced with a plethora of challenges in seeking 

opportunities for higher education and obtaining a college degree (Hsiao, 1992). Low-

performing schools, student tracking, and the skyrocketing costs of higher education 

make earning a college degree and achieving the American dream more difficult for first-

generation college students (Kirshner, Saldivar, & Tracy, 2011). First-generation college 

students come from families with parents who have no higher education experience, 

which makes it difficult for them to navigate through the selection and admissions 

process (Horn & Nunez, 2000). They often find themselves relying on individuals who 

may or may not lead them in the right direction. Although these students want to obtain a 

college degree, many feel as though it is a daunting or impossible task and are left 

wondering if college is a possibility for them (Gibbons & Borders, 2010). 

Unlike predominantly White institutions, HBCUs continue to go above and 

beyond the call of duty because of having a unique responsibility in educating first-

generation college students due to the large number of students who enroll from this 

population (Albritton, 2012). There are many challenges associated with having a high 

population of first-generation college students, one of which is enrollment, specifically 

timely degree completion and retention (Williams & Ferrari, 2015). This qualitative, 

grounded theory study examined factors that influence first-generation college students’ 

decisions to attend an HBCU in Virginia. This study also provided insights that can be 

used by HBCU enrollment professionals to create new solutions for more effectively 
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recruiting and retaining first-generation college students. 

Literature About the Professional Practice Field or Topic 

Higher education has become progressively diverse and competitive in the 21st 

century. Students in the United States have a plethora of institutions from which to 

choose in pursuit of a postsecondary education (Han, 2014). Many of these options 

include 2-year technical and community colleges, 4-year private and public institutions, 

and an array of virtual universities offering only online courses. As a result, recruiting 

students who are an institutional fit and are willing to pay full tuition becomes a daunting 

task for higher education institutions. To achieve success, it is paramount that enrollment 

management administrators in those institutions understand the demographics of 

prospective students they recruit (Han, 2014). This comes through effective and strategic 

marketing. Successful marketing for higher education requires being able to identify 

tangible characteristics of an institution and differentiating them from the tangible 

characteristics of competitors (Anctil, 2008).  

In addition to research conducted by Paulsen (1990), Chapman (1981) and Litten 

(1982) developed a causal model surrounding the college choice process. This model 

focuses on influences such as socioeconomic status, academic ability, achievement, and 

other external factors that leverage student decisions to attend a particular institution 

(Bergerson, 2009). Furthermore, Chapman (1981) and Litten (1982) examined how the 

college selection process differs based upon race, parental influence, and geographic 

location.  

According to Paulsen (1990), college choice has also been conceptualized as 

having various levels to include micro and macro levels. Although both micro and macro 

levels focus on the relationship between the enrollment behavior of student groups and 
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characteristics of the environment, institution, and students, each level also has its own 

implications. Within macro level studies, administrators use the results to forecast 

enrollment (Hossler, Braxton, & Coppersmith, 1989), whereas micro studies are useful to 

administrators who evaluate changes in institutional and student characteristics (Kotler & 

Fox, 1985).  

Although other models have been created, the theoretical framework of this 

literature review was centered on the college choice process created by Hossler and 

Gallagher (1987). One such choice model by Hossler and Gallagher has been segmented 

into three phases. The phases consisted of (a) students making decisions to attend college 

based upon influences such as parental involvement, high school involvement, interaction 

with higher education institutions, and socioeconomic status; (b) student search, which 

students use to actively seek out information about various colleges and universities 

along with institutions supplying students with specific information to help them make a 

more informed decision about their college choice; and (c) students actually selecting an 

institution and choosing to matriculate. To further support the current study, the literature 

review also included information relevant to first-generation college students, HBCUs, 

college choice models, and factors that influence college choice. 

First-Generation Students 

Higher education is considered one of the main paths to opportunities for success 

and sustainability in the United States (Carey, 2004). Although this may be the case, 

access to higher education opportunities are not always equal for all students, in 

particular, first-generation college students (Blackwell & Pinder, 2014). However, 

college attendance among first-generation college students continues to increase on 

college campuses (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). During the past decade, Engle and Tinto 
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(2008) reported that over 4.5 million first-generation college students enrolled into 

institutions of higher education. The first-generation college student concept was 

primarily used as an administrative designation to demonstrate a student’s eligibility for 

federally funded programs such as TRIO for disadvantaged students (Ward, Siegel, & 

Davenport, 2012). As early as eighth grade, first-generation students are identified with 

having low expectations about the highest academic level they will attain (Ward et al., 

2012). According to Blackwell and Pinder (2014), some specific classifications of these 

students are as follows:  

• those with parents who do not have any former higher education experience, 

• those who originate from low socioeconomic backgrounds and come from  

households making less than $50,000 a year, 

• those who are minorities, mainly African American and Hispanic, and  
 

• those who lack valuable college-related information and require a great deal 

of counseling. (p. 45)  

Along with these characteristics come challenges particularly as it relates to 

parents who have no higher education experience (Kutty, 2014). Some of these 

challenges consist of parents who do not have any knowledge of the higher education 

system. For this reason, first-generation college students have difficulty piloting the 

pursuit of higher education compared to their non-first-generation college student 

counterparts (Kirshner et al., 2011). Second, students have issues with having an 

improper educational structure, which further points to inequalities with resources such as 

qualified teachers and college prep courses (Kirshner et al., 2011). Third, because of their 

background, they must often work to help with the financial responsibility of their family 

(Ishitani, 2016).  
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In conjunction with these characteristics, first-generation college students tend to 

fall into two categories: (a) “those attributable to the group upon completion of high 

school” (Kirshner et al., 2011, p. 108) and (b) those that develop during their 

matriculation in higher education institutions. First-generation college students are likely 

to enter college with a lower stock of cultural and social experiences than their peers 

(Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). According to Padgett, Johnson, and 

Pascarella (2012), from a social perspective, first-generation college students have a 

higher probability of not residing on campus, being involved in extracurricular and 

volunteer activities, along with maintaining lower levels of interactions with peers.   

 Minority Serving Institutions 

The inherent mission of minority serving institutions has always been to educate 

and graduate students from underrepresented populations (Gasman et al., 2008). Minority 

serving institutions mainly consist of HBCUs (Clay, 2012). These institutions were 

developed because of strict racial segregation that prevented Blacks from matriculating to 

White institutions (Clay, 2012). According to Barrow (2014), there are 105 HBCUs. 

Hispanic serving institutions are the largest population among minority serving 

institutions (Cuellar, 2014). These have been designated by the federal government as 

being composed of a student body that is 25% Latino/Hispanic/Mexican ancestry (Ruiz & 

Valverde, 2012). Tribal colleges and universities were established in 1968 in response to 

the lack of higher education opportunities and the unmet educational needs of Native 

Americans (Schmidt & Akande, 2011). These are institutions located on American Indian 

reservations that function within a combination of culture, language, heritage, clan 

structures, and government (Delong, Monette, & Ozaki, 2016). Asian American and 

Pacific Islander serving institutions are defined under the Higher Education Act as 
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colleges or universities with an undergraduate enrollment that is at least 10% Asian 

American and Native American Pacific Islander (Teranishi, 2012). There are 78 schools 

(Roach, 2013). 

For the purpose of this study, the focus was on a historically Black university. The 

history of HBCUs parallels the country’s longer struggle with Jim Crow segregation and 

centers on the role of education in the fight for racial justice (Cantey, Bland, Mack, & 

Joy-Davis, 2011). These universities and their graduates have been instrumental in 

defining and shaping the cultural and political atmosphere of our country and the world 

(Williams & Ashley, 2004). The HBCUs emerged after the Civil War and are a 

representation and focal point of a unique chapter in the formulation of American higher 

education; they were established to educate African American students who were not 

permitted to attend other institutions of higher education (Nichols, 2004). Specifically, 

these colleges were founded because of racism that permeated in the U.S. higher 

education system (Gasman, 2010). There are now 105 HBCUs in the United States. 

Allen, Epps, and Haniff (1991) identified six goals of HBCUs: 

• maintaining the Black American historical and cultural tradition; 

• providing key leadership for the Black American community; 

• providing Black American role models for social, political, and economic 

purposes in the Black community; 

• assuring economic function in the Black community; 

• providing Black American role models to address the political, social, and 

economic issues in the Black community between the minority and majority 

population; 

• providing Black agents for research, institutional training, and information 
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dissemination on the Black and other majority communities.  

According to Avery (2009), the Federal Higher Education Act of 1965 defined an 

HBCU of higher education as any historically Black college or university that was 

created and established prior to 1964, whose sole mission and purpose was to educate 

Black Americans. There are both private and public HBCUs. Private HBCUs focused on 

training teachers who would teach literacy in secondary and elementary schools and 

concentrated on shaping the moral character of their students. In addition, they also 

trained pastors who provided cultural leadership to the African American community in 

the south (Wilcox, Wells, Haddad, & Wilcox, 2014). The private HBCUs originated in 

the 19 southern and bordering states after the Civil War and were started by White 

northern missionaries and White and Black church groups. Most public Black colleges 

were created after the passage of the second Morrill Act in 1890, which provided federal 

funds for land grant colleges (Avery, 2009).    

In 2011, HBCUs made up 2% of the degree-granting Title IV institutions and 

enrolled nearly 346,338, students—including 1.6% of all undergraduate students in the 

United States: 3.7% of total minority undergraduates, 0.3% of White undergraduates, and 

7% of Black undergraduates (Gasman, 2010). HBCUs get students, especially Black 

students, to degrees, and they do this at the same rate as predominantly White institutions 

but with less funding (Flores & Park, 2013; Kim & Conrad, 2006). HBCUs have long 

graduated a disproportionate percentage of Black students who earn bachelor’s degrees 

and who go on to graduate or attend professional schools. In 2011, HBCUs made up less 

than 3% of all degree-granting postsecondary institutions but accounted for nearly 18% 

of bachelor’s degrees awarded to Black students. The HBCUs not only guide students in 

attaining the benefits of a first college degree (income, employment) but also contribute 
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to students’ momentum toward further education and the professions. But HBCUs do 

more than produce degrees: HBCUs contribute to their students’—especially their Black 

students’—psychosocial adjustments to college and career as well as to their cultural 

awareness, self-confidence, and social capital (Flores & Park, 2013; Kim & Conrad, 

2006).  

College Choice Stages  

College choice stages. College choice has been a topic of exploration for 

educational researchers, higher education enrollment professionals, and state and federal 

policymakers (Hossler & Stage, 1992). The term college choice has been used to describe 

various higher education decisions to include (a) the decision of students to pursue their 

education at the postsecondary level and (b) the decision to matriculate to a specific 

postsecondary institution (Hossler & Stage, 1992). The college selection process stems 

from research conducted by Paulsen in the 1970s and 1980s (Paulsen, 1990). This 

selection process was composed of three perspectives: sociological, psychological, and 

economic (Bergerson, 2009). The emphasis of the sociological perspective is one that 

focuses on college choice being associated with attaining a certain status and concentrates 

on individuals’ backgrounds as a means to decide whether and where they want to attend 

college (Bergerson, 2009). Background factors within this perspective include race and 

ethnicity, family income, parental education, and peers (Bergerson, 2009).  

The psychological perspective encompasses higher education climate. Higher 

education climate is defined as institutional perception and characteristics; institutional 

characteristics include tuition costs, room and board, location, curriculum, and financial 

aid offerings (Bergerson, 2009). Within this perspective, the decision-making process 

includes the interaction between the student and the institution. Lastly, the economic 
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perspective concentrates on students making the choice to attend a particular institution 

based upon cost and benefits. This includes the cost to attend and the amount of financial 

aid received. College choice is also considered to be a process that is complex and multi-

staged.  It is composed of three stages: (a) predisposition, which encompasses a student’s 

decision to further their education after high school; (b) search, in which students involve 

themselves in an attempt to begin researching an institution to attend; and (c) choice, 

which concentrates on students applying and selecting an institution based upon family 

socioeconomic background. Within the predisposition stage, family socioeconomic 

status, parental involvement, peers, high school teachers and counselors, and interactions 

with colleges and universities are all factors that influence college predisposition (Perna 

& Titus, 2004). There are also individual factors that influence college predisposition. 

Some of these factors include academic achievement, a student’s understanding of 

college, and his or her ability to access college-related information (Hossler, Schmit, & 

Vesper, 1999). The predisposition stage takes place around the seventh through ninth 

grades (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000); however, Hossler et al. (1999) argued that 

predisposition is formed from the beginning of students’ educational socialization. In the 

search stage, students learn more about themselves and the institutions they are 

considering. Information gathering is a critical component of the search process (Hossler 

& Gallagher, 1987). Hossler et al. (1999) implied that there are three types of information 

gathering techniques used in this stage. They consist of attentive, active, and interactive 

search.  

Hossler et al. (1999) defined attentive search as a passive interest in conversation 

and information about college options. Active search describes students as investigators 

of information and conversations available postsecondary options, and lastly interactive 
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searchers initiate conversations with family members, teachers, and counselors. 

Representatives from higher education institutions are also included in these 

conversations. Hartley and Morphew (2008) noted that even though students have more 

accessibility to receive information electronically, distributed printed information 

remains an important source of information during the search process. Also during this 

stage, students begin to seek information from higher education institutions’ 

representatives rather than their parents. They also begin to take college entrance exams, 

along with applying to institutions of their choice (Hossler et al., 1999). By the end of 

their senior year, students are ready to transition to the choice stage.  

Inside the choice stage, students use information to select an institution and 

complete the enrollment process, which takes place in the 11th and 12th grades (Cabrera 

& La Nasa, 2000). Within this stage, institutional characteristics, parental 

encouragement, students’ academic goals and pursuits affect enrollment decisions 

(Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  

College choice models. College choice models are very important in that they are 

used to explain the college selection process (Hossler & Stage, 1992). Econometric, 

consumer, and sociological are three models that focus on specific sets of factors that 

determine outcomes of college choice (Hossler & Stage, 1992). Econometric models 

adopt the idea that students choose to attend a specific institution based upon their 

perception as to whether or not it is more important to go to college or seek other 

noncollegiate opportunities to pursue (Fuller, Manski, & Wise, 1982). This particular 

model also encompasses factors relating to college choice such as direct or indirect costs, 

future earnings, their background and high school attended, along with the concept of 

going to college (Hossler & Stage, 1992).  
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The consumer model of choice focuses on marketing (Murphy, 1984). This model 

suggests that students compare the costs and risks of enrolling into a particular institution 

(Kotler & Fox, 1985). Within this model are four stages: (a) an interest in attending 

college, (b) information gathering, (c) decision and evaluation or narrowing choices, and 

(d) making and executing a decision (Hossler & Stage, 1992). The sociological model 

encompasses the idea of attainment research. Attainment research involves status. In 

many cases, family socioeconomic background and student academic ability are 

suggested to have a positive impact on aspirations for college attendance (Hossler & 

Stage, 1992). In addition, parental education expectations, along with significant others 

and high school academic performance, also play a role in the college selection process 

(Sewell & Shah, 1968). 

Perna’s (2006) conceptual model of college choice encompasses four layers. The 

first layer is individual habitus defined as “a system of tendencies and dispositions that 

help to organize the ways in which individuals view the social world around them and 

how they react to it” (p. 113). According to Bourdieu (1998), habitus relies upon and 

individual’s social location, meaning, and the groups to which the individuals belong. 

Habitus incorporates an understanding and platform of the students’ background 

characteristics. Perna also noted these ideals are usually shared by individuals from the 

same background (race, religion, education, social class, etc.).  

Factors Influencing Institutional Choice for Higher Education 

Making the decision to attend college can be a very complex and intimidating 

process, particularly as a first-generation college student. Encouraging first-generation 

students to pursue higher education can be a challenging, but necessary task (Stephens, 

Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012). Maintaining their enrollment is equally 
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important. College enrollment can be a difficult decision and one of the most important 

and life-changing decisions a student can make (Galottie, 1995). Understanding this 

dynamic and the four factors that influence college choice can help to ensure that more 

first-generation college students enroll successfully in a higher education institution. 

There was a great deal of research on factors that are known to influence college choice; 

however, this study focused upon (a) academics, (b) financial, (c) social/personal, and (d) 

institutional.  

Academics encompass those factors that are related to academic reputation, which 

includes admissions criteria, majors offered, type of school (public vs. private), academic 

quality, and accreditation (Galotti, 1995). Financial factors are those variables that are 

related to scholarship offerings and cost of attendance (Hossler & Vesper, 1993). Social 

and personal factors include those issues related to distance from home, parental 

influence, and friends at school (Drewes & Michael, 2006). The last factor is 

institutional, which focuses on campus appearance, location (rural or urban), student: 

teacher ratio, residential halls, total enrollment (campus size), and campus life to include 

extracurricular activities and facilities (Dixon & Martin, 1991).  

Student academic achievement is an important factor when it comes to selecting 

an institution to attend (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). In the arena of academics and 

student choice, students have the propensity to self-select postsecondary institutions in 

which they apply based upon what they perceive the institution will accept as sufficient in 

order to gain admittance (Chapman, 1981). Higher achieving students tend to have more 

options as to what higher education institutions they can attend (Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs, 

& Rhee, 1997), have more access to college-related information, and tend to enroll in 

more selective institutions (Hearn, 1991). Because these students find themselves with a 
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plethora of college information earlier in their high school matriculation, the college 

selection process begins and leads to different outcomes than for those students who are 

lower achievers (Galotti, 1995). In addition, socioeconomic status and level of social 

capital in students’ families can relate to academic achievement (Conley, 2001). 

Students’ institutional choices may be affected by academic resources in high school, 

particularly counseling resources (Perna & Titus, 2004).  

Counseling resources encompass counselors who assist with college preparation, 

planning, and college-related information. In the academic component, students are not as 

concerned with the cosmetic make-up of the campus, career outcomes, and financial 

matters (Litten, 1982). In addition to academic factors, institutional characteristics 

potentially influence college choice. Institutional characteristics are critical in the 

decision-making process. Three institutional characteristics remain paramount in the 

college decision process. They include campus location, programs of distinction, and 

institutional reputation. Most public college students enroll within 50 miles of home 

(Wexler, 2016). At public 4-year colleges, the median distance students live from home is 

18 miles, 46 miles for private nonprofit 4-year colleges, and 8 miles at public 2-year 

colleges (Wexler, 2016). Seventy-two percent of Americans go to college in their home 

state, and 16% enroll in a school that is neither in their home state nor a bordering state 

(Wilner, 2013).  

Finances are another factor that gains importance as students make enrollment 

decisions, particularly as it relates to college costs and financial aid. Financial aid heavily 

influences college selection (McFadden, 2015). Hossler et al. (1999) indicated that 

students are typically not interested in the financial concern of attending college until 

their senior year of high school. Before their senior year, students’ expectations are that 
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their parents will be the sole financial contributor to their college education (Hossler et 

al., 1999). The types of financial aid matter in the decision-making process of which 

postsecondary institution to attend (Dynarski, 2003. The impact of financial assistance is 

of the utmost importance to students from socioeconomic backgrounds and students of 

color (Dynarski, 2003). Students of color and their families have less access to 

information regarding the cost and financial resources, which ultimately impacts their 

educational goals, aspirations, and their actual enrollment at a postsecondary institution 

(Hao & Bonstead-Bruns, 1998). For lower socioeconomic students, parental income and 

education play a major role in the college choice process (Conley, 2001). Parental 

education and income are competing factors, meaning parents with less education 

typically have lower incomes (Conley, 2001).  

From personal and social perspectives, peers have some level of influence on a 

students’ decision to attend college. According to Kealy and Rockel (1987), students with 

peers who have aspirations to pursue higher education play a vital role influencing 

college attendance as they are more likely to attend as well. Although peers influence the 

college decision process, parental involvement play a key role in this process as well 

(Holcomb-McCoy, 2010). Parental involvement is composed of six elements: (a) 

parenting, (b) volunteering, (c) communicating, (d) learning at home, (e) decision 

making, and (f) collaborating with community (Epstein, 1987). Higher socioeconomic 

parents have more opportunities to influence the plans of their children (Buchmann, 

Condron, & Roscigno, 2010). As a result, the advantaged youth increase college 

enrollment and completion rates than those that are from lower socioeconomic families 

(Buchmann et al., 2010).  

Every year, millions of matriculated high school graduates have to make a 
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decision about whether or not they want to continue their education and, if so, where to 

apply and enroll (DesJardins, Dundar, & Hendel, 1999). For some students, the college 

decision-making process is easy because they take the time to research and have found an 

institution that offers their academic program, is in close proximity of their homes, and 

contains the other factors that helped to influence their decision to attend (DesJardins et 

al., 1999). On the other hand, for some students, the college choice process is difficult as 

they seek to find an institution that aligns with their educational pursuits, interests, and 

financial needs (DesJardins et al., 1999).  

Role of high school counselors. Many first-generation college students desire to 

attend a higher education institution (Holland, 2015). They encounter various challenges 

in the college choice process. Some of these obstacles include a lack of academic 

preparation, issues with completing the admissions application process, limited finances, 

and a lack of information on college (Avery & Kane, 2004). Despite parents wanting to 

assist, this population of students cannot always rely on parental guidance for assistance 

throughout the process (Holland, 2015). As a result, first-generation students tend to seek 

help from their high schools, which ultimately puts counselors at the forefront of 

providing assistance with this process (Freeman, 2005). However, students may have 

difficulty connecting with counselors (Holland, 2015). According to Holland (2015), 

when students and counselors are able to unite, counselors have a greater opportunity to 

become motivated and have an impact on first-generation college students’ college 

choice process. 

The idea of the student-counselor relationship is paramount as students aspire to 

pursue higher education (Goyette, 2008). Counselors may serve as a major resource to 

students throughout the college choice process. Counselors have the knowledge of the 
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college application process and organizational practices as it relates to disseminating 

college-related information, which ultimately influences educational pursuits (Hill, 

2008). School counselors also play an integral part in increasing the social capital of first-

generation college students. Social capital concentrates on the role of relationships 

between this student population and institutional agents in providing support and 

information as it pertains to navigating educational institutions (Stanton-Salazar, 2001). 

Despite wanting to go to college, there is still a reality that some will never attend.  

Role of family and parents. Within the United States, first-generation students 

have been the focus of a growing body of research, mainly because of the increasing 

demographic diversity in higher education and growth in the number of first-generation 

college students (Choy, 2001). According to Crosnoe, Mistry, and Elder (2002), there is a 

direct correlation between the education attainment of parents and their offspring. An 

individual’s opportunities for education and career advancement are afforded and limited 

by an individual’s status as a result of his or her family (Blau & Duncan, 1967). Having 

parents who did not attend college indicates the likelihood their children will not attend 

college (Choy, Horn, Nunez, & Chen, 2000). Challenges such as this provide barriers for 

first-generation college students to overcome. This student population face barriers in 

knowledge and resources; however, for the majority, there is a great deal of 

encouragement from their parents.  

Examining family background and parental involvement signifies that first-

generation college students’ experience a strong culture shock in college as college 

represents a different culture compared to their parents’ way of life. According to Gofen 

(2009), first-generation college students rely on their parents to be involved and to 

support their efforts in making the decision to pursue higher education. It is also 



 

 

25 

beneficial for the parents of first-generation college students to be included in their 

education process. Families where parents attain a college degree and who live in rural 

areas or urban neighborhoods are successful in creating a better future for their children 

in highlighting the importance of nonmaterial resources of family (Gofen, 2009). 

Nonmaterial resources are resources that are not tangible. These resources include family 

habits, priorities, beliefs systems, and values. According to Walsh (2002), the family 

resilience approach, which focuses on families having the ability to withstand and come 

back from adversity and builds on growing interest, is important for first-generation 

college students. In short, this approach provides a strong foundation for first-generation 

college students as they go through the college search process. 

Academic Preparation for First-Generation College Students 

Higher education in the United States is known to be the catalyst of social 

mobility that provides equivalent chances for all meritorious students regardless of their 

backgrounds, upbringing, or socioeconomic status (Stephens et al., 2012). The enrollment 

of first-generation college students has been steadily increasing over the past decade 

(Padgett et al., 2012). One in six students at 4-year U.S. universities is now a first-

generation college student (Saenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). Compared 

to non-first-generation college students, first-generation college students tend to struggle 

academically, take fewer credit hours, attain lower college grade point averages (GPAs), 

and have higher dropout rates (Stephens et al., 2012). Because first-generation college 

students do not possess equal levels of social capital as their non-first-generation college 

student peers, they are also more likely to face challenges in becoming fully engaged in 

social activities and connected to their non-first-generation college peers within the 

college campus where they attend and persisting in their academic pursuits (Soria & 
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Stebleton, 2012). 

First-generation college students differ from their non-first-generation college 

student in numerous ways to include race, ethnicity, household structure, socioeconomic 

status, and academic preparation. They tend to matriculate to high schools with little to 

no resources and their Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores and high school GPAs are 

lower. These defining characteristics are due to the fact that first-generation college 

students lack social and cultural capital. Social capital is referred to as privileged 

knowledge, resources, and information such as guidance, emotional, and academic 

support procured through social networks (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Possessing social 

capital is a critical element in higher education, because it aids in making meaningful 

academic and social decisions while attending college (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). 

Because of not having social capital, first-generation college students are not as confident 

academically and tend to be less academically engaged. According to Engle and Tinto 

(2008), first-generation college students are less likely to be connected to campus 

experiences that promote success, such as study groups, faculty and student interaction, 

participation in extracurricular activities, and utilization of student support services.  

When students are not engaged in college, their overall college experience can be 

confined and secluded (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Ultimately, first-generation college 

students can lose opportunities to develop mentoring relationships that can help them 

after graduation. In addition to social capital, cultural capital also impacts the academic 

preparedness of first-generation college students. Cultural capital encompasses the social 

assets of a person to include education, intellect, style of speech, and dress (Stephens et 

al., 2012). Transitioning from high school to college is a cultural obstacle for first-

generation college students. Also, this student population often needs more tutoring and 
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mentoring. They are also very uncertain as to how to carry themselves as college students 

and will generally question whether they belong at an institution of higher education 

(Johnson, Richeson, & Finkel, 2011). These are all responses to a lack of cultural capital. 

This mindset can potentially hinder their ability to persist through college and capitalize 

on everything higher education has to offer.  

Recruitment and First-Generation College Students 

According to Opidee (2015), 30% of postsecondary education is composed of 

students who are first to attend college. Many higher education institutions have made it a 

priority within their mission and goals to increase socioeconomic diversity on their 

campuses. To assist in this endeavor, institutions have become creative in their 

recruitment efforts. Recruitment is important to the survival of every institution of higher 

learning. Effective recruitment involves knowing and understanding who the targeted 

population is, as well as developing strategies that will aid in reaching the desired 

audience. Strategic planning serves as a catalyst in the process of defining a strategy. It 

also serves as a road map to achieving a particular goal.   

Recruiting first-generation college students entails ensuring that high school 

personnel such as high school guidance counselors and principals are involved, generous 

financial aid packages are awarded, and having targeted messages to which first-

generation college students can relate (Opidee, 2015). Involving counselors in the 

recruiting process is also critical. It is important to establish a regular presence within the 

high schools. First-generation college students benefit from being able to ask questions 

face to face (Opidee, 2015). Financial aid is also a major factor as it relates to first-

generation college students (Han, 2014). According to Bettinger (2004), students will 

choose an education level that maximizes the expected present discounted value of future 
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wage payments. The students are critical to the organization’s resource dependence. As 

such, they generate the majority of revenue for the institution. If there were no students, 

the institution would not be viable. Financial aid programs were designed in the 1960s 

and 1970s to increase college access among low and moderate income families (Hossler, 

2000). Many first-generation college students are unable to fund their college education 

due to parent income; therefore, they heavily rely on financial aid. From a marketing 

perspective, messaging is an important element as it relates to recruiting first-generation 

college students (Opidee, 2015). Creating messages specifically for this student 

population can create opportunities for recruitment. 

Last, establishing web pages specifically for first-generation college students can 

be effective. An institution’s website is the primary source for prospective students to get 

to know schools and choose where they want to make application (Noel-Levitz, Inc., 

2010). Effective web-based marketing requires institutions to identify and provide the 

information that prospective students want from the websites. Information about 

academics, cost, and aid was considered the most valuable web content (Noel-Levitz, 

Inc., 2010). Recruiting first-generation college students also includes removing barriers 

that would hinder their efforts to successfully matriculating to their institution of choice.  

Marketing. The college decision process is not only important for the student but 

also for institutional policy. Institutions have a vested interest in understanding the 

influences that encourage students’ applications and enrollment decisions. This is critical 

as institutions attempt to recruit and enroll students who are an institutional fit. In 

addition, knowing the reason why prospective students choose which institution to attend 

aids colleges and universities in developing effective marketing and recruitment 

strategies (Han, 2014). Despite the debate as to whether or not postsecondary education 
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should implement marketing strategies, institutions of higher education in the United 

States have been aggressively involved in marketing practices to adapt to the changing 

environment (Han, 2014). Within the past 40 years, marketing attempts by many colleges 

and universities have been very intentional and highly monitored by marketing units, 

created within the institution to promote and protect its image (Anctil, 2008). The 

dilemma of higher education marketing is that the field of education is intangible, 

meaning it is not a discipline that can be felt or touched (Han, 2014). Understanding that 

education is an intangible discipline, effective marketing at higher education institutions 

should entail focusing on identifying tangible characteristics and distinguishing them 

from other institutions. Anctil (2008) noted some intangible characteristics include 

academic, campus appearance, and social life and alumni and current students (showing 

the benefits of attending the institution). For any university, marketing approaches create 

values among stakeholders of the university (Lewison & Hawes, 2007).  

Mass marketing and targeting marketing are two approaches adopted by higher 

education institutions (Lewison & Hawes, 2007). Mass marketing focuses on attracting 

anyone and everyone with a single broad-based marketing appeal and message (Lewison 

& Hawes, 2007). Within this approach, the concentration is placed on students who apply 

and are admitted to a university. Included in this approach is mass communication that is 

used to provide information only when necessary. Also, undifferentiated marketing and 

product differentiation are two components of this approach. Undifferentiated marketing 

is not concerned with the various markets and includes creating one single offering for a 

whole market (Lewison & Hawes, 2007). An example of this would be a university that 

develops degree programs that are general in nature.  

Product differentiation involves a university seeking its market offerings from 
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competitors and utilizing promotional appeals (Lewison & Hawes, 2007). This 

component offers variety but promotes superficial benefits. The targeting marketing 

approach requires a concentration and lends itself to one or more segmented markets, 

along with the development of separate marketing programs and messages for each 

segment (Lewison & Hawes, 2007). Depending on the type and number of market 

segments targeted, an institution could utilize one or more target marketing alternatives. 

These alternatives include differentiated marketing, concentrated marketing, or 

orchestrated marketing. Differentiated marketing entails an institution deciding to focus 

on two or more segments within a market. Concentrated marketing takes on one of two 

forms: exclusive concentrated marketing or integrative concentrated marketing. 

Exclusive concentrated marketing involves an institution seeking to saturate a single 

segment of the educational consumer through total market penetration. Integrative 

concentrated marketing seeks to expand a single market segment to acquire other similar 

segments. Lastly, orchestrated marketing encompasses developing a specific marketing 

program to meet the needs of market segments and positioning the institution.  

Market segments and positioning. According to Wilson and Gilligan (2002), 

due to the competitive marketplace in higher education, institutions are at the place where 

they almost have to justify their existence within the higher education arena and 

determine their institutional niche. The consequences for institutions not positioning 

themselves correctly can result in its inability to remain sustainable and viable. 

Positioning encompasses a process to design an image and value of which consumers 

within a specific target are fully aware of what a company or brand stands for compared 

to other competitors. For the purposes of this study, the researcher is referring to higher 

education institutions (Wilson & Gilligan, 2002). Hirsch (1976) debated that higher 
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education is a “positional good,” particularly because some institutions and their degrees 

provide better social status and long-term opportunities from the perspective of students, 

parents, and employers. Positioning involves three key stages: (a) identifying and 

developing of the organizational brand, values, image, and expectations in conjunction 

with key products of the organization; (b) deciding on the segment in which the 

organization should focus; and (c) implementing the positioning concept (Doyle, 2002).    

Marketing segmentation is a key strategy for positioning and ensuring that an 

institution maximizes its competitive edge while continuing to serve its markets in the 

most efficient way (Wilson & Gilligan, 2002). The goal of marketing segmentation is to 

align with the institutions positioning process.             

Literature About the Professional Practice Setting 

The setting of this study was a public inner-city university that offered programs 

at undergraduate and graduate levels. The university promotes the tradition of service to 

its students, alumni, and surrounding community. The institution is located in the heart of 

a metropolitan area. It has an enrollment of nearly 5,400 students. The mission of the 

university is to develop productive members of a global society through high-quality 

instruction, research, service, and community. The university also fosters engaged 

learning and personal growth in a student-centered environment. This institution is 

accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. For the purposes of this 

study, the key participants in this study were focus groups that consisted of first-

generation college students who attended the university at the time of this study.  
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Leadership Literature 

The ability of an institution to remain viable is largely dependent upon the 

organizational structure, specifically its leadership. Although transformational leadership 

is commonly discussed more in a business environment, the discussion of this style of 

leadership is becoming more prevalent in the field of education (Okçu, 2014). Hicks and 

Given (2013) described this style of leadership as “leaders acting as agents of their 

followers” (p. 9). According to Burke (2011), transformational leadership consists of 

several components that include charismatic leadership, inspirational motivation, 

intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. Charismatic leadership 

concentrates on leaders being role models who are trusted. Additionally, they are leaders 

who are willing to take risks and possess very high ethical and moral standards (Burke, 

2011). Another characteristic of transformational leaders is that they are inspirational 

motivators. They are very participatory in nature and create a team-spirited environment 

(Burke, 2011). Intellectual stimulation as it relates to transformational leadership focuses 

on urging followers to be creative and innovative and finally individual consideration in 

which leaders pay very close attention to their followers (Burke, 2011). Transformational 

leadership has also been associated with organizational change (Fisher, 2006).   

Although this grounded theory focuses on factors that influence first-generation 

college students to attend an HBCU in Virginia, there are implications for institutions 

whose focus is mainly recruiting students to the university. Recruiting for an institution is 

a function within the concept of enrollment management that requires a team. Teams are 

entities for achieving specific tasks (Wu & Wang, 2015). They can also be proactive 

when they take an active, self-starting, and persistent approach toward work at a 

collective level (Baer & Frese, 2003). Recruiting is also an activity that requires one to 
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have the ability to facilitate team productivity and strategize. Transformational leaders 

possess these characteristics. Transformational leaders tend to motivate followers 

effectively with inspirational communication (Bono & Ilies, 2006). Having this type of 

leadership can promote a homogenous team, which ultimately creates productivity 

(George, 1992). Strategy is not guided by what people write; it is guided by what people 

are thinking and collectively understand (Wells, 1998). In addition, strategy involves 

asking three pertinent questions: (a) What is our present situation, (b) where do we want 

to go from here, (c) how are we going to get there (Thompson, Peteraf, Gamble, & 

Strickland, 2012). The concept of strategic planning focuses on five critical 

characteristics. Thompson et al. (2012) said it should be 

process oriented, embraced by executive leadership, used to aid in identifying 

opportunities for growth, utilized as a shield against threats, guide individuals to 

solve and manage problems, and used as a blueprint for positioning and ensuring 

viability and marketability with an organization. (p. 56) 

Liu (2013) noted “Critical reflection encompasses challenging one’s assumptions 

and looking at issues in a deeper way” (p. 135). Critical reflection also involves a critique 

of the assumptions on which our beliefs and values have been developed (Mezirow, 

1990). Critical reflection focuses on being reflective about the thoughts of others, 

particularly as it relates to their decisions, choices, and actions (Brookfield, 2015). From 

a researcher’s perspective, critical reflection was fitting for this study, particularly 

because this study focused on a disadvantaged group and their choice to attend a specific 

HBCU. In addition, this study could help improve an institution that serves a large 

population of this disadvantaged group by assisting it with identifying the necessary data 

that should be collected regarding the behavior of these individuals as they go through the 



 

 

34 

admissions application process. Having the necessary data helps provide viable solutions 

to these problems, which ultimately will help the institution attract and adequately serve 

both potential and current students. 

Summary 

There was very little literature about how first-generation college students choose 

a college or university to attend, specifically an HBCU. Most of the literature 

surrounding first-generation college students focused on their characteristics and the roles 

they play on higher education. The context in which roles are being referred to is in the 

area of persistence, graduation and retention rates, and the number of first-generation 

college students who attend predominantly White institutions. The strength of the 

literature surrounding this study is that it provided the researcher with a wealth of 

information regarding the characteristics and demographic information relating to  

first-generation college students. Further, the literature provided a plethora of information 

relating to the various student choice models for all students and not just first-generation 

college students. Lastly, there was much literature about minority-serving institutions, 

specifically HBCUs, and provided a great historical background as it related to these 

institutions.   
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative, grounded theory study was to identify factors that 

influence first-generation college students to attend an HBCU in Virginia. This study was 

conducted to identify recruitment strategies that will assist in effectively recruiting 

students to the institution. The study focused on a single HBCU public institution within 

the state of Virginia. The information was gathered from four focus groups through a 

series of interviews. In grounded theory, focus group interviews provide unique 

opportunities to capture meaningful and complex information from individuals (Khan, 

2014). The focus groups consisted of current students who were identified as first-

generation college students. Students were identified by utilizing financial aid data that 

indicated the household income, which the student indicated on his or her Free Federal 

Financial Aid Form. These students were of any classification, meaning freshmen, 

sophomore, junior, or senior. All participants were assured their responses remained 

confidential to protect their anonymity. Permission was requested to record the 

interviews. Prior to the interviews, the researcher introduced himself to all participants.  

The researcher provided an additional overview about the research project and 

had the participants introduce themselves. The questioning followed a semi-structured 

interview protocol (see Appendix A). At the conclusion of each interview, the researcher 

thanked the interviewees for participating. After each interview, the transcripts from the 

interview were then shared with each participant to ensure its authenticity.  
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Research Question and Hypothesis 

The research question asked, What key factors influence first-generation college 

students who attend an HBCU in Virginia. For survival, an organization heavily depends 

on the energy from its environment. Energy may be composed of money, raw materials, 

or the work of people (Burke, 2011). In the context of this study, energy related to  

first-generation students. The recruitment efforts of an institution can be hindered for 

several reasons. Some of these reasons are a lack of resources, both human and financial; 

negative institutional perception from internal and external constituents; and mandates 

from state and federal agencies. In these circumstances, some institutions are left 

handicapped and have to be more creative in how they recruit students to their institution. 

The subject of this study was an HBCU. The inherent mission of HBCUs has always 

been to educate and graduate students from underrepresented populations (Gasman et al., 

2008). In accomplishing this mission, the infrastructure must be tailored to not only 

recruit students but also retain them. The lack of data pertaining to the university 

recruiting market makes it difficult for the university to employ a strategy around the 

enrollment challenge, especially with the significant numbers of first-generation college 

students.  

Research Design 

The researcher used a qualitative research approach. Within the qualitative 

approach, research is done in real-world settings and can focus on organizational 

processes (Roberts, 2010). Researchers who use this approach concentrate on the 

essential character or nature of something, not quantity (Roberts, 2010). The current 

study took place in an organization that was driven by student enrollment. Within this 

organization was a unit that was process-oriented and required strategic planning. Using 
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this approach helped to provide the researcher with a better understanding of the 

behaviors of first-generation college students as they went through the college selection 

process. Knowing and understanding the behaviors of first-generation college students 

would help to improve processes and develop strategic plans that would assist in ensuring 

that students matriculate to the institution.  

Participants/Data Sources and Recruitment 

To gather information from students, the researcher worked with the offices of 

admissions, financial aid, and registrar to get lists of students who were admitted, applied 

for financial aid, and enrolled at the institution. The researcher used social media and e-

mail to solicit student participation. He provided incentives to students as a means of 

eliciting participation in the focus groups. Incentives included gift cards and book 

stipends.  

Data Collection Tools 

The researcher administered interviews within four focus groups. Participants 

gave insight into the research question by addressing interview questions that were 

centered on why they chose the HBCU. The researcher used a tape recorder to gather 

responses from the focus group interviews, a profile sheet for all participants to complete 

for capturing the demographic information, and the NVivo® software 

(http://www.qsrinternational.com) to help identify common themes and subthemes. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 The interview protocol for students in the current study focused on factors that 

influenced them to attend the university. Focus group interviews were conducted in a 

group setting at segmented times. The researcher contacted potential participants by e-

mail, inviting them to an informational meeting in which the study was discussed. During 

http://www.qsrinternational.com)/
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this meeting, requests for interviews of volunteer participants were also made. Students 

who were willing to participate received an information letter from the researcher 

explaining the proposed study, the purpose of the study, the process of participation, and 

the risks and benefits of participation. During the meeting, the participants were asked to 

complete a profile sheet for demographic purposes. The interviews were semi-structured, 

lasted 45-60 minutes, and were held at the university. The researcher digitally recorded 

interviews for later transcription. Following the conclusion of the interviews, the 

information from the interviews was organized for analysis and thematically arranged for 

presentation. The information remained anonymous by using an assigned number 

provided to each respondent. All digitally recorded information was retained on a 

password protected flash drive and safeguarded in the locked file cabinet of the 

researcher’s supervisor and will remain there until destroyed at the end of 3 years.  

By using a tape recorder, the researcher collected data regarding the responses of 

each focus group participant.  The researcher summarized, thematized, and described all 

data collected and analyzed. The researcher reported the results in a final document to the 

university administration and to various university stakeholders in a written and visual 

presentation to help assess the current recruitment practices at the university and to assist 

them with the decision-making processes.  

Ethical Considerations 

Three main ethical considerations were identified by the researcher within this 

study. One was to ensure that the participants’ contact information and their responses 

remained confidential. Another ethical consideration was to ensure those who 

participated had a full understanding of the process and study. The last ethical 

consideration was to avoid making assumptions. The researcher could not assume that he 
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already had the answer. The researcher allowed the data to lead him. The researcher will 

utilize the data to help him speak intelligently to other enrollment professionals regarding 

this specific topic. The researcher abided by all rules, regulations, and requirements of the 

university to uphold the integrity of the study. 

Data Analysis Plan 

The researcher identified common major and subthemes from the interviews. He 

identified data themes using NVivo® software and analyzed the data using thematic 

analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006). Data for the thematic analysis were 

gathered from interviews and document review. Through thematic analysis, the 

researcher inspected the participants’ responses for repeating words or ideas and 

ascertained emerging patterns within the dataset. The examination of these 

commonalities and patterns allowed the researcher to discover overarching themes that 

described the phenomenon of study and explicated the research question. Transcriptions 

from the interviews were read to gain a familiarity with the information contained in the 

documents. The researcher then reread the transcripts to begin coding interview data. 

Respondents were classified by classification (freshman, sophomore, junior, senior), in-

state and out of state, ethnicity and gender. Following the coding process, the researcher 

arranged codes into relevant themes looking for convergent and divergent data 

information that elucidated participants’ decision to attend the university.  

Time Line for Study 

The researcher planned to submit his proposal and gain institutional review board 

approval by March 31, 2017. After approval of the proposal, the researcher sought 

institutional review board approval to conduct focus group interviews. He planned to 

complete and defend the study by September 2017.  
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Reflections of the Researcher 

For the researcher, this dissertation journey has been challenging, yet reflective. 

The researcher took time to write out thoughts and ideas as he continued to go through 

this process. He compiled articles found surrounding the topic. The researcher also 

continued to review the comments from his advisor to enhance what is needed to 

complete the dissertation successfully.  

The hardest part of this process was finding a topic on which to research and 

write. Considering that the researcher had several ideas, professional and personal 

experiences made it more difficult. Many of the researcher’s topics were considered too 

broad or there was not enough information about the topic to study. The researcher 

solicited help from his advisor and other professionals throughout this process. Critical 

reflection encompasses three integrated parts: personal, critical review that is date driven, 

and documentation to support and record the insights gained in reflection (Blumberg, 

2015). From a researcher’s perspective, critical reflection was fitting for this study, 

particularly because the researcher in this study critically reviewed a problem in which 

documentation supported the data. The focus of the data was on first-generation college 

students going through the admissions application process. Having the necessary data 

helped to provide viable strategies in increasing enrollment of first-generation students to 

HBCUs.  

Summary 

The researcher conducted a grounded theory study about key factors that 

influenced first-generation college students to successfully apply and matriculate to an 

HBCU. He conducted focus group interviews with students currently attending the 

institution. Upon completion, student responses were coded and analyzed. The findings 
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were outlined and explained. The results of this study were provided to the institution 

leadership. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of the current study was to identify key factors that influence first-

generation college students to attend an HBCU in Virginia. The following research 

question guided this study: What key factors influence first-generation college students 

who attend an HBCU in Virginia?  

This chapter provides a review of the methodology, an account of data analysis 

procedures used by the researcher, and a detailed description of the study’s findings about 

the key factors as to why first-generation college students chose to attend an HBCU in 

Virginia.  

Review of Methodology 

Grounded theory was an appropriate approach for studying this topic since it is 

used for formulating theory that hypothesizes a process, action, or an interaction 

(Creswell, 2012). The development of the theory was driven by the data (Creswell, 2012) 

and theoretical sampling in which participants were included based upon their 

contribution to the theory development. Twenty-five current first-generation college 

students attending an HBCU in Virginia were selected based upon demographic data 

provided to the researcher by the Financial Aid Office at the research institution. The 25 

potential participants were e-mailed a letter introducing the study and explaining the 

particulars of the study (see Appendix C). For those who agreed to participate, a notice 

was sent to them reiterating the time, day, and location of the interview. Each participant 

was asked to select a day that would be convenient for him or her to participate.  

Over a 2-day time span, four focus groups involving face-to-face interviews were 

conducted. All volunteer participants were provided an informed consent form prior to 
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conducting the interviews and the form was discussed with each participant (see 

Appendix D). At the conclusion of the discussion, each participant was asked to sign the 

consent form. All interviews were audio recorded with authorization and were later 

transcribed using the Express scribe software. The researcher wrote memos throughout 

the process to assist with generating codes, themes, and the theory.      

Data Demographics 

All interviewed participants were African American first-generation college 

students who attended the research institution at the time of this study. Each focus group 

was made up of three students. The focus groups were grouped based upon availability 

and in the order in which they replied to the solicitation e-mail. As noted in the Table 1, 

Focus Group 1 consisted of two females who were in-state students and one male who 

was an out-of-state student. Two students in Focus Group 1 were classified as juniors and 

the other was a freshman. Focus Group 2 contained two males and one female. Two 

students were out-of-state and the other was an in-state student. In addition, two were 

freshman and the other was a senior. Focus Group 3 was all females. Two of the three 

participants from Focus Group 3 were out-of-state students and the other participant was 

an in-state student. Two were seniors and the other was a freshman. Focus Group 4 

consisted of all females. Two were out of state students and the other was an in-state 

student. Their classifications were freshman, sophomore, and senior. The academic 

majors from all focus groups varied and included majors such as Accounting, Biology, 

Chemistry, Education, Fashion Design, Information Technology, Mass Communications, 

and Psychology. A detailed chart of participant demographics is referenced in the table.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

Data were analyzed according to the standards of a grounded theory methodology  
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(Creswell, 2013). At the conclusion of each interview, an audio file was uploaded into 

Express Scribe Software for transcription and loaded into NVivo for future coding. 

Table 1 

Profile of Focus Group Participants 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Participant 

 
In-State 

Out-of-
state 

 
Male 

 
Female 

 
Classification 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Focus Group 1 
A x   x Freshman 
B  x x  Junior 
C x   x Junior 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Focus Group 2 
A x  x  Freshman 
B  x  x Freshman 
C  x x  Senior 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Focus Group 3 
A x   x Senior 
B  x  x Freshman 
C  x  x Senior 

 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Focus Group 4 
A  x  x Sophomore 
B  x  x Senior 
C x   x Freshman 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Note. X = 1 participant. 

Comments were reviewed, provided a color, and coded into the following themes: 

(a) college choice was represented by red, (b) college choice process was coded blue, and 
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(c) decision factors were identified by green. The colors were used to organize the themes 

to make the proper distinction between the major themes and subthemes. The college 

choice theme contained questions that focused on each participant’s other higher 

education institution options. The researcher wanted to know if the participants had not 

chosen to attend the research institution, what other institution would they have attended 

and why. The college-choice process theme included questions centered on the use and 

effectiveness of strategies that each participant used during the college search process and 

each participant’s overall experience of selecting a college to attend. Within the decision 

factors theme, questions were geared towards encouraging participants to discuss the 

elements that influenced their decision to attend the research institution and factors that 

were considered.  

Results 

Participants were asked questions pertaining to their decision to attend the 

research institution, other high education institution considerations, their experiences 

going through this process, and the effectiveness of strategies used for choosing the 

research institution (see Appendix B). During certain parts of the interviews, responses 

appeared to be more focused on the research institution, rather than their experiences. 

When utilizing grounded theory, the participant has the authority on his or her own story 

(Charmaz, 2006). Responses to interview questions and common themes will be 

discussed in this section. Three major themes emerged from the interviews. They 

consisted of college choice, college choice process, and decision factors. Subthemes in 

each major theme began to emerge. The themes and subthemes will be presented in the 

next section. The subthemes are categorized with their associated major theme.  
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Theme 1: College Choice 

College choice emerged as a major theme and originated from the question, if the 

participants had not attended the research institution, what other institution would they 

have attended and why? Many of the participants had some idea as to where they wanted 

to attend; however, they were limited in their options. The data were analyzed using the 

NVivo and the following subthemes emerged: (a) HBCUs, (b) public universities, (c) 

located in the south, and (d) predominately White institutions referenced in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. College choice subthemes. 

Subtheme: HBCUs. When asked the question about what other institutions they 

considered, a number of institutions varying in student body size and ethnic make-up 

were mentioned. Although this was the case, more than 50% of the first-generation 

participants indicated that when choosing a college to attend, an HBCU was an option. 

Participants spoke about the how comfortable they would feel attending an HBCU 

because they would be consistently around individuals who were like them, meaning of 

the same ethnic group. For example, Participant B from Focus Group 1 said “I would feel 

College Choice

HBCUs

Public 
University

Located in the 
Southern U.S.

Predominately 
White 

Institution
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comfortable attending an HBCU because I would be around people of my own color.” 

Also, many of the participants listed other HBCUs they would have attended and where 

they were located. Participant A from Focus Group 3 stated, “I probably would have 

chosen another HBCU in the Virginia area.” Also, Participant A from Focus Group 1 

said, “Virginia State University because it’s an HBCU and they offered the second most 

amount of money.” Participant A from Focus Group 4 indicated, “If I had not attended 

the research institution I would of attended Shaw University in North Carolina, because it 

was close to home.”  

Subtheme: Predominately White institutions (PWI). In addition to HBCUs, 

PWIs was another subtheme that emerged. During the interviews, about 40% indicated 

that a PWI was an option for them to consider. Some of the participants talked about 

wanting another set of experiences regarding being able to identify with a variety of 

people from many different backgrounds. In addition, some of the participants wanted to 

attend a PWI because they felt as though the major they wanted would afford them a 

better job opportunity. Participant B from Focus Group 4 stated, “I would have attended 

New York Fashion institute because my major is fashion and they have an excellent 

fashion program.” Participant C from Focus Group 4 stated, “I considered attending a 

PWI, because I was looking to meet new people and wanted to branch out and experience 

going to school with individuals who were not like me.” 

Some of the first-generation interview participants were not sure of what type of 

institution they wanted to attend and, if they did, they were not sure of the specific 

institution. Participant B from Focus Group 1 mentioned, “I would have attended a 

predominately White school before I had the thought of coming to the research 

institution.” Participant C from Focus Group 4 said, “I wasn’t sure if I wanted to attend 
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an HBCU or a predominately White institution.”  

Subtheme: Located in the south. The interview participants consisted of 

students from various geographical locations. From the data analysis of the interviews, 

higher education institutions, both HBCUs and PWIs, which were located in the south 

were mentioned on several occasions. Participant A from Focus Group 2 stated, “If I had 

not chosen the research institution, I would have chosen North Carolina A & T 

University because of their Pre-med program.” Participant 3 from Focus Group 3 said, “I 

would have gone to the University of Virginia, because my parents have always wanted 

me to attend there.”  

Subtheme: Public universities. Seventy percent of the participants indicated 

what university they would have attended if they had not attended the research institution. 

Most of the universities stated were public universities. The universities varied in size 

and location. Participant C from Focus Group 2 stated, “I considered going to FAMU, 

because of where it was located.” Participant A from Focus Group 2 mentioned, “I 

probably would have chosen Morgan State but it was too far away from home,” and 

Participant B from Focus Group 2 said, “I probably would be attending Bowie State, 

because it’s close to home.” While this subtheme consisted of public universities, there 

were some private universities mentioned from participants. Participant C from Focus 

Group 3 stated, “I would have either gone to Notre Dame or Benedict College.” 

Participant B from Focus Group 4 said, “I considered going to Clark Atlanta and Howard, 

but they were too expensive.”      

Theme 2: College Choice Process 

The process of choosing a college to attend was another theme that emerged. 

Questions were asked with the intend to gather responses that talked about participants’ 
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experience in searching for a college to attend, the strategies used, and what they found to 

be effective. Derived from the responses to these questions, several subthemes developed. 

They included (a) difficult, (b) different, (c) campus tours, (d) Internet, and (e) high 

school counselors referenced in Figure 2. A grounded theory of the college process of 

first-generation college students was also developed. 

 

 Figure 2. College-choice process subthemes. 

Subtheme: Difficult. The participants expressed that they wanted to attend 

college and graduate to obtain a better quality of life and to help their families. Not all of 

the participants found the process to be difficult, but for the majority of the participants, 

this process was quite difficult. The difficulty of this process stemmed from various 

reasons. Some of the reasons were not having any assistance from their immediate family 

members, not knowing for sure if college attendance was what they really wanted to do, 

and being unaware of where to start in the process. Also, they started searching for 
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colleges to attend late in their high school matriculation. Participant A from Focus Group 

2 stated, “It started off difficult because I really didn’t know where to start and if I 

wanted to attend a HBCU or a PWI.” Participant C in Focus Group 4 said, “For me the 

process was rough and difficult, because I kept changing my mind about whether or not I 

wanted to attend college.” In addition, Participant A from Focus Group 4 stated, “The 

process was really hard, because I didn’t have a lot of guidance.” Although most of the 

interview participants found the college search process to be difficult, a few found the 

process to be somewhat stressful. Participant B from Focus Group 4 indicated, “My 

college choice process was very stressful because of the death of my dad.”  

Subtheme: Different. This experience was also very different for them. Different 

for them, meaning they had to be creative in this process due to not having all the 

resources needed during the college choice process. Participant A from Focus Group 4 

stated, “The college search process was different for me. I was not sure what to do 

because my parents didn’t go to college.” In addition, Participant C from Focus Group 1 

mentioned, “It was different because I changed my mind about going to college.” 

Participants also expressed this experience at times became very frustrating and they 

wanted to give up. Participant C from Focus Group 3 stated, “It was frustrating for me 

because I did not realize that there were so many parts that were involved in looking for a 

college to attend.”  

Subtheme: Campus tours. The participants of this study used a number of 

strategies in searching for a college to attend. Based on the analysis of the data, one of the 

most effective strategies used was campus tours. Participants took advantage of very low- 

cost, college tour trips. These tours took place during their high school spring break and 

were sponsored by nonprofit organizations. During the tours, participants visited various 
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campuses and were able to get a holistic experience of looking at colleges from 

academics to student life. In addition, they were able to get a good feel for the campus 

environment, as well as the location. Use of campus tours was an effective strategy 

within the college search process. Participant A from Focus Group 1 indicated, “In the 

months of February-April, my school would make campus visits which really helped in 

the college search process.” Many of the participants talked about campus tours coming 

from another state, but there were a few that talked about campus tours from a local 

student perspective. Participant A from Focus Group 3 stated, “I actually went to various 

campuses within close proximity of my home and received the information I needed.” 

Participant C from Focus Group 2 mentioned, “It was convenient and helpful for me, 

because my first choice school was down the street from my home and I could walk and 

take a campus tour at any time.” Many of the participants felt as though everyone should 

visit the college or university they were interested in attending. Participant C from Focus 

Group 4 stated, “Brochures don’t always provide a full perspective of a campus. It only 

provides a snapshot.”  

Subtheme: Internet. Another effective tool identified by the interview 

participants was the Internet. Many of the interview participants used the Internet 

extensively, particularly the Google search engine. They found the Internet to be a cost- 

effective tool. Through this tool, information about various colleges in which they had 

interest was readily available. Participant C in Focus Group 4 indicated, “The internet 

was a good tool, because it allowed me to see campus pictures of the schools I was 

interested in attending.” In addition, Participant B from Focus Group 3 mentioned that 

using the Internet to view the various websites of colleges to get information was very 

helpful. The Internet was also used by participants for other things, such as going directly 
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to an institution’s website by typing in the URL of the particular school to apply and 

request information from various universities. 

Subtheme: High school guidance counselors. High school guidance counselors 

were very helpful throughout this process. High school guidance counselors were also 

considered an effective tool utilized throughout the college search process. Participant B 

from Focus Group 2 said, “I was appointed a college coach that talked more about 

college and assisted me in thinking about colleges that would be best suited for me.” 

Participant A from Focus Group 4 mentioned, “My counselor was definitely effective for 

me. She pushed me to do better and made me make a decision about what school to 

attend.” Mentors were mentioned a little, but not as frequent as high school guidance 

counselors.  

Mentors were defined as those individuals who actually made a difference in the 

lives of the participants of this study. They included coaches, advisors, and community 

leaders. Participant B from Focus Group 1 stated, “I talked to a few mentors back home 

who helped me throughout the college search process.” Participant B from Focus Group 2 

said, “In addition to my counselor, I worked with an advisor that talked to me about what 

college would suit me. We have maintained contact and I consider her a mentor to me.” 

During the interview, many felt these constituents were helpful, specifically because they 

contacted various schools to get specific campus-related information such as tuition costs, 

admission application-fee waivers, and enrollment deadlines. In addition, the consensus 

of the participants was that without these individuals, they were not sure if they would 

have attended college or chose the right one to attend.     

Theme 3: Decision Factors 

The development of choice among first-generation college students led to the 
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development of theory about the decision influencers of first-generation college students. 

First-generation college student responses to why they decided to attend the HBCU were 

classified into the decision factor theme. The decision factors theme encompassed four 

subthemes that were considered key factors as to why first-generation college students 

attended an HBCU. These four subthemes included (a) cost, (b) campus environment, (c) 

family, and (d) academic major. These subthemes are referenced in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3. Decision factors subthemes. 

  Subtheme: Cost. The first-generation college students who attended the research 

institution indicated that cost was a deciding factor. Participant C in Focus Group 1 stated 

that “The cost of tuition was one of my deciding factors.” In addition, Participant A in 

Focus Group 3 mentioned, “The research institution was easier to get to and the cost of 

tuition and fees were more affordable for me.” Lastly, Participant C in Focus Group 4 
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stated, “The cost of tuition and what I could afford was important to me. This is why I 

chose the research institution.” Many of the participants, particularly the in-state students, 

felt as though the university was reasonably priced compared to some of the other schools 

they saw as an option to attend. Participant B from Focus Group 4 said, “Compared to the 

other institutions within the state, it was more affordable for me to attend the research 

institution.” Furthermore, many of the participants received more generous financial aid 

packages than those offered by other institutions to which they applied and were 

admitted. Participant B from Focus Group 3 said, “The research institution was my 

second choice, until I received my financial aid award letter. They gave me more 

financial aid than my first choice.” A number of participants received merit-based 

scholarships that made it more feasible for them to attend.  

Subtheme: Campus environment. Campus environment was another subtheme 

that surfaced from the data collected. Many of the participants mentioned the campus 

environment seemed to be family oriented, thus they felt a connection to the campus 

when they visited. They indicated the people were also welcoming. In addition, the 

participants talked about how the faculty and staff seemed to be excited about the 

possibility of their attending the institution and offered their assistance upon arrival on 

the campus. Campus environment, which included a family like atmosphere, was the last 

theme that emerged as a reason why the participants chose to attend the research 

institution. Participant B of Focus Group 1 shared,  

When we came to visit, we liked the family atmosphere. It almost felt like 

everybody knew each other, and everyone we spoke to seemed to be interested in 

me as a person. At that point I knew I was coming to the university. 

Although many students referenced the campus as being family like, there some 
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mentioned that they were impressed with the atmosphere from the standpoint of the 

campus cosmetics. Participant B from Focus Group 1 stated, “When I came to visit the 

campus, I was really liked how the buildings looked. The campus looked brand new.” 

Also, Participant A from Focus Group 1 indicated, “I noticed how the campus looked, 

mainly the grass that was being cut by the maintenance people.” 

Subtheme: Family. Considering the nature of this study was primarily on first-

generation college students, family included an uncle, aunt, and cousin versus immediate 

family. Although their immediate family was important to the participants, none of their 

immediate family members had gone to college. As a result, participants talked about 

how many of their family members attended and spoke very highly of the institution. 

Family members had positive experiences and many of them felt the institution 

adequately prepared them for the work field. Family also emerged as a subtheme when 

asked about the factors that influenced participants to attend the research institution. 

Participant C in Focus Group 2 stated, “My family, which included three of my cousins 

who graduated in 1999 and 2000, was the major reason why I chose to attend the 

institution.” Participant B in Focus Group 4 stated, “My cousin who majored in 

accounting when they were here was excited to know that I was considering the research 

institution. They even offered to help me with purchasing my books.” Participant B from 

Focus Group 3 commented, “My aunt attended the university and pledged Delta when 

she was here. She talks about her experiences all the time.”   

Subtheme: Academic major. The last subtheme that emerged was academic 

major. The participants decided to attend the institution because their major was offered. 

More importantly, they shared although other institutions offered their major, the 

research institution had many available professors who were able to answer specific 
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questions they had regarding their major. Participant C in Focus Group 3 stated, “I was 

looking for the best academic program that would help me move forward.” Participant B 

in Focus Group 2 indicated, “I was drawn to the university by the music program; 

however, I really loved the Mass Communication program and changed my major from 

Music to Mass Communication.” During the course of the interview, some of the 

participants mentioned they were aware of the reputation of our academic majors from 

those graduates who lived in their geographical area and who were working and 

successful in their current employment fields. 

In addition, interview participants were knowledgeable about the quality of some 

of the university’s academic majors through some of the webpages that were geared 

towards college preparation. Participant A from Focus Group indicated, “Information 

about the research institution’s cyber security program showed up on a webpage I was 

looking at. I was like wow.” Lastly, interview participants were impressed with the 

various backgrounds from which some of the faculty members came. Participant C from 

Focus Group 2 stated, “I talked to one of the business professors at Open House. He had 

some outside work experience, which he uses in the classroom.”    

Summary 

A grounded theory methodology was used to examine the factors that influenced 

first-generation college students’ decision to attend an HBCU. Twelve first-generation 

current college students from the studied institution were divided into four focus groups. 

The students were from various geographic areas, in state and out of state. They were 

interviewed in a semi-structured format. The interviews were recorded and later 

transcribed.  

 



 

 

57 

The data analysis completed through the NVivo software recognized decision 

factors as a major theme. Participants identified four emerging subthemes within the 

decision factor theme that were considered influencers for their decision to attend the 

research institution. These subthemes were (a) cost, (b) campus environment, (c) family, 

and (d) academic major. As the interviews were analyzed and coded, two other major 

themes emerged. They were college choice and college choice process. Within each of 

these major themes, subthemes were developed. The subthemes associated with the 

college choice were (a) HBCU, (b) PWIs, (c) located in the south, and (d) public 

institutions. The college-choice process subthemes were (a) different, (b) difficult, (c) 

Internet, (d) campus tours, and (e) high school guidance counselors.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative, grounded theory study was to identify factors that 

influenced first-generation college students to attend an HBCU in Virginia. This study 

was conducted to identify recruitment strategies that will assist in effectively recruiting 

students to the institution. The focus of this study was on a single HBCU public 

institution within the state of Virginia. The information gathered from four focus groups 

through a series of semi-structured interviews. In grounded theory, focus group 

interviews provide unique opportunities to capture meaningful and complex information 

from individuals (Khan, 2014). The focus groups consisted of 12 current students of the 

research institution who were been identified as first-generation college students. 

Although there was a plethora of literature surrounding college choice, there was very 

little research regarding first-generation college students and the factors that influence 

college choice. In addition, this study can serve as a guide that will assist minority 

serving institutions, specifically HBCUs, in their pursuits in recruiting and retaining first-

generation college students to their institutions.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory research study was to discover 

what factors influenced first-generation college students to attend an HBCU in Virginia.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of the study was to identify key factors that can be used to assist 

enrollment management professionals in effectively recruiting first-generation college 

students to an HBCU in Virginia. 
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Proposed Solution 

The key influencers as to why students chose to attend the research institution 

consisted of (a) cost, (b) campus environment, (c) academic major, and (d) family. In 

addition to these influencers of college choice relating to the research institution, this 

study also addressed the college choice process for first-generation college students. The 

emerging themes with this category were (a) difficult, (b) different, (c) counselors and 

mentors, (d) Internet, and (e) campus tours. To ensure institutions remain sustainable and 

viable, they must consistently seek ways to recruit students who are an institutional fit, 

but more importantly they must have the ability and capacity to retain students. However, 

to ensure they can recruit students, specifically first-generation college students, the 

research institution must examine what potential strategies can be implemented to ensure 

they are effectively recruiting this student population.  

Given the factors as to why these first-generation college students chose to attend 

the research institution, a strategic recruitment and retention plan should be developed 

that addresses each of these factors. Strategy involves asking three pertinent questions: 

what is our present situation, where do we want to go from here, and how are we going to 

get there (Thompson et al., 2012). Thompson et al. (2012) said the concept of strategic 

planning focuses on five critical characteristics: 

(a) process oriented; (b) embraced by executive leadership; (c) used to aid in 

identifying opportunities for growth; (d) utilized as a shield against threats, 

guiding individuals to solve and manage problems; and (e) used as a blueprint for 

positioning and ensuring viability and marketability with an organization. (p. 56) 

Support for the Solution 

Through the analysis of the data from the semi-structured interviews, cost was 
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one decision factor as to why the participants chose to attend the HBCU in Virginia. Cost 

and financial aid are becoming more of a concern for students as a result of increased 

tuition (Rivera, 2014). According to Rivera (2014), first-generation college students try to 

avoid being a financial burden to their families. Within the area of cost, the research 

institution should provide literature that focuses on institutional costs and how they rate 

among other institutions within the state. For some out-of-state institutions, the cost to 

attend the research institution may still be cheaper for students to attend. With this in 

mind, the research institution should do a market analysis of some out-of-state 

universities that are relatively more expensive than the research institution for students of 

that state to attend and recruit in those areas.  

In addition to cost, campus environment, which encompasses campus climate and 

culture, was another emerging factor as to why the participants chose to attend the 

research institution. Many of the participants felt welcomed when they visited the 

campus. The faculty and staff were very friendly and seemed to have a sincere interest in 

them attending the university. Due to their lack of confidence, first-generation college 

students must feel a sense of belonging on their campuses (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 2017). 

Understanding there is a correlation between getting students emotionally and 

psychologically connected to an institution and student choice, the research institution 

should consistently utilize the components of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory during 

campus tours. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs hypothesized that within every human being 

there exists a hierarchy of five needs, which are separated into higher and lower orders. 

The five hierarchy of needs consist of physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-

actualization (Robbins & Judge, 2012). Physiological and safety are lower order needs 

and social, esteem, and self-actualization are higher order needs (Thielke et al., 2011). 



 

 

61 

During these tours, representatives from the research institution should talk about the 

facilities, food, and services that are offered on campus, which speaks to the 

physiological needs of Maslow’s theory.  

In addition, the institution should provide information on campus safety and how 

it wants students to feel secure while on campus. This addresses the safety need within 

Maslow’s theory. Furthermore, the institution should speak with students about the 

student life side of the university and organizations they can join. Current students can 

talk to them about their experiences, as well. This provides a platform for the social 

aspect of Maslow’s theory. Esteem is another component of Maslow’s theory. Talking to 

students about how the faculty and staff are very encouraging, serious about student 

success, and the campus as a whole being a nurturing environment always seems to be a 

positive influence. Finally, addressing the need of self-actualization, talk to prospective 

students about what opportunities are present at the institution to ensure their success. 

Also have various alumni speak with students about their experiences at the institution 

and how the institution has prepared them for their current profession. 

Academic major was another emerging theme as to why students chose to attend 

the research institution. Within the higher education arena students are more prone to 

apply to an institution in which they believe they can be accepted (Chapman, 1981). 

Furthermore, a student makes a college-major enrollment decision based on his or her 

expectations about peer quality across different programs and about how well suited he or 

she is to various majors (Bordon & Fu, 2015). Participants in this study were impressed 

with the level of knowledge the professors had about their specific major and the 

opportunities these majors would create if they attended the institution.  

From a recruiting standpoint, the research institution should always have a faculty 
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member available to speak with prospective students and their families upon visiting the 

campus. In addition, all programs should be published in all recruitment literature. Also, 

when talking about the various academic programs, recruiters should talk about how 

students can obtain a bachelor’s degree as well as a master’s degree, particularly if both 

degrees are offered in the same field, such as the university offering bachelor’s and 

master’s degrees in social work. Lastly, it is important to highlight the alumni who are 

successful in their respective careers because of what they learned from the university.  

The last theme focused on family, not immediate family. Family in this study was 

reflective of aunts, uncles, and cousins. Although many of the participants relied on their 

parents as a sense of support while making their college decision, not much assistance 

was offered because their parents had not attained higher education. First-generation 

students are those students whose parents are not college educated (Padgett et al., 2012). 

The research institution, in recruiting first-generation college students, should focus on 

family members who are alumni of the institution. To determine if students have family 

members who attended the school, that question can be asked on all inquiry material and 

kept in a database for sending targeted messages to prospective first-generation college 

students.  

In addition to factors that influenced the participants to attend the research 

institution, questions were asked regarding the participants’ college choice overall 

experience and the strategies that were effective throughout this process. The following 

themes emerged from these questions: (a) difficult, (b) different, (c) campus tours, (d) 

Internet, and (e) counselors and mentors. The focus of this study was mainly on the 

recruitment of first-generation college students; therefore, the plan addressed the college 

choice process and how the institution could utilize these themes in the recruitment 
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process. The participants indicated that the college choice process was different and 

difficult. Also some students never navigated this process before; therefore, this process 

was different for them.  Although the participants wanted to rely on their parents for 

assistance, they could not due to the fact their parents had not attained higher education, 

which made it very frustrating for them.  

The research institution should not only interact with students throughout the 

process but also the parents. This would help both the parents and students become more 

knowledgeable about the process and the research institution. Recruitment literature 

should cater to both parents and students. Furthermore, the institution should establish a 

presence in the high school. The Internet was another emerging theme within the college 

choice process. The participants talked about how the Internet, specifically the Google 

search engine, was an effective tool to find information about the research institution. 

College and university websites are the main source by which prospective students learn 

about higher education institutions (Saichaie & Morphew, 2014). The research institution 

should ensure its website is updated. The university should also consider creating a 

webpage for parents and counselors as a source of information for them. Counselors and 

mentors also play a critical role in the college choice process. First-generation students 

tend to seek help from their high schools, which ultimately puts counselors in the 

forefront of providing assistance with this process (Freeman, 2005). Because the 

institution mainly serves the first-generation student population, involving counselors in 

the recruitment process is necessary. Counselor packets, which contain information 

regarding the research institution, its costs, academic programs, admission requirements, 

and financial aid information, should be distributed to the institution’s feeder high 

schools. Lastly, the university should host counselor luncheons as a means to provide 
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updates to counselors in order for them to inform their students properly about the 

university.  

Campus tours were another dominant theme in the college choice process. Many 

of the participants had positive experiences when visiting various campuses during the 

college tours. It provided them with a holistic perspective, to include campus location, 

faculty and staff interaction, and campus facilities. As nonprofit organizations provide 

college tours for high school students to attend, the research institution should maintain 

relationships with these constituents. This would be beneficial because the research 

institution can be a common destination for future visits.                

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

According to Robbins and Judge (2012), “Attitudes reflect how we feel about 

something, either favorable or unfavorable” (p. 13). There are three main components of 

attitudes: cognitive, affective, and behavioral (Robbins & Judge, 2012). The cognitive 

component focuses on the description of or a belief in the way things are. According to 

Robins and Judge (2012), the affective component deals with the emotional or feeling 

segment of an attitude and the behavioral component focuses on the intent of behavior 

towards something or someone. Within every organization, internal and external 

stakeholders play a major role. Internal stakeholders are those individuals who have a 

direct connection to an organization. External stakeholders are those who work outside 

the organization but still have a vested interest in the organization. In this situation, the 

internal stakeholders are the administration, faculty, staff, and students. Externally, the 

stakeholders consist of alumni, donors, parents, and the community and guidance 

counselors. Given that our environment at times can be complex as higher education 

professionals, it is important to develop a plan that addresses each issue and the potential 
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affect it may have on those involved.  

The institution has experienced a steady decline in enrollment. Given this 

situation, its leadership is open to developing a plan that will address this problem. The 

leadership team of the institution is new and looking for a plan that will address this issue 

and will result in creating an institution that will remain sustainable and viable; therefore, 

the support will be there. There are many resources available to include new facilities that 

provide a new cosmetic look for the campus, excited and knowledgeable faculty and 

staff, visionary leadership, financial resources, alumni, and a dedicated student body who 

wants to see the institution flourish. All of these things are paramount to recruitment and 

necessary in order to implement the plan.  

Policies influenced/influencing the proposed solution. Organizational policies 

are documents that are created and established by executive leadership. They are 

designed to present guiding principles on a particular topic and assist in shaping 

employees actions and perceptions as it relates to the particular topic (Vaast & Kaganer, 

2013). The plan would impact policies in the areas of admissions and recruitment, 

financial aid, information technology, and some of the academic areas, particularly the 

research institution’s student success center. Although there are some existing policies 

that may be used in the implementation of this plan, some new policies may be needed. 

From an admissions perspective, changes in the university’s admissions policy relating to 

entrance requirements and deadlines may need to be adjusted.  

Financial aid is a critical piece in the recruitment and retention of students, 

particularly as it relates to first-generation college students. As college cost continues to 

increase, families and students are forced to obtain loans or simply not attend college at 

all (Baker, Andrews, & McDaniel, 2017). From a financial aid policy perspective, the 
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research institution should examine how students are awarded and the type of funds they 

receive as part of their financial aid award. Policies centered round information 

technology, particularly as it relates to the university website and e-mail, is another 

component that may have an impact on this plan. Lastly, because of this plan, some of the 

academic policies may be affected, specifically those related to advising and class 

scheduling.   

Potential barriers and obstacles to proposed solution. With any 

implementation, issues may arise. In this particular situation, at least four issues must be 

addressed throughout this process. The first issue involves the fact that some members 

within the organization may not be willing to change. In higher education, there are 

instances in which there is a certain level of confrontation between faculty and the 

administration. In this case, the plan being proposed by the administration will require 

faculty to change the way they do things. The administration must be sensitive to faculty 

concerns as well. With older, tenured faculty, this could potentially be an issue. Secondly, 

tenured, older faculty may not want to be held accountable for taking attendance in class, 

assisting with recruitment, or going to a 6-month to year customer-service training. This 

particular issue parallels Ostrom’s (2005) game theory called the snatch game. According 

to Ostrom, the snatch game is evident when there are situations where individuals within 

a community do not share the same norms or rules. A third potential issue that could arise 

is not having all of the financial resources to do what is required in order for this plan to 

work. Organizations become vulnerable to its environment because of not having the 

necessary natural, human, and financial resources in order to function (Hatch & Cunliffe, 

2006). This would require the university to become more creative in how they garner the 

necessary funds to implement successfully the proposed plan. Lastly, considering the 
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research institution is a public institution, there may be some state and local laws that 

may prevent the institution from making some of the necessary changes as it coincides 

with the proposed solution.  

Financial/budget issues related to proposed solution. Finances and having the 

appropriate budget are critical in the success of the proposed solution. Recruiting students 

to an institution requires a significant number of financial resources in order to be 

successful. Also, because there are some retention components to the proposed solution, 

there is more of a need for finances. The production and printing of recruitment literature, 

purchasing new technology, hiring new staff, and minor building renovations would be 

considered major costs for the institution. 

Legal issues related to proposed solution. Some components of the higher 

education experience involve student records. In the proposed solution, the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is one law of which the research institution 

must be aware. The FERPA, which was a part of the Education Amendments of 1974, 

was signed into law by President Ford on August 21, 1974, with the intent of being 

implemented on November 19, 1974 (Ramirez, 2009). Under this federal law the privacy 

of student education records are protected. This act defines education records as those 

records, files, and documents that (a) contain information directly related to a student and 

(b) are maintained by an educational agency or institution or by a person acting on behalf 

of the agency or institution (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). FERPA affords 

eligible students certain rights with respect to their education records. Students who are 

eligible under FERPA are those students 18 years of age and older who attend a 

postsecondary institution. Students have the right to inspect and review their education 

records within 45 days after the day the institution receives a request for access, students 
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have the right to request the amendment of the student’s education records that the 

student believes is inaccurate, misleading, or in violation of their rights. Students have the 

right to provide written consent before the university discloses personally identifiable 

information from the students’ education records and, finally, students have the right to 

file a complaint with the U.S. Department of Education concerning alleged failures by the 

institution to comply with the requirements of FERPA (U.S. Department of Education, 

2004). FERPA holds institutions to a greater level of accountability as it relates to 

handling student records. It is imperative institutions ensure everyone is aware of and 

understands the aspects of FERPA, particularly those who work in student service areas 

such as admissions, financial aid, and the registrar offices.  

Other issues or stakeholders related to proposed solution. Donors are major 

external stakeholders within a higher education institution. Leaders within the research 

institution must take into account how this plan would affect the relationship it has with 

its major donors. 

Change theory. Organization change is essential for organizations to survive and 

flourish (Carter, Armenakis, Field, & Mossholder, 2012). The theory of institutional 

change is relevant to the proposed solution. Institutional change is defined as the 

difference in form, quality, or state over time in an institution (Poole & Van de Ven, 

2004). According to Poole and Van de Ven (2004), institutional change is composed of 

four dimensions: (a) institutional design, (b) institutional adaptation, (c) institutional 

diffusion, and (e) collective action. In addition to the four components, four questions are 

relevant to the proposed solution: What actions and roles do individual actors undertake 

to create or change an institutional arrangement; how do individual organizations adapt to 

their institutional environment; how do institutional arrangements reproduce, diffuse, or 



 

 

69 

decline in a population or organizational field; and how do institutions emerge or 

facilitate or constrain social movements or technological innovations (Poole & Van de 

Ven, 2004)? 

Within this proposed solution, those involved will have various roles and 

responsibilities within the plan. In addition, upon completion of the plan, individuals will 

have to adjust to change. Also, the assessment of the plan will determine if the desired 

results were produced and whether or not the plan will remain viable and have a lasting 

impact on the institution.   

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

As previously mentioned, strategic planning serves as a catalyst in the process of 

defining a strategy. It also serves as a road map to achieving a particular goal. According 

to Bryson (2011), “Strategic planning that is deliberate and disciplined can also assist 

managers and leaders in addressing issues and challenges that exist with an organization” 

(p. 71). The concept of strategic planning focuses on five critical characteristics: (a) 

process oriented; (b) embraced by executive leadership; (c) used to aid in identifying 

opportunities for growth; (d) utilized as a shield against threats, guiding individuals to 

solve and manage problems; and (e) used as a blueprint for positioning and ensuring 

viability and marketability with an organization. These five elements correlate with the 

ideals of the Jesuits as well as with a few of Bryson’s strategic planning processes. The 

best immediate response to handling complex issues and achieving a particular goal is to 

think strategically, but more importantly, to plan strategically. Initially, a meeting should 

be convened with the executive leadership of the institution to present the data regarding 

the enrollment, specifically first-time freshmen.  

Upon completion of this meeting, a strategic planning committee and a process 
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will be established. It will include a meeting with a strategic planning steering committee, 

which will consist of the executive cabinet, enrollment services directors (admissions, 

student financial services, and registrar), the alumni affairs director, and members of the 

faculty, to discuss the details of the meeting, to ascertain any deficiencies, and to come to 

a consensus of what the strategic planning process should contain. The process will 

include the vice presidents from each area to establish work teams composed of directors, 

faculty, student leaders, and alumni. In this case, the work team would be the Provost and 

the Vice President for Student Affairs and Enrollment Management, Vice President for 

Advancement, and the Vice President of Finance and Administration. Work teams 

generate positive synergy through coordinated efforts. Within work teams, individual 

efforts result in achieving more than what is required (Robbins & Judge, 2012). Each 

work team would have clear and defined roles, expectations, and time lines. Meetings 

with these workgroups will be held on a bi-weekly basis to monitor task progress and 

data collected in order to make informed decisions.  

With this assistance of the Vice President for Student Affairs and Enrollment 

Management and the Provost, a recruitment and retention work team will be formed to 

assist with developing substantial recruitment and advising plans. The enrollment 

management concept needs to be heavily utilized to assist with addressing the enrollment 

decline. Most of the issues that surround this problem are an enrollment management 

concern. In this case, the majority of the work team will fall into this area. Enrollment 

management is  an organizational function that is supported by a growing body of 

research on college selection, student engagement and persistence, and the impact of 

student aid in conjunction with the other two (Coomes, 2000). Enrollment management 

incorporates several activities to include (a) student marketing and recruitment, (b) 
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pricing and financial aid, (c) academic and career counseling, (d) institutional research, 

(e) retention programs, (f) orientation, and (g) student services (Coomes, 2000). These 

activities are a representation of a combination of offices that are responsible for each of 

these functions. The offices include admissions and recruitment, financial aid, academic 

advising, and student services.  

Although an institution’s enrollment is largely dependent upon its ability to retain 

students, it also requires that an institution have the ability to recruit students. 

Recruitment involves pursuing students who are an institutional fit, based upon the 

mission and enrollment goals of the university. It also entails strategically marketing the 

university to students in such a way that students will become actively engaged and 

ultimately want to attend the university. Effective recruitment involves knowing and 

understanding who is the targeted audience, developing strategic ways, and utilizing tools 

that will aid in reaching these individuals. In this case, the audience mainly consists of 

the millennial student.  

In the area of recruitment, a work team will be tasked with the job of developing 

recruitment plans to pursue first-generation college students who are an institutional fit. 

This would include gathering data to secure the profile of the current students who are 

persisting successfully. The team would review their admissions files to include high 

school GPA and standardized test scores, the attended high school he or she attended, and 

from where the students’ residency. The groups would also be charged with finding out 

from which locales the scholarship students are coming. Such localities would be primary 

recruit targets.  As for those students who may have had some challenges in high school 

but demonstrated some level of promise, the institution will work with the community 

colleges to transition these students to the university.  
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Technology would be a component of the recruitment plan, as well. The 

millennial student represents a group of “smart, practical and techno savvy individuals 

who have shared common experiences that would impact the world” (Lindbeck & 

Fodrey, 2010, p. 11). Born between 1982 and 2000, the millennial student is also one 

who expects to be informed in a timely manner (Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010). One of the 

theories that surround this issue of recruitment and admissions, particularly as it relates to 

the millennial student, involves the effective use of technology. Lindbeck and Fodrey 

(2010) theorized that technology is the best tool for colleges and universities to use in the 

admission process and in connecting with students throughout the recruitment cycle. 

Recruitment at the institution will be monitored on a monthly basis and evaluated after 

every recruitment cycle.  

In addition to recruitment, the current study has some emphasis on retaining  

first-generation college students, specifically in the area of advising. The work team in 

this area will be charged with the task of finding out where the gaps are in advising. If it 

is an issue of staff knowledge regarding advising, training will take place to assist staff in 

this area. In addition, more intrusive advising will take place. The first level will be for 

first-time entering freshman and the other level will be for those students who are 

continuing students. First-time students will be advised by the first-year experience 

office. The other students will be advised in their departments.  

Ostrom (2005) noted, “A common pool resource is a natural or man-made 

resource that becomes complicated to eliminate or regulate once it has been afforded by 

nature or created by humans” (p. 27). In the field of higher education, there are common 

pool resources that exist. One in particular is the Internet. Within the higher education 

profession, particularly in the area of enrollment management, many colleges and 
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universities heavily rely on the Internet as a tool to serve students. It has created avenues 

for colleges and universities to become more creative and strategic in how they retain 

students. The work team for this area will be responsible for ensuring the student 

information system is set up in such a way that students have the capability to register, 

pay tuition and fees, and check financial aid statuses online. Any issues surrounding this 

will be mentioned in our biweekly meetings to be handled by the Information 

Technology department.  

Proper dissemination of information is critical in retaining students. The 

curriculum-guide work team will work closely with the Provost and the Dean of each 

college and school and will be responsible for ensuring that all curriculum guides for 

each major are current. This includes ensuring that the correct and current classes are 

there and that the correct number of credit hours is listed for each major. There should 

also be a space created for advisors and students to check off the classes they have 

already taken at the institution or another for those who are transfer students. The faculty 

and staff work group will be overseen by the Provost. The Provost will be responsible for 

developing a plan of action that would ensure faculty is taking attendance in class, 

teaching the correct course content, holding office hours, and holding students 

accountable for the work given.  

The last work team would be related to customer service. First-generation college 

students face many obstacles as they maneuver through the admissions process. This 

work team will be headed by the vice presidents of each area. The customer-service work 

team will address issues that students may have and provide solutions to these issues. All 

staff members must complete the training. This mandate coincides with the “or else” rule. 

“Or else” rule are those rules that have negative consequences if the rules are violated or 
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not followed (Ostrom, 2006). 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

Organizational commitment is one of many attitudes that individuals exhibit when 

it comes to the organization they work for or with which they are affiliated. Liou (2008) 

explained, organizational commitment is “one’s persistence in making sacrifice to the 

good of the organization and it indicates the person’s preoccupation with the 

organization, as evidenced by the person’s devotion of personal time to organizational 

activities” (p. 118). Within the concept of organizational commitment, there are three 

dimensions: affection commitment, continuance commitment, and normative 

commitment.  

Affective commitment is the emotional attachment an individual has with an 

organization and a belief in its values. Continuance commitment is the economic 

perspective an individual possesses in order to determine whether he or she will remain 

with the organization, and normative commitment is an individual’s obligation to remain 

with the organization for ethical or moral reasons (Robbins & Judge, 2012).  

Identifying and resolving the issues associated with this situation will help to 

ensure that stakeholders remain connected to the institution. More importantly, having a 

plan and being able to execute this plan successfully will ensure the university remains 

viable and sustainable. The internal stakeholders will serve as the individuals who will 

assist in the planning process and ensure from an internal perspective that the intricate 

details are in place. This would include collecting data, looking at the overall 

infrastructure of the institution, developing a budget, and collaborating as a campus 

community. From an external perspective, these stakeholders will serve as evaluators of 

the plan. For example, guidance counselors would be relied upon to provide feedback as 
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to how students are recruited from their schools. 

Leader’s role in implementing proposed solution. Recruitment and retention of 

first-generation college students is critical at the minority-serving institution presented in 

this study. From a leadership perspective, it is important for the leader of this institution, 

in this situation, to remain connected and be proactive in soliciting information, 

particularly as it relates to strategic planning and critical data on enrollment. Furthermore, 

it is important for the leader to always be engaged with those internal and external 

stakeholders who have some affinity to the institution. Being engaged exposes problems 

early rather than waiting until things are almost insolvable. Finally, it is always important 

for leaders to remain flexible and not become complacent. 

Building support for the proposed solution. With the current state of the 

university, in terms of financial support, the financial resources may take longer to 

obtain, which ultimately on some level could be a potential barrier to executing the 

proposed plan. Communication and collaboration are critical in situations such as this. 

Communication builds trust and then collaboration can take place. The leader of the 

research institution should remain transparent throughout the implementation of the 

proposed plan. Being transparent would include updating stakeholders on the progress of 

the plan, any implantation issues, and needed resources. The leader should always 

continue to provide encouragement as the implementation takes place and continually 

remind individuals of the purpose of the plan. Lastly, the leader of the research institution 

should always bring to the forefront what the end result, if successful, means to all 

stakeholders. In other words, the leader should present the plan as a win-win situation to 

everyone. 
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Global/external implications for the organization. Successfully implementing 

the proposed plan has implication internally and externally. Obviously, from an internal 

perspective, increased enrollment can potentially equate more funding from donors and 

alumni. From an external point of view, the successful implementation of the plan could 

present a number of benefits for the institution. The plan has the potential to create more 

of a name recognition for the institution. The enrollment of first-generation college 

students could potentially increase. The university could become more diverse because 

students from around the world could potentially come. The university could be used as a 

model for other minority-serving institutions, mainly HBCUs. In addition, more state 

funding could be allocated to the research institution. Finally, the plan could put the 

institution in a position where it will remain stable, increase its academic offerings, and 

graduate first-generation college students within four to five years.  

Evaluation and Time Line for Implementation and Assessment 

 Recruitment and retention are major contributors to ensuring that institutions 

remain viable and continue to provide access to higher education for all individuals. 

Considering the situation of the research institution, and its decline in enrollment, a 

comprehensive plan composed of these two components is proposed. It is important that 

this particular plan is implemented in an efficient and expeditious manner. The proposed 

plan in its entirety will be implemented in a year; however, some parts of the plan will be 

implemented simultaneously and before the designated deadline. Once the plan has been 

fully implemented and is functioning, each activity will be evaluated by various means to 

include enrollment reports that provide recruitment and retention data, surveys from 

students regarding the institution’s customer service and the students’ level of customer 

service satisfaction, and feedback from the principals and guidance counselors from the 
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institutions feeder high schools. The overall purposes of program evaluation is to 

determine the value of a program, assist with policy decisions, and provide information 

as it relates to solving a problem or refutes political decisions (Dolence, 1991). An 

evaluation plan can be found in Appendix E.  

Implications 

Practical Implications 

Based on the findings of this study, current first-generation college students of the 

research institution decided to attend the institution because of institutional cost, 

academic major, extended family, and campus atmosphere. Although there are a number 

of college choice models, the findings of this study parallel Perna’s (2008) model of 

college choice, which indicated that individual difference as well as how different layers 

impact the college decision process. First-generation college students possess many 

differences from those who are not first-generation college students. Although there was 

a plethora of literature on first-generation college students and college choice as a whole, 

there was very little literature that focused on first-generation college students and their 

decision to attend an HBCU which was the focus of this study. HBCUs represent one of 

the minimal opportunities for African American to have access to higher education 

(Jackson, 2001; Lovett, 2011). This study also serves as a guide to aid enrollment 

management professionals of HBCUs in recruiting and retaining first-generation college 

students.  

 

Implications for Future Research 

Throughout this study of college choice, certain data revealed issues requiring 

further scrutiny and research. Academic majors have shown to be a big influence to first-
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generation college students attending the research institution, but how they garner their 

opinion on which academic majors are important leaves room for further research. 

Further research is needed to decipher how students, and specifically first-generation 

college students, receive information in those areas viewed important to them in the 

college choice, not just to influence choice based on fact but to determine the best method 

and time to reach those students. The students also viewed the college search process as 

different and difficult, but further research is needed to distinguish which attributes of the 

college choice process led them to feel this way. Data evaluated in this research similarly 

demonstrated location was not a significant variable to first-generation college students 

as it related to attending the research institution.  

In addition, research needs to be conducted to determine whether first-generation 

college students take into consideration location when it comes to attending an HBCU 

compared to other institutions such as PWIs. The focus of this study was on first-

generation college students and a minority serving institution, mainly a HBCU. Research 

needs to be conducted to see whether some of the decision factors would be the same for 

those who attend a PWI. The emphasis of this study was mainly on recruitment of first-

generation college students to an HBCU. Further research needs to be conducted on why 

first-generation college students leave HBCUs and attend PWIs. 

As the world of higher education becomes more complex, leaders of higher 

education institutions must also change. From a leadership perspective, effective strategic 

planning requires the right type of leader. For effective strategic planning to take place, a 

transformational and heroic leader is needed. A transformational leader is characterized 

as one who has idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and 

individualized consideration (Johnson, 2012). Heroism is one of the four pillars of 
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success for the Jesuits (Lowney, 2003). According to Lowney (2003), heroism is defined 

as “imagining an inspiring future and striving to shape it rather than passively watching 

the future happen around them” (p. 33). In short, heroism is being able to see beyond 

where you are and not allowing circumstances around you to dictate whether you achieve 

what you set out to accomplish. 

Leaders must understand their behaviors should be consistent with the values of 

the organization. They must also have the ability to change an individual’s mindset of 

doing something because they feel obligated rather than doing it because they want to do 

it. A transformational leader inspires individuals to become more passionate about their 

workplace. Additionally, a leader must be able to stimulate creativity and innovation. 

Finally, a leader must be able to foster personal development and serve as a mentor. 

These transformational and heroic leadership components are key throughout the process 

of strategic planning.  

Summary of Study 

In conclusion, the findings of this study revealed the influencers for current first-

generation college students to attend the research institution. The results showed that the 

cost to attend the institution, its academic majors, their extended family, and the campus 

environment of the research institution were all factors that heavily weighed on their 

decision to attend the institution. No significant number of students reported location as a 

significant factor in their final choice. In addition, the findings of this study highlighted 

the experiences of these first-generation college students while going through the college 

choice process and the strategies they found effective in this process. Students found the 

process to be difficult and different. The strategies they found to be meaningful were 

counselors and mentors, the Internet, and campus tours. All of the experiences seemed to 
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correlate with the current literature surrounding the experiences of first-generation 

college students going through the college choice process.  

Also in this study, there was literature that focused on first-generation college 

students; minority-serving institutions, specifically HBCUs; the various college choice 

models and the college choice process; and lastly marketing as it related to colleges and 

universities. A comprehensive recruitment and retention plan was recommended to 

address the issue of the decline in enrollment of first-generation college students at the 

research institution.  
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Appendix A 

Focus Group Interview Protocol 

Focus groups are an excellent way to gather qualitative data on the issue or problem you 
are exploring. This protocol was developed to provide as a guide as to how the focus 
group interviews are being conducted in this study. 
 
Phase 1 
 

1. Identify participants 

a. Free Federal Financial Aid Student Application (FAFSA) information will be 
imported to determine what students are first-generation. 

b. Potential participants will receive an information letter, which will explain the 
proposed study, the process of participation and the risks and benefits of 
participation. 

 
2. Location & Time 

 
a. Focus group interviews will be held on campus in a study room in the library. 
b. Each focus group will have a specific time during the day to meet and be 

interviewed. 
c. All interviews will be held during the day. 

 
Phase 2 
 

1. Conduct the focus group 
 

a. Begin with providing introductory comments, thanking everyone for their 
participation and welcoming them. 

b. Introduce myself and allow participants to introduce themselves. 
c. State the purpose of the interview and why they were solicited to participate. 
d. Interview participants for 45-60 minutes 
e. Participant’s responses will be digitally recorded. 

 
Phase 3 
 

1. Interpreting and Report Results 
 

a. Information from interviews will be organized for analysis at the conclusion of 
the interview. 

b. Responses will be analyzed and thematically arranged 
c. Common themes will be identified through the use of ATLAS TI Software 
d. Information will be safe-guarded in the researcher’s supervisors locked file and 

will remain there until destroyed at the end of three years. 
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Appendix B  

Interview Questions 

 
I am a doctoral candidate at Creighton University. My research topic focuses on the factors that 
influence the decisions of first-generation college students to attend an HBCU in Virginia. Please 
complete the following student profile. Your responses will remain confidential. Thank you for 
your time.  
 
 
1. If you had not chosen to attend __________________(attending institution), what 

institution would you have attended and why?  

2. What deciding factors led you to enroll at __________________ (attending 

institution)?  

3. What factors were most important to you as you considered attending _______ 

(attending institution? 

4. What did your college search process consist of as a first-generation college 

student attending an HBCU? 

5. What strategies did you use when searching for an institution to attend? 

6. What strategies did you find effective during you college search process? 

7. How did the college search process unfold for you? 

8. What is your student classification? 

9. Are you an in-state or out-of-state student? 

10. What is your current major? 
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Appendix C 

Invitation to Participate Letter 

 
 
Dear Student Participant: 
 
My name is Juan M. Alexander, a current doctoral student at Creighton University. The 
purpose of this correspondence is to invite you to take part in a study in which I will be 
conducting on factors that influenced students’ decision to attend a HBCU in Virginia.  
 
Your participation in this study will include taking part in a 40-60 minute interview 
regarding the college choice process. Names will remain anonymous and all responses 
will be kept confidential. Interviews will take place on Monday, Wednesday and Friday 
of the following week. The interview times will range from 10am to 7pm, depending on 
the day selected. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please email me with your availability 
at juanalexander@creighton.edu or you may contact me directly at (256) 683-0018. All 
participants will receive a final copy of the results of this study. Participants may 
withdraw from the interview at any time. Your contribution to this study would be greatly 
appreciated. Should you have any additional questions, feel free to contact me. 
 
 
  
Sincerely, 
 
 
Juan M. Alexander 
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Appendix D 
 

Consent Form for Participation in the Research Study: 
 Entitled Key Factors that Influence the Decision of First-generation College 

Students to Attend a Historically Black College & University in Virginia 
 
 

Funding Source:  None. 
 

IRB protocol #: 
 

Principal investigator                              
Juan M. Alexander                                                                                                                   
2737 Sawyers Arch                                                                  
Chesapeake, VA  23323       
(256) 683-0018        
            
   
For questions/concerns about your research rights, contact: 
Human Research Oversight Board (Institutional Review Board or IRB) 
Creighton University 
(402-280-2126) 
 
  
Institutional Review Board or IRB 
Norfolk State University 
Dr. Rowena Wilson 
(757) 823-9053 
 
 
What is the study about? 
There has been a steady decline in enrollment at institutions of higher education. This 
overall enrollment decline has become a major concern in particular for institutions that 
serve minority student populations. First-generation college students represent a 
significant portion of enrollment for historically black colleges and universities 
(HBCUs), which are more likely to be comprised of an ethnic minority. The aim of the 
study is to identify key factors that can be used to assist enrollment management 
professionals in effectively recruiting first-generation college students to an HBCU in 
Virginia. 
 
Why are you asking me? 
This researcher is asking you to participate because you have been identified as a first-
generation college student, who currently attends a Historically Black College & 
University (HBCU) in Virginia.  
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What will I be doing if I agree to be in the study? 
You will participate in a focus group semi-structured interview spanning approximately 
45-60 minutes in length. Interviews will take place in the research institutions library. If 
you decide to take part in the in-depth interview, you will select a time slot to meet with 
the researcher at designated location. The researcher will ask you demographic 
information and questions that are related to the study.  
 
Is there any audio or video recording? 
The researcher will be audio-recording the interview using a digital tape recorder and 
transcription will be done using the NVivo software. 
 
What are the dangers to me? 
There are no dangers that may be encountered by participating in the study. The 
researcher will ensure that the recorded interviews will take place in a secure location; in 
addition, the resulting audio-recorded transcripts from those sessions will be stored in a 
locked file cabinet. Any other materials used for the study, such as the researcher’s 
handwritten notes and correspondence with participants, will be kept in a locked file 
cabinet as well for three years after the study before being destroyed. 
 
If you have any questions about the research, your research rights, or have a research-
related injury, please contact Juan M. Alexander at (256) 683-0018. You may also 
contact the IRB at the numbers indicated above with questions as to your research rights.  
 
Are there any benefits for taking part in this research study? 
You will be part of an innovative study that may lead to other research on first-generation 
college students and their decision to attend an HBCU. In addition, if you choose, you 
may provide your email address to receive a copy of the compiled semi-structured 
interview findings. 
 
Will I get paid for being in the study? Will it cost me anything? 
There are no costs to you or payments made for participating in the study. 
 
How will you keep my information private? 
The interviews and transcripts will be distributed, collected, and analyzed by this 
researcher. The only other people who may review the information are members of the 
Creighton University Institutional Review Board and the members of this researcher’s 
dissertation committee. 
 
The researcher will ensure that personally identifiable information of the study 
participants is not disclosed. All materials used for data collection will be kept in a safe, 
locked location for a minimum of three years before they are destroyed by shredding. All 
information obtained in this study is strictly confidential unless disclosure in require by 
law. 
 
What if I do not wish to participate or I want to leave the study? 
Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. You have the right to leave this study at 
any time or refuse to participate. If you do decide to leave or decide not to participate, 
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you will not experience any penalty or loss of services you have a right to receive. If you 
choose to withdraw, any information collected about you before the date you leave the 
study will be kept in the research records for 36 months from the conclusion of the study 
and may be used as part of the research. 
 
Other Considerations: 
If significant new information relating to the study becomes available, which may relate 
to your institution, this information will be provided to you by the investigator. 
 
Voluntary Consent by Participant: 
By signing below, you indicate that: 

• This study has been explained to you 
• You have read this document or it has been read to you 
• Your questions about this research study have been answered 
• You have been told that you may ask the researchers any study related question in 

the future or contact them in the event of a research-related injury 
• You have been told that you may ask Institutional Review Board (IRB) personnel 

questions about your study rights 
• You are entitled to a copy of this form after you have read and signed it 

• You voluntarily agree to participate in the study entitled: Factors that 
influence the decision of first-generation college students to attend a Historically 
Black College & University in Virginia 

 
Participant’s Signature: ________________________   Date: ______________ 
 
Participants Name: ___________________________     Date: ______________ 
 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent: _______________________________ 
 
Date: ____________________ 
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Appendix E 

Evaluation Plan 

I. Activity: College Fairs (Local & National) 
a. Goal: To increase awareness of the University throughout the location of the 

research institution as well as throughout the United States. 
b. Description: Throughout the recruitment season, the Office of Admissions will 

participate in several college fairs. These college fairs are hosted by 
miscellaneous educational non-profit organizations, high schools, churches, and 
other colleges and universities. These events in which we participate in are 
located in areas that are considered heavy recruitment areas and will most likely 
result in a productive yield for our institution. At some of these affairs, we will 
be conducting onsite admissions sessions where students who have the proper 
admissions materials may be admitted on site. 

c. Timetable: September-April  
d. Personnel Responsible: The recruitment team, which consists of the Director of 

Admissions, Associate Director, Admissions Counselors and faculty from the 
various academic departments and schools. 

e. Evaluation: At the conclusion of every college fair, evaluations are distributed to 
the participants for completion. The office also has a form that will be used to 
evaluate each college fair. In addition, the number of contact cards and 
applications received will be utilized to evaluate the productivity of a college 
fair. 

 
II. Activity: Open House 

a. Goal: To expose prospective students and parents to the research institution as 
well as to showcase what the University has to offer academically, financially as 
well as socially. 

b. Description: The Open House serves as a conduit for distributing information 
about the University in a creative and activity-oriented way. This event is held 
twice a year-once in the fall and once in the spring. During this event, 
prospective students and parents will have the opportunity to talk with 
representatives from the various academic departments as well as other student 
services and activity offices on campus. These potential students will also have 
the opportunity to apply to the University and receive an admissions decision 
before leaving the campus. 

c. Timetable: November-March 2014 
d. Personnel Responsible: Entire staff of the Office of Admissions and Open 

House Committee. 
e. Evaluation: This program will be evaluated by the use of surveys developed 

within the Office of Admissions. 
 

III. Activity: Round-Ups 
a. Goal: To reach out to last minute college decision makers as well as local 

businesses and the community. 
b. Description: The Round-Ups will be held three times in the Spring Semester at 

several area businesses (restaurants, parks, etc.). During these sessions, we will 



 

 

106 

be conducting on-site admissions for those seniors who bring complete 
application materials. 

c. Timetable: January-May 
d. Personnel Responsible: Recruitment Team 
e. Evaluation: The number of contact cards and applications submitted. 

 
IV. Activity: Counselor Luncheons 

a. Goal: To ensure that Guidance Counselors are kept abreast of any new updates 
from the University so that they may give accurate information to prospective 
students and parents. 

b. Description: The Office of Admissions will provide lunch for counselors at an 
area restaurant and during the lunch, presentations will be made concerning any 
new admissions, scholarship, and alumni (etc.) information available. Counselors 
will also have the opportunity to ask questions and provide feedback that will 
assist us in communicating more effectively with and to them. 

c. Timetable: October, February, March & April 
d. Personnel Responsible: Entire Office of Admissions Staff 
e. Evaluation: Counselor feedback, surveys, and focus groups. 

 
V. Activity: Prospective Students Receptions 

a. Goal: To facilitate information distribution to potential students and parents. 
b. Description: Student receptions are sponsored by the Office of Admissions. At 

these events, students and parents will obtain information about the research 
institution. This information includes, but is not limited to scholarships and 
admissions requirements. At this reception, light hors d'oeuvres will be served. 
Onsite admissions will be conducted at this gathering. 

c. Timetable: October, February, March & April 
d. Personnel Responsible: Admissions Recruitment Team 
e. Evaluation: Parent and student surveys. 

 
VI. Activity: Student Recruiting Students Contest 

a. Goal: To increase student participation in off campus recruitment. 
b. Description: The students recruiting students contest is open to all students on 

campus who wish to participate. Applications will be distributed to all interested 
students. The student who recruits the most people to the University will be 
rewarded. 

c. Timetable: November & March 
d. Personnel Responsible: Student Ambassador Advisor & Student Ambassador 

President 
e. Evaluation: Student feedback and application volume. 

 
VII. Activity: High School Visits 

a. Goal: To give out information about the research institution to interested high 
school students. 

b. Description: High School Visits will be done throughout the recruitment season, 
but mainly in the Spring Semester. A high school visit usually consists of a time 
where we are able to set up a display table in the cafeteria or guidance office and 
talk with interested students about the research institution. 
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c. Timetable: January-April  
d. Personnel Responsible: Recruitment Team & Vice Presidents 
e. Evaluation: Interest cards and applications received. 

 
 

Retention 
 

I. Activity: University Call Center 
a. Goal: To increase the levels of customer service within the division of 

enrollment management 
b. Description: The university call center will serve as the communication hub for 

all initial calls to the enrollment services areas.  Students will have the 
opportunity to get answers to questions regarding any admission, financial aid, 
registrar, and student accounts related information. 

c. Timeline: September 2018-September 2019 
d. Personnel Responsible: Customer Service Work Team 
e. Evaluation: Student Surveys & call center software data 

 
II. Activity: Intrusive Advising 

a. Goal: To increase the retention rates of first-time and current students of the 
research institution. 

b. Description:  Retention efforts of the institution will be intrusive in nature, 
meaning advisors will have more hands on interaction with students.  This 
includes registering students for courses, identifying students at risk of not 
making satisfactory academic progress and those who have a difficult time 
adjusting to the university. 

c. Timeline: Ongoing 
d. Personnel Responsible: Provost 
e. Evaluation: Examination of data relating to retention rates and overall 

enrollment 
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