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Abstract
McCormick, Megan L. EdD. The University of Memphis. December 2017. WorkingClass Students’ Social Capital and Financial Aid Awards: A Study of these Factors’ Effect on
Retention for Students at a Large Public Community College. Major Professor: Dr. Jeffery
Wilson.
Working-class students face many struggles in attempting to complete a college degree.
Two of the most prominent struggles faced by these students are the deficiency of financial aid
available for those in the working-class and the lack of these students’ social capital. Social
capital, which is often passed down through families, may be particularly lacking for workingclass students because students from these families may be first-generation and a student’s
family may not possess the knowledge about the higher education process to help these students
apply for financial aid. Additionally, college students who lack social capital may not have
family emotional support and may face jealousy or criticism from family members who have not
had the same postsecondary educational opportunities.
In order to explore the role that a lack of social capital plays in working-class students’
ability to obtain financial aid and be retained in college, this study was designed to assess
whether working-class students attending a large urban public community college in
Pennsylvania who possessed strong family social capital were more likely to be retained into
their second semester of studies than those with poor social capital, and whether family social
capital impacted participants’ financial aid awards.
Using the Mann-Whitney U and Fisher’s Exact Tests, participants’ survey results were
analyzed to determine whether working-class students experienced difficulties in their retention
due to a lack of financial aid or a lack of family and community support. The researcher found a
significant difference in the number of participants retained who possessed strong family
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emotional support versus those students who possessed poor family emotional support. The
findings indicated no statistically significant difference in all other areas.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Working-class students, as a group, have significantly been underrepresented in higher
education. Although much literature exists regarding low-income and other marginalized
students, few studies have been done to assess whether the availability of financial aid is a factor
in these students’ college retention and persistence. Despite the fact that working-class students
comprise nearly half of postsecondary students in the United States (Russo & Linkon, 2005),
only three percent of working-class students earn a bachelor’s degree (Hurst, 2012). Likewise,
Haveman and Smeeding (2006) argued that although society may believe that higher education
institutions provide social mobility opportunities for everyone in the United States, the reality is
that there is now less access for students from the lower-income strata in America than in
previous years. Further, Haveman and Smeeding (2006) argued that educational equality is a
myth, despite a college degree often being used as a catalyst to social equality.
One reason for working-class students’ absence of persistence within the higher
education setting is the lack of social capital from family and community ties that these students
possess to guide them through the higher education process. Social capital that may benefit
college students can include family knowledge or social ties (Bordieu, 1986) and financial
resources such as money to assist students with paying for college. Social capital, frequently
passed down through the family and through family affiliations and ties, may be for sparse for
working-class college students. As a group, working-class students may struggle more in funding
their college education than students from other socioeconomic groups (Gonzalez, 2009). To
pay college costs, working-class students often work while in school (Gonzalez, 2009; Linkon,
2008) and take additional course credits to lower costs (Gonzalez, 2009) which may sacrifice the
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quality of their education. In addition to financial obstacles, working-class students often face
additional responsibilities at home and are likely to commute far to school to save on college
costs (Linkon, 2008). Rather than being able to afford to live at college or close to campus,
students who cannot are not as easily able to access the resources the college provides such as
on-campus tutoring and campus activities. These factors make attending and being retained in
college difficult for many working-class students.
Statistics demonstrate that college students from working-class families are frequently
first-generation college students, are more likely to enroll in a community college than a fouryear school, and have lower levels of baccalaureate completion than middle and upper-class
students (Aronson, 2008). These students may also have difficulty navigating the complicated
college admissions and financial aid processes likely due in large part to their first-generation
status (Hurst, 2012). Since first-generation college students do not have immediate family
members who have earned a college degree, their family’s knowledge of the college application
and attendance process may be limited. If fortunate enough to attend college, working-class
students may not receive the services needed to excel in the college environment, because
college faculty often do not understand or recognize these students’ unique needs (Greenwald &
Grant, 1999). For instance, faculty members may not understand why a working-class student is
unfamiliar with the basic social mores of the academic environment or cannot attend the
instructor’s limited office hours due to a heavy outside work schedule. This lack of
understanding in both the home and school environment may eventually prove insurmountable
for these students.
Funding a college education is a significant obstacle for many working-class students
(Burd, 2006a). As a result, these students are more likely to attend community colleges due to
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their inexpensive tuition rather than more expensive private or public four-year schools (Burd,
2006b). Community colleges are known to enroll a diverse population of students due to their
close proximity to students’ homes, low cost and ability for students to enroll in part-time course
offerings (Gumport, Iannozzi, Shaman, & Gemsky, 1997). Although community colleges offer
many benefits, Shapiro et al. (2012) reported that only 15% of those who begin college at a
community college had completed a bachelor’s degree within six years of the start of their
matriculation.
Attending college has long been an issue for members of the working-class. Until the
time of the Civil War, working-class students were highly underrepresented in higher education.
Before the Civil War, mainly white male students from primarily wealthy families attended
college (Thelin, 2003). With the passage of the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, a practical
vocational and agricultural college education was offered by states (Thelin, 2003), in contrast to
the liberal education provided in the colonial era. During World War II, more working-class
students gained further access to higher education through the offering of the GI Bill.
Community colleges also played a significant role in offering postsecondary education
opportunities for working-class students. Gumport et al. (1997) noted that between 1960 and
1975, the number of community colleges in the United States had more than doubled.
Despite this increased access for working-class students, the increased availability of
financial aid, and a greater understanding of the obstacles that underrepresented students face in
obtaining a college education, working-class students still graduate college at very low rates
(Hurst, 2012). This study was designed to explore whether working-class students’ persistence
at Daniel Community College (pseudonym) was affected by their level of family social capital
and whether family social capital affected participants’ financial aid awards. Working-class
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students at a public urban community college, located in Pennsylvania, were asked to provide
answers to a survey instrument, designed by the researcher, to analyze participants’ financial aid
awards, level of persistence into the next semester of college, and level of perceived social
capital. To protect the privacy of the institution and the study’s participants, the pseudonym of
Daniel Community College is used herein when referring to the study institution. The following
sections will offer the problem statement and background information for the study.
Context of Research Problem
Ultimately, college students from the working-class may struggle to overcome their class
status to successfully attend and graduate college. Aronson (2008) suggested that from the time
that a child is young, children are taught class-based differences that affect their perception of
higher education and ability to successfully navigate the college realm. For example, members of
the working-class, who may work at jobs which require full submission to authority, may be
reluctant to question professors regarding course information the student may not understand.
Working-class students also do not always understand how to integrate into the college
environment socially, and as a result may be ridiculed for their speech or dress (Greenwald &
Grant, 1999). Additional retention issues arise for working-class students simply because they
are attending community colleges. Community colleges are well-known to be primarily
commuter institutions (Gumport et al., 1997). Students who are heavily involved on campus are
more likely to be retained (Tinto, 1990), and thus, graduate. Because many community college
students work and have outside family responsibilities, these factors, in addition to financial
obstacles, may negatively impact community college students’ retention. Further, working-class
students may experience the “revolving-door syndrome” of the community college; students
believe they are attending college strictly to get their degree rather than see the value in
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participating in extra-curricular activities which may enhance their overall college experience
and resume.
All research is ground in theory and existing theories can be used as a framework for
research studies. Moschetti and Hudley (2006) suggested that social capital theory is useful in
describing the experiences of working-class students in higher education. Social capital theory
explains how one obtains resources through social connections and channels (Portes, 2000).
Resources can be tangible, such as money, or intangible, such as information. Students who
possess strong social capital can increase their finances or cultural capital more easily (Portes,
2000), which can ultimately assist in eliminating some of the factors that negatively affect
students’ retention in college. Social capital differs somewhat from cultural capital, which
Lareau and Weininger (2003) noted is commonly described as capital derived from classical
experiences, such as art and culture, and therefore is not gained merely due to one’s own ability
or strengths and may be passed down through families.
With the many financial aid programs available in the United States, some believe that
higher education opportunities exist for all, which is in fact a myth. McDonough (1997)
summarized this discrepancy by noting that “society’s opportunity structure does not work
equally for all. The aggregate enrollment rate masks discrepancies in the access and retention
rates between white students and students of color, as well as between economically advantaged
and disadvantaged students” (pp. 1-2). Likewise, Ryan and Sackrey (1984) argued that social
class mobility in our society is a myth and this myth is perpetuated because those who are on the
lower end of the income structure are already marginalized in American society. Ryan and
Sackrey (1984) continued by arguing that people who grow up poor often remain poor when they
are adults, and thus this cycle of poverty is perpetual.
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The absence of financial aid for working-class students is one reason that this group of
students’ persistence is low. In fact, in their longitudinal study of the persistence of full-time
first-year undergraduate students, Novak and McKinney (2011) found that after controlling
variables were considered, students who submitted the federal FAFSA form had a 72% greater
likelihood of being retained. Additionally, in regard to low-income students, Novak and
McKinney (2011) found that low-income students who filed the FAFSA (and who were
determined Pell eligible) were 122% more likely to persist than other low-income students who
did not complete the FAFSA.
The formula used for calculating students’ financial need is daunting and often confusing
for students and parents. After completing the FAFSA, each student is assigned an expected
family contribution, otherwise known as an EFC. The EFC is a dollar amount used to denote
how much a family is expected to pay towards the cost of their child’s education. The College
Board (2010) wrote that “for many students, the estimate of how much they are expected to pay
toward their college costs will influence the price of the college they will consider, and their
expectations of how much aid they might receive” (p. 2). A student’s Cost of Attendance, or
COA, is the number which provides an estimate for a student’s expenses for the academic year.
Typical expenses factored into the Cost of Attendance calculation, include, but are not limited to
tuition and fees, room and board (even if not living on campus), transportation, dependent care
expenses, books and disability expenses, if applicable (Federal Student Aid, 2012). The resulting
expected family contribution is subtracted from the student’s cost of attendance to determine
which Title IV federal aid programs a student may qualify for. These programs include: 1)
Work-Study Programs; 2) Teacher Education Assistance for College and Higher Education
Grant; 3) Federal Pell Grant; 4) Stafford Loans; 5) Perkins Loans; 6) Federal Supplemental
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Educational Opportunity Grant; 7) Iraq and Afghanistan Service Grant; and 8) Plus Loans (U.S.
Department of Education, 2012).
Ultimately, the lower a student’s expected family contribution number, the greater
likelihood they will qualify for the maximum in grant aid. A student with the lowest expected
family contribution of 0, for example, would not be expected to contribute any money towards
the cost of their education for that school year and should qualify for the maximum amount of
student aid available, which for the 2016-2017 school year the maximum Pell Grant award is
$5,815. Based upon this, a number of dependent working-class students would be well above the
established guidelines in qualifying for the maximum amount of need-based financial aid,
despite their modest income level.
Although the Pell Grant is considered the flagship grant of the Title IV financial aid
program, not everyone with modest resources qualifies for a grant, even if they have financial
need. McSwain, Cunningham, Erisman, and Merisotis (2008) wrote that during the 2005-2006
academic year, most students whose familial income was over $40,000 did not qualify for a
need-based Pell Grant. Ultimately, many students who do not qualify for grant aid must borrow
student loans to pay for their college education.
Purpose Statement
Creswell (2013) noted that the purpose statement in a quantitative study should include
the study’s major variables, the name or location of the research site, and a description of the
participants. The purpose of this study was to determine whether working-class students
attending a large Pennsylvania urban community college who possessed strong family social
capital were more likely to be retained into their second semester of studies than those with poor
social capital, and whether family social capital impacted participants’ financial aid awards.
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Research Questions
This study sought to answer the following research questions: 1) Was there a significant
difference in the number of working-class students retained after the fall semester at the
community college who possessed strong familial social capital versus those working-class
students who lacked strong familial social capital? 1a) Was there a significant difference in the
number of fall semester working-class students who were retained into the spring semester
whose parents strongly expected that they would complete college versus those working-class
students who parents did not strongly expect that they would complete college? 2) Was there a
significant difference in the grant and scholarship aid awarded to working-class students with
strong familial social capital versus those working-class students at the community college
without strong familial social capital? 2a) Was there a significant difference in the amount of
student loans borrowed by working-class students at the community college who possessed
strong family emotional support versus those working-class students without strong family
emotional support?
Significance of the Study
The intent of this study was to determine whether working-class students who possessed
strong family social capital were more likely to be retained into their second semester of studies
than those with poor social capital, and whether family social capital impacted participants’
financial aid awards. Family social capital in this study was measured in several forms, including
family emotional support, family’s college completion expectations, family financial support for
tuition, books and fees and family support for additional expenses such as room, board,
transportation, etc.
Ultimately, this study is significant as the literature is sparse regarding the financial
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obstacles of working-class college students. While much research has been done on the financial
obstacles of lower-income students, there is a need to fill in the literature gaps regarding the
financial issues affecting working-class college students. Further, there is a need to explore if
family social capital affects the financial aid awards of participants. Ultimately, this study can
serve as a resource and stepping stone for those with interest in encouraging changes to support
working-class students, both financially and emotionally, so that they can successfully attend and
complete college.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is based on social capital theory. Social capital
theory can be defined as “networks together with shared norms, values and understandings that
facilitate co-operation within or among groups” (Keeley, 2007, p. 103). Moschetti and Hudley
(2008) noted that social capital theory is often useful in describing the obstacles of working-class
college students. Although early theorists such as Marx and Durkheim developed theories on
social capital, more recently Bordieu (1986) was the first to describe modern social capital as the
social networks and familial channels that pass down information that can be turned into
financial capital. Likewise, Coleman (1988) noted that one important component of social capital
that is regularly utilized is information channels. Through information channels, a person can
learn the information necessary to become more successful in life. If the people who surround a
student have not attended college and are not familiar with the process, then the student lacks
social capital because they are not able to obtain the same information that may be passed down
from a wealthier student’s college graduate parents, siblings and friends.
Because social capital is useful in understanding the way in which a lack of familial
resources may in-turn result in less financial resources and perpetuate a lack of understanding on
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the college and financial aid processes, social capital theory was chosen as the theoretical
framework for this study.
Assumptions
The following basic assumptions were necessary for this study: The researcher assumed
that the study participants would answer the survey in an honest manner. Thus, the researcher
assumed that participants would consider the study criteria and determine whether their familial
income was classified as working-class ($30,001-$48,000) annually. The researcher also
assumed that allowing students to participate in the study via SurveyMonkey would provide them
time to look up or review pertinent financial information needed for the study, which is an
advantage to in-classroom surveying. Last, since the survey was taken remotely, it is assumed
that the actual person taking the survey was answering for themselves.
Limitations
This study focused on working-class college students at a large urban community college
in Pennsylvania. As such, the study findings may not be generalizable to a larger population.
Second, since participants provided self-reported responses, this may have resulted in one or
more participants falsely indicating one or more responses. For instance, since income
information and financial aid award amounts were requested, it is possible that some students
may have accidently or inadvertently selected the incorrect amounts. There is also a possibility
that one or more students may have falsified their answers to appear as though they had better
financial circumstances than they did. Because the institution desired to protect the financial
privacy of students, the researcher was not given permission to access participants’ financial aid
information to confirm their responses through the college’s student information system or any
other means. Although the researcher attempted to contact two officials at the college to obtain

10

this information, both administrators indicated that obtaining any financial information, other
than that which students provided on their own, would not be permitted due to privacy reasons.
Thus, the researcher was required to rely directly on the information provided by participants.
Finally, although the incentive to participate in the study was small (an opportunity to
win one of four $25 gift cards), there was a possibility that students may have participated in the
study and falsely stated that they met the criteria for working-class students, when they in fact
did not. Despite this, the criteria for participation was listed both on the email sent to students
requesting participants and on the first page of the SurveyMonkey survey to ensure they were
clear.
Delimitations
This study has several delimitations which must be considered. First, participants were
required to be enrolled as full-time students (in 12 or more credits) during the Fall 2016 semester
to participate in the study. Second, students who had previously attended other institutions were
eligible to participate; however, they may have not previously maxed out their eligibility for
financial aid. Last, participants who comprised the sample were required to be 18 years of age or
older, which is the age of majority in Pennsylvania as participants must have been able to legally
provide signed consent for themselves. This may have ruled out some participants who may have
not yet reached the age of majority at the time of data collection or who may have been unable to
provide signed consent for themselves due to a severe physical, emotional or cognitive disability.
Definition of Key Terms
For the purpose of this study, terms are defined as follows:
COA refers to a student’s Cost of Attendance, which is an estimate of the amount of
tuition, fees, books, supplies, room, board and other miscellaneous expenses a student is
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expected to incur during an academic school year. This amount may change from year-to-year.
Community colleges are postsecondary institutions which offer two-year or less
academic programs including certificate, diploma and associate degree programs.
EFC, or expected family contribution, is a numerical figure provided by the federal
government, based upon the student (and their families, if applicable) income and financial
resources, that a student is expected to contribute towards the cost of their attendance at a
postsecondary institution. This amount may change from year-to-year.
FAFSA refers to the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, the form that students
must complete when applying for federal grants, loans and work-study programs, as well as most
state grant programs.
First-generation students are those whom neither of their parents have yet earned a
bachelor’s degree.
Grants are free money awarded to students to pay educational expenses while in college.
Typically, grants are based on a student’s financial need and do not need to be repaid.
Non-traditional college students are those who attend college at a later age than
traditionally held in the United States, or ages 24 and older.
Retention, for this study, refers to a student remaining enrolled in college until the
following semester.
Scholarships are a free form of financial aid that provide money for students’ expenses
while in college. Scholarships may be based upon merit, financial need, or both and typically do
not need to be repaid.
Social capital is the level of social support that one’s family, friend and community
networks provide individuals with financial, social and academic resources.
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Social class represents a group of people who are similarly classified based upon their
financial status, prestige and amount of power they possess.
Traditional college students are those who are typical college age, or 18-23 years old.
Working-class students are those whose familial income is between $30,000 and
$48,000 per year.
Study Organization
Chapter 2 will provide a comprehensive literature review on the topic of working-class
students and their obstacles, such as first-generation status, a lack of family support and financial
obstacles. Chapter 2 will also discuss social capital theory and its applicability to the
postsecondary obstacles encountered by working-class college students. Chapter 3 will detail the
study’s methodology, including the quantitative data collection and analysis methods employed
for use in the study. Chapter 4 will provide the study findings, and Chapter 5 will discuss these
findings, detail their implications for practice, and provide recommendations.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
Introduction
The working-class in the United States has long been an under-recognized group, and
yet the working-class represents the backbone of American society. For hundreds of years,
members of the working-class have been known for their strong work ethic and loyalty to
employers. In today’s changing economic climate, more and more employers require a college
degree as one of the primary hiring criteria for a position (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006), and
thus many in the new generation of the working-class are attempting to attend college. Because
many of these students are first-generation college students (Zarate & Fabienke, 2007), lack
family emotional support (Lippincott & German, 2007), and struggle to navigate the complicated
financial aid process to obtain financial aid (Burd, 2006a), few students are actually successful in
earning a college degree (Hurst, 2012), which perpetuates their lack of privilege.
This literature review was designed to explain social class, in particular, the workingclass, and describe common obstacles that working-class college students face in completing
college and funding their education. The theoretical lens of social capital theory (Moschetti &
Hudley, 2008) will be utilized to explain how a lack of social capital passed down through
families reduces working-class students’ ability to obtain financial aid and complete a college
degree. Therefore, working-class students’ networks, or lack thereof, may impact a student’s
ability to complete college. Finally, the researcher will provide recommendations and
suggestions from well-known researchers to assist college personnel in guiding working-class
students in academia to receive financial aid and encourage their retention.
Social Capital Theory
Moschetti and Hudley (2008) wrote that social capital theory can aptly describe the
14

encounters of working-class college students in a higher education setting. Furthermore, they
argued that social capital theory is also useful in describing the occurrences of first-generation
college students when attempting to attend college. Since many working-class students are also
first-generation college students (Johnson, Van Ostern, & White, 2012; Zarate & Fabienke,
2007), social capital theory is quite useful in describing working-class and first-generation
college students’ experiences due to their lack of social capital.
Coleman (1988) defined social capital as “not a single entity but a variety of different
entities, with two elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and
they facilitate action of actors-whether persons or corporate actors-within the structure” (p. 98).
An example of social capital within higher education could be a C average student applying to
Harvard whose father, an attorney, has a client who is on the board at Harvard; therefore, the
student is accepted to Harvard despite poor grades. This would be an example of the student
having strong social capital because the means (getting into Harvard) would not have been
possible without the father’s important business contact.
Notable researchers who have contributed to the development of social capital theory
include Bourdieu, Loury, and Coleman (Portes, 2000). Portes (2000) wrote that the concept of
social capital theory itself is in fact not a concept strictly developed in recent years, but instead
has drawn upon the works of Durkheim’s research on groups (Portes, 2000), as well as Marx’s
research on social classes (Portes, 2000). Durkheim, for example, coined the term collective
consciousness to describe how members of a group pass on a set of particular beliefs which are
common to members of their particular group (Durkheim, 1984). Additionally, Marx (1847)
believed that capital developed as a social relation of producing things. In addition to money,
Portes (2000) suggested that social capital theory considers more than strictly monetary
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resources in determining who has power in a community.
Pierre Bourdieu produced the first modern definition of social capital, in which Bourdieu
described how one’s social networks can create social capital for groups’ members (Portes,
2000). Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as social connections that an individual possesses
which may be converted into financial capital. Further, social capital may be passed down
through names, such as a family or school name (Bourdieu, 1986). Ultimately, the size of a
social network or group that an individual belongs to will affect the volume of one’s social
capital, although social capital is not necessarily purposely pursued, with the exception of certain
groups, like social clubs, in which members purposely derive social capital from other members
(Bourdieu, 1986). Portes (2000) noted that those who have access to social capital can in turn
increase their financial resources and cultural capital. A person’s cultural capital can explain
students’ academic success and its connection to socioeconomic privilege (Kingston, 2001).
Coleman (1988) noted that one important component of social capital that is regularly
utilized is information channels. Thus, through social connections, one can gain access to
information that those without the same social connections may be unable to receive. A primary
example of this, with relevance to higher education, is students with connections to others who
can help them apply for financial aid or assist them as a legacy, a student who is admitted to a
college or university due to a family member’s previous matriculation at the institution, in
providing a reference to a highly ranked university. Portes (2000) argued that since other people
pass down social capital through social connections, social capital cannot be gained on one’s
own but must be transferred by another.
Another way that social capital is passed down is through the norms of a group
(Coleman, 1988). One example of this is the way in which middle-class students are often
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“groomed” to attend college from the time that they are young, meaning that a student is
prepared by parents and other members of their community to attend college, while workingclass students have not been (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006; Hurst, 2012), thus they may lack the
social capital to understand the college process and complete college. Grooming for college may
involve simple things such as encouraging a student’s academic progress while in high school, to
more in-depth support such as paying for expensive private tutoring or standardized testing prep
courses. A social group’s norms may affect members of a group by reinforcing positive social
mores or discouraging negative mores (Coleman, 1988).
Working-class students often lack social capital in that they struggle to fit the norms or
mores of the higher education environment (Espinoza, 2012), which may be quite anxiety
provoking for these students. For instance, working-class students may struggle to fit the social
mores of the higher education environment by standing out in their dress and speech (Greenwald
& Grant, 1999). Coleman (1988) wrote that a student’s peer group may heavily enforce the
norms of that culture, in particular, behavioral norms. Groups are extremely important in
promoting their own social capital, or the group’s set of values, as a member of a group can
effectively utilize the resources of the group as a whole (Coleman, 1988).
The family typically offers one of the most significant forms of social capital. Within the
family, Coleman (1988) suggested three forms of possible available capital: 1) financial capital;
2) human capital; and 3) social capital. Financial capital is listed as an important component in a
family, particularly because it defines the level of available resources for children in that family.
Measured by the family’s resources, financial capital are things such as financial or monetary
resources (Coleman, 1988). Human capital, through a family, is denoted by a parent’s level of
education. Therefore, a parent who has more education can often provide a greater learning
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experience for their child (Coleman, 1988). Working-class students are frequently firstgeneration college students (Aronson, 2008; Zarate & Fabienke, 2007), meaning they are the first
ones in their family to attend college. Because of this lack of human capital, working-class
students often lack the guidance necessary to navigate the complicated world of college
admissions and financial aid applications, as well as the guidance necessary to persist in college.
Social capital within a family can be lacking if a parent spends little time with a child or
does not have a strong relationship with their child. For example, high school students of single
parents are particularly vulnerable to a lack of social capital, as they are more likely to drop out
of high school than their two-parent peers (Coleman, 1988). For instance, in the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth, high school dropout rates for students from one-parent families
was 29%, whereas dropout rates for students from two-parent families was only 13%
(McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). More recently, Lamm, Harder, Lamm, Rose, and Rask (2005)
found that approximately 81% of high school students from single parent homes graduated high
school, whereas approximately 91% of students who resided with both natural parents graduated
high school. Further, in their study of children of United States’ immigrants, Hao and BonsteadBruns (1998) noted that parent-child interactions were one of the factors that increased the social
capital of students, by encouraging and stimulating their learning and academic progress, while a
lack of encouragement and less-stringent expectations resulted in poorer academic progress and
goals. In fact, Hao and Bonstead-Bruns (1998) found that the children of Mexican immigrants
lacked social capital because they were not expected to value their education by their parents as
much as other immigrant groups, such as many Asian students whose parents were often heavily
involved in their education. In a study of the United States Census data of 1,452,355 people ages
25 to 65, Adebowale (2010) found that 43% of United States born Asians had earned a
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Bachelor’s degree by age 65, whereas only 13% of United States born Hispanics had earned a
bachelor’s degree. Additionally, Adebowale (2010) found in the same study, that in immigrant
children who moved to the United States from ages 0-5, only 16.3% of Hispanics aged 25-65 had
earned a bachelor’s degree, whereas 52.9% of Asians had.
Due to the gap in existing research on the topic of whether a lack of social capital plays a
role in the ability of working-class students to obtain financial aid, and whether a lack of family
capital affects these students persistence, this study was designed to examine these factors and
expand the literature on the topic of financial aid, family social capital and retention for workingclass students.
Introduction to Social Classes
Zweig (2012) wrote that social class permeates nearly every aspect of United States’
culture, and the working-class makes up a significant proportion of the American population.
Zweig (2012) noted that based upon the 2010 employed labor force in the United States, 50.1%
of women and 49.9% of men were considered working-class. Further, although African
Americans and Hispanics comprised 10.8% and 14.3% of the United States population, they
made up 12.7% and 17.8% of the working-class, respectively (Zweig, 2012). Despite traditional
notions of the class structure in American society, Zweig argued that the working-class is in fact
the dominating class in society, and not the middle-class (Zweig, 2012). The way in which to
determine a person’s class is also misunderstood to be that a person’s class is merely determined
by one’s income. In fact, Zweig (2012) wrote that the bottom 60% of household incomes are also
comprised of some Americans who work in managerial and professional type positions. While
one’s income level is not the only factor in what social class they fall into, as a person’s type of
occupation and level of education must also be considered (Appy, 1993), though these factors are
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highly correlated. Zweig (2012) also agreed by suggesting that class is not always defined by
one’s income, but instead by the amount of autonomy and authority a person has in the
workplace.
The United States’ Class Structure
There is no one definite definition of the various social classes in America that
researchers and sociologists agree upon. One well-known sociologist, Henslin (2002), suggested
that six primary classes comprise the social class structure in the United States. The first group,
the capitalist class, comprises the top 1% of the wealthiest in United States’ society.
Interestingly, this small 1% of the capitalist class holds more wealth as a group than nine-tenths
of the rest of the country and is made up primarily of high-level executives, heirs to wealth and
entertainment and sports professionals. The typical education level of the capitalist class is
graduation from a prestigious institution of higher learning (Henslin, 2002), such as Harvard or
Yale.
The middle-class is a little more difficult to define than the capitalist class as the line
between lower-middle and upper-middle-class is often blurred. Levine (2012) wrote that “there
is no official government definition of who belongs to the middle class, and the term means
different things to different people” (p. 2). Levine (2012) suggested that middle-class incomes
can include households with an annual income of $38,521 to households with incomes up to
$101,583 annually. While the United States Census Bureau (2016) noted that “the Census
Bureau does not have an official definition of middle class” (para. 5), the United States
Department of Commerce (2010) found that in the United States, two parent, two child families
at the 25th income percentile had an average family income of $50,800 in 2008, while those
families at the 50th income percentile had a median annual income of $80,600, and those at the
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75th income percentile had an annual family income of $122,800. Henslin (2002), on the other
hand, divides the middle-class into the upper-middle and lower-middle social classes. The uppermiddle class, he suggested, comprises approximately 15% of the United States population.
Positions commonly held by group members of this social class include professionals, such as a
doctor or lawyer, and those who serve in upper management. The normal education level for this
social class is at minimum a four-year college degree, often with additional years of graduate
school completed (Henslin, 2002).
The lower-middle class in the United States is made up primarily of those who have
normally earned at least a high school diploma and who have often received some type of college
education or completed an apprenticeship program. Examples of occupations typically held by
the lower-middle class include those employed in positions such as low-level managers, skilled
tradespersons and those employed in semi-professional positions. The lower-middle class
comprises approximately 34% of American society (Henslin, 2002). The working-class, the
dividing line which is sometimes blurred with that of the lower-middle class, is made up of those
in positions such as clerical staff, blue collar factory employees, and salespeople (Henslin, 2002).
According to Henslin (2002), the working-class makes up approximately 30% of American
society and most that make up the working-class possess a high school diploma. Those employed
in working-class positions may lack the skills or education level to secure new employment if
desired (Henslin, 2002), and therefore may be forced out of necessity to work at jobs undesirable
to them.
The working-poor, a step below the working-class, is made up of 16% of the United
States population and is typically comprised of those who are employed in low-level, low-paying
positions such as laborers, those who work minimum wage jobs and those who complete work
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that is considered low on the social scale in America, such as housecleaners or fast food workers.
Members of this class are often high school dropouts, and despite often working full-time may
still require additional financial support from federal welfare programs, such as the food stamp
program (Henslin, 2002). One notable difference from the working-poor and the underclass is
that those who are working-poor are typically employed; however, their education or skill levels
do not allow them to find work that assists them in meeting a normal level of subsistence.
The final American class, the underclass, represent approximately 4% of Americans who
are either unemployed, underemployed or subsist off welfare (Henslin, 2002). More recently,
The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) listed the most current national
unemployment rate (for October 2015) as 5.0% of the current population, with October 2009
having the peak United States unemployment rate of 10.0% of the population. United States
Census data, for 2014, list the number of Americans living in poverty at approximately 46.7
million residents, or 14.8% of the US population (United States Census Bureau, 2014). Those
who make up the underclass in American society are the poorest of the poor and may be made up
of the disabled and our most vulnerable members of society.
In 2011, the median household income in the United States was $50,054, irrespective of
the number of persons in the household, while the mean household income was $69,677 (Levine,
2012). Levine (2012) suggested that the median household income was the best actual measure
of the average United States household income because the mean income is swayed heavily by
those in the upper-income bracket of society. Burd (2006a) noted that working-class incomes
average between $30,000 and $50,000 annually, thus putting the working-class just below the
country’s median household income of $50,054. More precisely Burd (2006a) explained “while
there is no formal definition of working-class students, experts commonly use those from lower-

22

middle-income families with incomes between $30,000 and $50,000 a year, as a substitute”
(para. 11). A college degree is now becoming one of the most importance factors in one’s
income, as people with at least a four-year degree experienced greater than double the median
annual income rates than for those who had simply earned a high school diploma in the year
2000 (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006), although this figure has changed somewhat in recent years.
In 2013, for young adults ages 25-34, those who had a bachelor’s degree’s median earnings were
$48,500 (for those young adults who worked full-time), versus $30,000 for those with a high
school diploma who also worked full-time (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.).
Additionally, Haveman and Smeeding (2006) argued that over four-tenths of United States
employment opportunities mandate a college degree as a requirement for employment, thus
reiterating the importance of a college degree. As members of the working-class typically only
possess a high school diploma (Henslin, 2002), their income levels and types of jobs that they
can obtain are limited by their education levels.
Defining the Working-Class
Hurst (2012) wrote that classes “are formed over time through common experiences.
Because our work takes such a large part of our daily lives, our experiences at work are key to
defining ourselves and our relationships with others” (p. 11). Although income plays a part in the
definition of working-class, the genre of work that one does is often what best delineates whether
people are classified as working-class (Gonzalez, 2009; Hurst, 2012). For instance, those in
working-class jobs typically have less autonomy than those in middle-class jobs, who often work
in more self-directed positions. Examples of typical working-class positions include, but are not
limited to clerical positions, unskilled labor jobs, military positions, semi-skilled workers and
skilled tradespeople (Gonzalez, 2009). Those in the working-class often also share a common
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set of values and ideals. Grant (1999) suggested that those in the working-class typically have the
following traits in common: 1) working-class people may appear to show a greater respect for
authority, but may also hold a greater skepticism or mistrust towards authority figures; 2)
working-class people often do not respect intellectual work, but instead respect work which
produces a tangible result such as a fixed car or a baked cake; 3) working-class people do not
feel that middle and upper-class people are better than them; however, they do feel as a whole
that these people are privileged because of their financial status; and 4) members of the workingclass generally believe that personal connections play an important role in life.
The History of Working-Class Students
In order to understand working-class students today, it is important to be aware of their
history. From the colonial era in the United States until the turn of the twentieth century, less
than 5% of traditional age college students received a college education (Thelin, 2003).
Typically a privilege reserved for the upper-class white male, other students did not obtain
access to higher education until shortly after the Civil War, when women, minorities and
moderate-income students began gradually obtaining admission to colleges and universities in
the United States (Thelin, 2003). One of the most important catalysts for this change was the
1862 introduction of the Morrill Land Grant Act, which granted lands to states to open public
higher education institutions. Kerr (2001) wrote that the Morrill Land Grant Act, during the time
of the Civil War, had a dramatic effect on the evolution of higher education in the United States,
as those who were qualified and not simply wealthy could have an opportunity to obtain a
college education. Thus, the Morrill Land Grant Act had a greater effect on society than simply
allowing those from the non-elite classes to attend college; it changed the social class structure in
the United States since allowing students from all classes to attend college began to level the
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playing field in United States’ society (Kerr, 2001).
Eventually, more students from working-class backgrounds began attending college in
the later part of the 20th century. Historically, this occurred for several reasons. For one, veterans
could use GI Bill benefits to fund their education and were no longer relegated to working-class
careers after wartime. Due in large part to the G.I. Bill, or the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of
1944, more than 2.2 million veterans attended post-secondary institutions comprising nearly half
of all college students of that era (Batten, 2011). Second, traditional working-class jobs such as
factory positions became more limited (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Hurst, 2012). In fact, Bean and
Metzner (1985) noted that one of the major catalysts for increased college enrollments was the
decline in the number of available blue-collar jobs. Because of this, working-class students
began attending college in greater numbers due to the increased need for a college degree to be
economically successful in United States’ society (Hurst, 2012).
Another historical factor that played a role in the increase of college student enrollments
after World War II was the fact that more women began attending college (Bean & Metzner,
1985; Gumport et al. 1997). As society began to change its mindset that women belonged strictly
in the home, or in traditionally female-dominated positions such as secretarial and food service
work, women began leaving the home and attending college (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Gumport et
al., 1997). During the 1950s, the nation prospered, and thus the middle-class increased which
meant that more students from middle-class families began attending college. During the 1960s
thru the middle of the 1970s, higher education boomed; in fact, from 1951 to the middle of the
1970s, the number of students enrolled in United States’ colleges and universities had increased
five-fold (Gumport et al., 1997). In 1950, for example, less than 2,000,000 Americans were
enrolled in college, whereas over 12,000,000 students were enrolled by 1980 (Gumport et al.,
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1997). Enrollments during this period were at an all-time high for several reasons. For one, the
United States was growing economically. Second, the Civil Rights and feminist movements
played a profound role in the increase in the number of minorities and women attending college.
In fact, between 1964 and 1972, traditional aged African American student enrollments doubled,
and female enrollments equaled those of their male counterparts by the mid-1970s (Gumport et
al., 1997). Next, with the increase in financial aid available, more students who had previously
been unable to afford college could now do so (Gumport et al., 1997). As will be discussed later
in greater detail, the reason for this increase of federal aid was due to President Johnson’s
signing of the 1965 Higher Education Act (Archibald & Feldman, 2011). Third, this increase in
enrollment had more institutions of higher learning to accommodate these new students’ needs
(Gumport et al., 1997), in particular, the community college (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Last,
more money for academic research became available, so there was a much stronger need for
research institutions as well as research to be performed at other institutional types (Gumport et
al., 1997).
During the early 1970s, more non-traditional age students began attending college, in
particular, during the five-year period between 1970 and 1975. During this time, the population
of students older than 21 waxed to over 50% of the college student population (Gumport et al.,
1997). Ultimately, one of the greatest catalysts during the 1960s and early 1970s to have a
significant impact on the number of students enrolled in college was the community college,
which further supported these non-traditional student enrollments. Gumport et al. (1997) noted
that over the 15-year period which began in 1960, the number of students enrolled in all postsecondary institutions beyond doubled from approximately four million students in 1960, to
approximately 11 million students in 1975. Further, the number of associate degrees awarded in
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the twenty-year period from 1968 to 1988 rose from approximately 150,000 to 425,000 degrees
(Gumport et al, 1997). The community college, in effect, was popular because it allowed
students to commute from home, attend part-time, was low in cost, and had less restrictive
admissions policies (Gumport et al., 1997).
From the 1970s until 1990, higher education enrollments in the United States continued
to increase with more non-traditional aged students and women enrolling in school. In 1970, for
example, approximately four million women were enrolled in post-secondary institutions;
whereas in 1990, nearly eight million women enrolled (Gumport et al, 1997). Also, from the
mid-1970s to the mid-1990s, the federal government began investing further federal research
dollars into higher education and thus, research institutions began to gain greater prominence
(Gumport et al., 1997).
About Working-Class Students
When considering a number of factors, an estimated 3% of students from working-class
families actually complete college and earn a bachelor’s degree (Hurst, 2012). While this 3%
figure was originally developed to delineate the percentage of working-class students earning
degrees at 146 highly selective institutions, Hurst believes that this figure is still an appropriate
approximation of the percentage of four-year degree earners from the working-class (Hurst,
2012). Similarly, Kahlenberg (2011) wrote that “by age 24, students from the bottom half of the
income distribution have a 12.0 percent chance of graduating with a bachelor’s degree, while
those in the top economic half have a 58.8 percent chance” (para. 3). While today a college
degree is commonly considered a catalyst to social equality, college degree attainment by all
groups is still not occurring today in the United States (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006). One
primary reason that fewer working-class students graduate college is that they are often first-

27

generation college students, meaning they are the first in their family to attend college (Zarate &
Fabienke, 2007), and thus lack the human capital necessary to complete college.
Historically, middle-class students as a group have been groomed to attend college by
their families, schools and communities, whereas those from the working-class often receive
little help or support in applying for college (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006; Hurst, 2012). This
lack of college “grooming” results in fewer working-class students attending or being retained in
college as they are unable to navigate the process. To save on room and board charges, workingclass students frequently commute from home and retain additional family responsibilities at
home while in school (Linkon, 2008). Because of these additional responsibilities, they may have
difficulty finding time or energy to participate in extracurricular activities which results in their
lack of involvement on campus. In fact, Walpole (2003) noted that working-class college
students participate in student activities at a much lesser rate when compared with their wealthier
peers, with close to a half of working-class college students participating in extracurricular
campus activities under one hour weekly. For example, in a study conducted on 213,610
undergraduate students studying at large public research institutions in the United States from all
social classes, Soria and Bultman (2014) found that working-class college students were less
likely to be engaged on campus, and overall, working-class students were less likely to feel
welcome on campus when compared with their upper-and-middle-class peers.
Haveman and Smeeding (2006) noted that although society generally believes that higher
education institutions provide social mobility opportunities, the reality is there are fewer
opportunities for students from the lower income strata in America. In fact, in recent years family
incomes have lowered, college costs have increased significantly and financial aid has not kept
up with the cost of college or inflation (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006). For example, Feldman
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(2012) noted that since the 1980s college costs have risen at approximately 7% annually, over
double the annual inflation rate of 3.2% despite real income declining from 2005 to 2010 for the
20th, 40th, 60th, 80th, and 95th income percentiles. Another issue for students is the lack of
available financial support. In the year 2000, for instance, parents from the tenth lowest
percentile income bracket had saved or had available less than $10,000 for their child’s college
education. On the contrary, parents from the top ten percentile income bracket had saved or had
available approximately $50,000 for their child’s education (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006).
Another notable obstacle affecting the persistence of working-class students is that while
college and university professors may discuss social class differences in their classes in generic
terms, they often do not delve into or explain the differences that students of various social
classes face on their campuses (Oldfield, 2007). Ultimately, working-class students often
struggle with being successful in a college setting because they lack the cultural capital necessary
to do so. Oldfield (2007) described cultural capital as “the knowledge, skills, education, and
other advantages a person has that make the educational system a comfortable, familiar
environment in which he or she can succeed easily” (p. 2). Because of this lack of cultural
capital, even if a student is academically talented, the student may lack the resources (family
support or understanding of the application process) to apply and successfully gain acceptance
into a highly competitive school (Oldfield, 2007). Interestingly, once admitted, Oldfield (2007)
suggested that for working-class and low-income first-generation students, navigating the social
cues and mores of the college environment can be just as challenging as actually earning good
grades, because the cultural environment of many higher education institutions is not welcoming
to these students (Oldfield, 2007), which can result in significant psychological stress.
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First-Generation Status
First-generation students have become a large group in United States’ colleges and
universities and yet less than one-sixth of first-generation college students earn a bachelor’s
degree within a six-year timeframe (Johnson et al., 2012). At highly selective institutions in the
United States, for example, out of students who were classified as low socioeconomic status
students, 35% of these students did not earn a bachelor’s degree within four years, while only
20% of high socioeconomic students failed to graduate within four years (Hurst, 2012). Like
working-class students, first-generation college students often specifically lack the knowledge
and skills necessary to apply for and obtain financial aid because they lack the human capital or
their family members’ previous experiences of attending college. First-generation college
students have parents who never earned a college degree and in some cases come from families
where no one has ever completed college in their lineage (Lippincott & German, 2007). Johnson
et al. (2012) wrote that a student’s first-generation status also puts them at a disadvantage for
student loan borrowing as these students and their families are typically not familiar with the
complicated student borrowing process, and thus, may make uneducated decisions in their
borrowing. Another issue is that private student loan lenders may target these students and their
families who are uneducated about the process, and as a result they may borrow unnecessary
high-interest private loans (Johnson et al., 2012). For instance, Flores (2014) noted in a study of
first-generation low-income Student Success Services TRIO students at Washington State
University, approximately 22% of study participants had borrowed above the median student
loan debt of $21,637 for graduating seniors studying at the same institution.
Those first-generation students who do overcome obstacles to earn a Bachelor’s degree
are also less likely to pursue graduate studies. In fact, first-generation students, when compared
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with non-first-generation students, pursue graduate work at a rate of 25% versus 34%,
respectively. Regarding pursuing a PhD, only 1% of first-generation students pursue a doctoral
degree, when compared with 4% of non-first-generation college students (Russo & Linkon,
2005).
Working-Class Students’ Challenges and Obstacles
When working-class students are fortunate enough to attend college, they often face
college faculty members and administrators who are not familiar with their plight. For instance,
Dole McLaughlin (2010) wrote that professors from the working-class are less likely to work at
prestigious higher education institutions and rather in the community college where their values
align more closely with the community college’s institutional mission. In reality, non-workingclass administrators and professors are not trained or prepared to understand the obstacles that
some working-class students face to remain enrolled in school. Russo and Linkon (2005) noted
that the lack of working-class people pursuing doctoral degrees, in large part due to their firstgeneration status, results in few members of the working-class actually serving in the
professoriate in academia. Grant (1999) noted that working-class students may face ridicule by
their instructors or fellow students for their dress, habits, or simply their inability to fit into
“educated” life. Because of their lack of social capital and their lack of experiences interacting
with college educated professionals at their home or in their community, working-class students
may simply not understand the social mores or unwritten etiquette that is present at each college
or university. Sadly, Jensen (2012) suggested that working-class students attempting to fit into
academia may experience fear, anxiety and low self-esteem because they are expected to hide
their lower-class mannerisms and ideals. Working-class students may struggle to fit in with their
peers and may find it difficult to relate to discussions or rites of passage that are typically
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experienced by college students (Espinoza, 2012). These students may also feel that they are not
worthy of completing college-level work and question their academic abilities, even if they excel
academically (Espinoza, 2012). Ultimately, these factors are an issue that may affect these
students’ success and retention in college.
Working-class students often attend community colleges due to their cost; however, this
may put these students at a disadvantage when attempting to earn a bachelor’s degree as less than
50 percent of the students who begin at community colleges and desire to transfer actually end
up transferring to earn their four-year degree (Burd, 2006b). In their study using data from
NCES’ Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS: 04/06), Novak and
McKinney (2011) noted that students attending public two-year institutions of higher learning
were 51% less likely to be retained than their peers attending a public four-year school. One
often overlooked benefit of the community college, despite this, is that first-generation students
and those who do not come from wealthy backgrounds may experience greater ease in adjusting
to a community college or regional four-year school because they fit in better there than at an
expensive private institution (Lippincott & German, 2007). At community colleges, these
students encounter more students from similar backgrounds, and as a result, will likely feel more
comfortable since their peers are experiencing many of the same obstacles that they are.
Working-class students may also find that their academic skills have been shaped
differently from their working-class upbringing and that they lack social capital in their
understanding of the academic expectations of college. One example of this includes these
students’ writing skills. Working-class students may write differently than their peers due to their
unique upbringing and experiences. Marinara (1997) argued that while writing teachers may
make accommodations to allow for differences in perspectives on writing assignments due to
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students’ working-class status, working-class students still must be bound by the same
expectations as other students. Marinara (1997) suggested that rather than higher education
institutions and instructors adapting to working-class students, working-class students should
adapt to the standards and mores of the institution. Because of this, Marinara (1997) wrote that
working-class students’ writing, in a writing or composition class for example, may be shaped to
fit the cultural definition of the working-class, rather than the students’ own real experiences.
This can result in confusion for these students as writing topics that they may consider valuable
may not be considered of value in academia.
As noted previously, working-class students are frequently first-generation college
students which can impose additional barriers as they cannot rely on their families for guidance
in the college process (Aronson, 2008; Zarate & Fabienke, 2007). Lippincott and German
(2007) wrote that “first generation students are often not adequately prepared for college, not
only academically but also emotionally, particularly in that they are coming from a workingclass background” (p. 90). Working-class and first-generation students often struggle with their
self-esteem and social acceptance because they do not understand the traditional middle and
upper-class social mores of the college environment (Lippincott & German, 2007) because they
lack social capital as they have not been taught the necessary unwritten social rules needed to
assimilate into the college environment. Another issue that first-generation working-class
students face is the lack of emotional support that they receive from their families when
attending college. In fact, working-class students may have been programmed by their family or
communities that receiving an education is a waste of time (Lippincott & German, 2007), and
therefore struggle with taking their college education seriously or in understanding the
importance of the opportunity.
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Those students who do successfully navigate the college realm also may feel a sense of
survivor guilt that they have been able to rise out of the working-class. Piorkowski (1983)
described this survivor guilt mentality by noting that rather than being proud of their educational
achievements, working-class students may feel upset or embarrassed that they are the one person
who has overcome issues such as poverty in their family or community. This combined with the
fact that they may be met with jealousy by their family members who did not attend college
(Lippincott & German, 2007), show that these students are at a disadvantage both within the
home and college environment. In fact, Piorkowski (1983) noted that this survivor guilt can
negatively influence the success of these working-class students, and may in part be responsible
for these students’ high attrition levels, low grade point averages and low self-esteem. Those
experiencing survivor guilt often feel unworthy of their new life achievements such as the
opportunity to have a less backbreaking job than their family members, coupled with vacation
time and greater pay, and yet may be torn, because they know that they have worked no harder
than their working-class family members and friends to receive these benefits (Jensen, 2012).
Working-Class Students’ Financial Obstacles
Working-class students often experience financial challenges in funding their education.
One primary reason that these challenges exist is due to the existing federal financial aid
structure. Ohl-Gigliotti (2008) argued that the current federal financial aid system does not
consider parents’ inability or unwillingness to pay for a child’s education, and thus workingclass students may not receive any grant aid; however, the student and their family may still lack
the resources to pay for their education themselves. Another issue that may arise is that some
parents may not be willing to provide their income and other personal information so that the
student can complete the FAFSA due to privacy or pride reasons. Without this information,
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students are not permitted to obtain federal financial aid. Furthermore, students must complete
the federal financial aid application process annually. Any change in financial circumstances
from one year to the next can result in students losing their financial aid due to circumstances
beyond their control (Ohl-Gigliotti, 2008). An example of this may include a single parent who
remarries; after the parent remarries, the student may lose their financial aid because the federal
government then considers both parents’ income in the future, rather than only one parent’s
income which had previously been used to determine eligibility for financial aid.
Although some researchers argue there are issues with the current federal financial aid
system, financial aid has not always been available for students (Archibald & Feldman, 2011).
In past years, although some scholarship and grant funds were available, less money was
available than today (Archibald & Feldman, 2011). Before the Second World War, most of the
aid available to students was in the form of work-study funds which allowed students to work
their way through college (Archibald & Feldman, 2011). One world event that had a monumental
impact on the increased availability of financial aid was World War II. As part of the
Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944, veterans who served in the war could pay for college
through the new G.I. Bill. This new bill was critical as it allowed those who would have
normally not been able to afford a college education the opportunity to attend college (Archibald
& Feldman, 2011). Although not officially a form of federal student financial aid, the G.I. Bill
opened college and university doors for many students from humble backgrounds (Archibald &
Feldman, 2011).
Shortly after the introduction of the GI Bill, the College Scholarship Service was founded
by the College Entrance Examination Board which developed a needs-analysis formula that
many colleges and universities used to determine students’ financial need (Archibald &
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Feldman, 2011). In 1958, the National Defense Education Act was created, and as a result
federal scholarships were offered in response to the mission of keeping United States citizens at
the forefront of technology, which was implemented largely due to the Russians’ Sputnik launch
in 1957 (Archibald & Feldman, 2011; Bean & Metzner, 1985). In 1965, President Lyndon
Johnson passed the pivotal Higher Education Act of 1965, which introduced many of the federal
aid programs that are known today, including federal loans, grants and student work programs.
The Higher Education Act of 1965 was groundbreaking in that it opened the doors of colleges
and universities to many students who had previously been unable to afford college (Archibald &
Feldman, 2011). Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965 was the most notable of the seven
portions of the act, as this was considered the Student Assistance Act which provided federal
student aid, with low-income students primarily receiving grants, and middle-income students’
primarily receiving loans (Cervantes et al., 2005). In addition to grants, loans and work-study
programs, Title IV of the Higher Education Act of 1965 also authorized federal TRIO programs
for low-income students including the Upward Bound, Talent Search and Student Support
Services programs, still currently operating today, which offer financial aid guidance, counseling
and tutoring specifically for disadvantaged college students (Cervantes et al., 2005).
Additionally, Educational Opportunity Grants were also introduced, today known as the
Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant program, which offered grants specifically for very
needy students (Cervantes et al., 2005). Since its inception, the Higher Education Act of 1965
has been reauthorized several times, first in 1968, which brought changes to the student loan
program, with increased interest rates for students borrowing student loans, as well as the goal to
increase private lending, rather than students simply relying on the federal government for their
student loan funds (Cervantes et al., 2005).
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During the 1972 reauthorization, the federal government introduced arguably one of the
most important student grant programs, the Basic Educational Opportunity Grant (BEOG),
which was the precursor to today’s federal Pell Grant program (Bean & Metzner, 1985;
Cervantes et al., 2005), and the federal government vowed to increase state aid to fund half of
state-operated grant programs for higher education (Cervantes et al., 2005). The 1976
reauthorization brought forth little changes, other than increasing the annual limit on the Basic
Educational Opportunity Grant and the cumulative limits for borrowers to the student loan
program. Additionally, more students became eligible for the BEOG grant as need requirements
were loosened somewhat (Cervantes et al., 2005).
The Middle Income Student Assistance Act had a profound effect on the federal student
loan program, as the act eliminated income limits for borrowers and offered most college
students the opportunity to borrow loans, thus bolstering the number of students from middleincome families borrowing loans (Cervantes et al., 2005). During the 1980 reauthorization of the
Higher Education Act, the government increased student loan interest rates from 7% to 9%, and
added the Parent Loans for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) program to reduce governmental
expenditures (Cervantes et al., 2005). During the 1986 reauthorization, the government made two
important changes to the federal student loan program. The first reinstituted needs analysis
testing, and the second restricted the maximum amount of loans a student could borrow. Instead
of being able to borrow up to the maximum amount of student loans, one could only borrow up
to the maximum of their financial need. Despite these changes which affected many middleincome students negatively, annual and cumulative borrowing limits increased for students
(Cervantes et al., 2005). During the 1992 reauthorization, student loan borrowing rules were
further amended, allowing middle and upper-income students to take part in the new
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unsubsidized student loan program, which offered students loans regardless of family income
level. Additionally, as Pell Grants had not kept up with the cost of college, new higher grant
limits were introduced to keep up with ever-increasing college costs (Cervantes et al., 2005).
The 1998 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act, amended under President Bush,
offered little change to the existing student loan program, with the exception of offering more
attractive student loan interest rates; however, the Pell Grant award amounts were again
increased (Cervantes et al., 2005). In 2008, the federal government reauthorized the Higher
Education Act again under President Obama which included many changes. One of the most
notable of these changes was the requirement that institutions be transparent when reporting all
college costs to students and their families. Because of this transparency, colleges and
universities in the United States were required to offer Net Price Calculators on each of their
websites to provide students with an accurate representation of what they could expect to pay for
college. Additionally, colleges and universities who substantially increase their net price (as
compared with other United States’ colleges and universities) from one year to the next are
required to substantiate their reasoning for these increased costs and make a concerted effort to
lower their costs under the current provisions of the act (NACUA, 2008).
A significant challenge with the current federal financial aid structure for working-class
students is that the financial aid process is highly complex. Although the application used to
apply for aid programs, the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA, has been
simplified in recent years, the complicated federal formulas used to determine grant eligibility
may leave some families confused and frustrated. To obtain free grant monies to pay the cost of
their education, a student (and their parents if a dependent student) must complete the FAFSA,
and the results of the FAFSA are used in determining whether a student has financial need. The
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federal government uses two primary figures in determining whether students receive grant aid.
The first number, the student’s Expected Family Contribution, or EFC, “is a number that is used
to determine a student’s eligibility for federal student aid” (United States Department of
Education, 2012, p. 1). The next figure used in determining financial need is a student’s Cost of
Attendance, or COA. The Cost of Attendance dollar amount is calculated by a student’s
institution and is the total cost expected for a student to attend an academic year of school. Some
common expenses that are added into this figure include tuition, fees, room and board (even if
the student is commuting from home), dependent care and disability expenses, transportation,
books and health insurance (Federal Student Aid, 2012). Once both figures are obtained, the
student’s Expected Family Contribution is subtracted from their Cost of Attendance to determine
their financial need. The lower a student’s EFC, the greater likelihood that they will qualify for
need-based grants, such as the Federal Pell Grant and the Federal Supplemental Educational
Opportunity Grant (United States Department of Education, 2012), two of the flagship grants of
the federal aid program. However, to automatically obtain a 0 EFC, which would assist students
in qualifying for the maximum in grant aid, students would be required to have a familial income
of $32,000 or less for the 2012-2013 school year (United States Department of Education, 2012).
Beckley (2008) argued that families who earn $40,000 per year or more commonly do
not qualify for need-based federal financial aid grants, such as the Pell Grant. This low
availability of grants for working-class students means that working-class students must borrow
a particularly high amount of loans if they wish to pay for college (Zarate & Fabienke, 2007),
especially so for those students attending private institutions whose cost of attendance is often
more than the student’s family earns in a year. In 2011, the average student loan debt for a fouryear degree graduate was close to $27,000 (Kantrowitz, 2012), nearly the income of some
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working-class students and their families. Based upon the figures in Table 1 below, a single,
working class individual who earned $30,000 per year would not be deemed eligible for a federal
need-based Pell Grant and yet could easily accumulate nearly their annual income in student loan
debt to earn a bachelor’s degree.
Regarding student debt, Kantrowitz (2012) noted that “undergraduate students for whom
the ratio of net price to total family income is 18% or more are four times more likely to graduate
with six-figure student loan debt” (p. 2), indicating that income level plays a significant role in
the loan debt burdens of lower-income and working-class college students. Similarly, Johnson et
al. (2012) noted that in 2010 when compared with students from families with annual incomes of
over $100,000, families in the working-class income bracket (with familial incomes between
$40,000 and $59,000) borrowed a staggering $12,000 more in student loans during a one-year
period than those of other income groups. In addition to income, other factors play a role into
whether a working-class student will qualify for financial aid including the number in one’s
family, the number in a student’s family attending college and a family’s savings. Table 1
delineates how different income and family sizes can affect a student’s Expected Family
Contribution, and thus a student’s eligibility for need-based Pell Grants:

40

Table 1. Estimated Pell Grant Award Amounts for Independent and Dependent Students

Dependent

Independent

Independent

Number in Family

4

2

1

Family Income

$40,000

$40,000

$30,000

Tax Paid

$6,000

$6,000

$4,000

EFC

$29.00

$7,390

$6,738

Estimated Pell Grant

$5,500

$0

$0

Note. Adapted from Aid Calc, 2012

Further complicating the issue of financial aid for working-class students is the fact that
many working-class students do not understand how to navigate this process, especially for those
students who are the first in their family to attend college (Zarate & Fabienke, 2007) because
they may lack social and human capital and have no one to help them with applications and
necessary forms. McDonough (1997) wrote that students interested in attending college typically
receive the majority of their information on college from those around them: family, friends,
community members, teachers and guidance counselors. For those students who live in workingclass communities where few people attend college and for those who come from working-class
families, obtaining the information they need to successfully apply for college admissions and
financial aid can be challenging since they lack social capital, more specifically others who have
the knowledge and familiarity necessary to assist them in completing the process.
Working-class students who do attend college typically do not attend prestigious
institutions of higher learning due to funding issues. In fact, Hurst (2012) suggested that students
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on the lower end of the United States income strata were 25 times less likely to attend a
prestigious college or university due to these institutions’ costs. In recent years, some Ivy League
institutions, such as Harvard University, have begun to respond to qualified working-class
students’ financial need by agreeing to meet 100% of these students’ need (Korn, 2012). Thus,
students who were previously unable to attend Ivy League schools may be able to obtain the
same education as their wealthier counterparts. Despite this, these programs are misleading since
working-class students may be unable to gain admission to these institutions in the first place
(Korn, 2012) due to the sub-standard and less prestigious high schools that they have attended
and their lack of social capital, both in their families and communities. Due to their lack of
capital, these students may not only have no one to help them with their applications, but they
also may not have anyone who can provide the same references or support that wealthier
students from families with more social capital can.
Other well-known institutions, such as the University of Maryland, cap the amount of
loans that undergraduate students can take to protect them from excessive student loan debt
(Hurst, 2012), since working-class students frequently may take out a high number of loans to
fund their education (Zarate & Fabienke, 2007). Despite a greater awareness of the plight of
working-class students and attempts to accommodate their unique financial needs, Callan (2000)
suggested that overall financial aid reform has left working-class students still struggling to
obtain opportunities to pay for college.
Accommodating Working-Class Students
To retain and graduate more working-class students, researchers have offered a number
of suggestions which may positively impact their retention. One way for working-class students
to overcome their obstacles and to increase their retention is to have administrators work closely
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with these students who are understanding of their needs. Oldfield (2007), in fact, argued that
higher education institutions must offer support services to meet the needs of low-income,
working-class and first-generation college students by offering services that specifically address
the social needs of these students in adapting to the college environment. One way to do so that
may help these students is through former students from similar backgrounds offering stories of
their own experiences so that working-class students may feel more comfortable and less alone
in adapting to their new environment (Oldfield, 2007). This sharing of experiences may ease the
psychological stress and lack of understanding of the college process, which are two factors that
Bean and Metzner (1985) indicated are important in retaining college students.
Oldfield (2007) also discussed how there are many misconceptions that these students
face when entering the college environment that are foreign to them. Some examples include: 1)
students may not understand the difference between one who holds a Ph.D. in an academic area
and is called Dr., versus one who is considered a medical doctor; 2) these students may view
college as simply a venue to obtain employment upon graduation rather than an environment in
which to learn; 3) often physical characteristics of a student, such as dress, may give away the
fact that they are not from a middle or upper-class family; 4) college is just for super smart
students or those who have been groomed for college; 5) it is accepted and sometimes expected
that debate or disagreement are part of a healthy classroom discussion; and 6) working-class
students often must redefine the term “work” to understand that some in our society “work” and
others have professions. Simple misconceptions like this may be frequent for working-class
students. Thus, it is important in accommodating working-class students that faculty and
administrators guide these students in accurately understanding the college environment,
understanding the purpose of college, and in developing connections so that they experience
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social capital outside of their families and feel that they fit in more at their college or university.
Other aspects of the education process that may seem trivial to other members of the
academic community, such as accommodating outside work schedules, may have a significant
impact on working-class students. Because one of the primary goals of faculty and administrators
should be to encourage students’ degree completion, it is crucial that personnel be understanding
and as accommodating as possible to these students’ unique needs. Grant (1999) provided
suggestions as to several ways that higher education faculty members and educational
institutions can accommodate working-class students which include: 1) faculty can be mindful of
choosing textbooks that are affordable for students who are on a budget; 2) campus facilities
should be available during off hours for those working-class students who work while enrolled in
school; 3) faculty members should be available during off-hours for advising or to provide
additional support for working-class students; 4) faculty should become involved in activities
outside of the classroom to encourage working-class students’ participation and support; 5)
faculty members should make an effort to get to know individual students and the obstacles that
they face in obtaining an education and serve in a mentoring role for these students; 6) faculty
should be mindful that each learning experience should be considered a new one and should be
entered with an open mind where new ideas can be learned; 7) students should be able to
participate in academic discussions where their voice is freely heard; and 8) discussions, both
formal and informal, should occur regularly between faculty and higher education administrators
to discuss ways in which working-class students can be accommodated. Faculty members can
become involved in activities outside the classroom through participating as a coach in sports,
serving as a club advisor, and mentoring students individually and in groups.
Another way that working-class students can be accommodated is through faculty
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members reaching out to work one-on-one with these students, thereby increasing their social
capital. Espinoza (2012) wrote that working-class students are more likely to feel comfortable
and accommodated in the college environment when they feel connected to their instructors
through common backgrounds and experiences. Finally, instructors should encourage workingclass students to reach out for help or extra guidance when struggling. This is important as
Espinoza (2012) suggested that working-class students who exhibit self-help behaviors in an
academic setting are more likely to receive academic awards and honors and graduate from
college.
Another obstacle that higher education administrators should be mindful of is the fact that
working-class students often consider college simply as an opportunity to obtain a job upon
graduation, rather than valuing education itself (Lippincott & German, 2007). Lippincott and
German (2007) wrote that to best serve the needs of working-class students the student’s
counselor or advisor should understand whether these students actually consider their education
valuable. Bean and Metzner (1985) noted that students who consider their education valuable are
more likely to persist in college, therefore educating these students to value education for the
sake of education and rather than a means to an end is important. Furthermore, college
counselors should work to understand each individual student and learn how involved, if any,
their families are, which can affect their levels of commitment to their education (Bean &
Metzner, 1985). Rather than allow students to think of college as only a way to get a job instead
of an educational experience, counselors should work to show students the benefits of the total
learning experience in academia (Lippincott & German, 2007).
As discussed previously, funding a college education is a huge obstacle for working-class
students and their families. Lippincott and German (2007) recommended that counselors and
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advisors encourage students to apply for scholarships and grants to fund their education rather
than work so many hours outside of school that they begin to flounder in their classes.
Counselors should also be willing to address the issue of the devaluing of education if these
students have negative perspectives of education from their families and communities, as they
may not become as involved in the educational process. Particularly at-risk are those students
who attend more prestigious institutions, as the working-class student may feel at odds with the
upper-class majority at the institution. In addition to feeling intimidated, these students may feel
jealous of their wealthier peers who may not be cognizant of the struggles and financial obstacles
faced by working-class students (Lippincott & German, 2007). Working-class students may also
face culture shock in that the values that they have been taught and raised with are not those that
are common on their college campus (Lippincott & German, 2007). Additionally, working-class
students often grow up with parents working in positions of little autonomy and authority who
themselves have a lack of social capital. As a result, working-class students may be less likely to
explore the choices and options available in higher education because they may feel as though
they have less choice than their wealthier peers (Lippincott & German, 2007). Since these
students were not raised to believe that they have many choices in life, unfortunately these
mores, or social rules, accompany students to the college environment and put them at a further
disadvantage in college. To remedy these obstacles, instructors and administrators working in
prestigious institutions should teach students new social rules and encourage them to develop
confidence in their own strengths, likes and talents, thus increasing their social capital outside of
the classroom.
Financial Aid Accommodations
Porter et al. (2006) noted that college students often feel that they do not receive adequate
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financial aid counseling at their institutions. Based upon their study of 335 student participants,
students indicated a need and desire to have more in-depth financial aid counseling at the
beginning of a semester, rather than simply offering workshops or seminars on financial aid.
Additionally, Porter et al. (2006) found unbalanced misconceptions about student loans. Some
students believed that all loans were bad and had extremely high interest rates (as opposed to
federal loans which offer low interest rates), while some students did not understand the
responsibility of borrowing student loans. Thus, institutions can provide better, more thorough,
financial aid information for these students by offering brochures with basic, introductory
information on financial aid (Porter et al., 2006), rather than assuming students automatically
understand the basics of the financial aid process. Additionally, students participating in the
study suggested that it would be helpful to have the opportunity to meet with recent college
graduates who are repaying their student loans to better understand the firsthand experiences of
student loan borrowers (Porter et al., 2006). Allowing working-class students to meet with recent
graduates from a similar socioeconomic background may be particularly helpful not only so
these students feel more comfortable, but also since the recent graduate is likely cognizant of
these students’ life experiences and challenges, thus increasing their social capital through
interpersonal means.
Another solution that may be particularly helpful for students from backgrounds with
limited means to repay their student loans is for the federal government to encourage a
borrowing system which considers the annual starting salaries of college graduates based upon
their major when issuing student loans (Kantrowitz, 2012). Thus, a student obtaining a graduate
degree in medicine, for example, would be permitted to borrow a higher amount in student loans
than an undergraduate student studying art history. Although this measure would not eliminate
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student debt in its entirety, it would limit the borrowing of students in low-paying career fields.
Finally, Haveman and Smeeding (2006) suggested that public colleges and universities
lower tuition levels for lower-income students and offer additional institutional financial aid
opportunities for those students who are struggling to afford college. One way to accomplish this
is by more endowed institutions (particularly private colleges and universities) receiving less
governmental financial aid funding and the resulting money being used to offer additional
financial aid for students who attend institutions with smaller financial aid endowments, such as
state institutions (Haveman & Smeeding, 2006). This would result in schools with substantial
financial endowments, such as Harvard, receiving less federal financial aid funds so that
community colleges and public four-year institutions could receive more financial aid funds for
working-class and lower-income students.
Need for Future Research
Harper and Griffin (2011) suggested that limited research has been done to understand
the experiences of lower-income and working-class students in higher education, which presents
the issue of researchers being unable to fully understand these students’ obstacles and needs.
Additionally, limited existing research was found regarding the amount of financial aid available
to working-class students when compared with other groups of students. This suggests that
additional research must be done to understand if working-class students are frequently receiving
financial aid, and if so, how much, and whether these funding amounts are sufficient to fund
these students’ college education given their financial circumstances. Limited research also
exists on the amount of student loan debt undertaken by working-class students to pay for
college and how familial financial, human and social capital affect a student’s college pursuits.
Based upon this, the researcher suggests this gap in the literature be filled through additional
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research studies being conducted on these topics.
Critique of the Research
Although a number of statistical studies were included in this literature review, including
short-term and longitudinal studies, the majority of the various studies utilized for this review
were consistent in articulating the many obstacles that working-class college students face.
Although some studies provided recommendations for practice, a number of these studies did not
seem to provide solutions to problems that could be easily implemented. Additionally, other
studies did not provide recommendations that were cost-effective or applicable at the individual
institution level, but instead offered solutions at a national level which are difficult to implement.
Because of these issues presented in the literature, some of the current strategies presented may
not be feasible.
Conclusion
The next chapter of the dissertation, the methodology section, will describe the study
design utilized to conduct the study, as well as provide a description of the study location,
population and sample characteristics. The following chapter, the study findings, will provide the
quantitative statistical findings to address each research question, and the final chapter, the
results section, will discuss these findings in greater detail and explore their implications for
practice and future research.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Research Design
Creswell (2013) noted that “research designs are types of inquiry within qualitative,
quantitative and mixed methods approaches that provide specific direction for procedures in a
research design” (p. 12). This study was designed to be quantitative in nature. Quantitative
research “is a means for testing objective theories by examining the relationship among
variables” (Creswell, 2013, p. 4). A dissertation study is comprised of five chapters including an
introduction chapter, a literature review section, a methodology section, a statistical findings
section, and a discussion section (Creswell, 2008). For this study, a survey research design was
used to examine whether working-class students attending a large Pennsylvania urban
community college who possessed strong family social capital were more likely to be retained
into their second semester of studies than those with poor social capital, and whether family
social capital impacted participants’ financial aid awards.
Creswell (2012) explained that the survey research design is a common quantitative
research study design often used in the field of education. A survey research design, a nonexperimental quantitative research design, was utilized in this study. Creswell (2012) denoted
one common misunderstanding about the survey research design by noting “to many people,
survey research is simply a “survey” instrument, such as a questionnaire or interview. Although
we “survey” people using an instrument in educational research, the instrument is only one
aspect of a broader procedure in survey designs” (p. 375). In laymen’s terms, although
researchers may utilize a survey to elicit participant responses in a research study, survey
research is also a research design similar to the correlational study design, for example. Surveys
obtained through survey research are not used merely for obtaining descriptive statistics
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regarding a particular group, but rather survey research allows researchers to compare groups,
relate variables or discover trends amongst a population (Creswell, 2012). Creswell (2012) wrote
that “survey researchers typically select and study a sample from a population and generalize
results from the sample to the population” (p. 381). Survey research, often conducted through
surveying study participants, offers a summary to determine trends amongst a sample that can
then be generalized to the study population (Fowler, 2008). Surveys typically provide study
participants with a questionnaire to elicit participants’ responses, and normally utilize sampling
to infer findings from a sample to the study population (Shaughnessy, Zechmeister, &
Zechmeister, 2000). One form of survey research commonly used is questionnaires, and webbased questionnaires are commonly utilized within the education setting. Questionnaire surveys
frequently ask participants closed-ended questions (Creswell, 2012), rather than open-ended
questions which are frequently asked in a qualitative research study.
This study utilized survey collection research in a one institution setting and employed a
targeted sampling method which allowed the researcher to focus on a specific group, workingclass students. To increase the response rate, an email soliciting study participants was sent to
potential participants three times. The email soliciting participants was sent three times as not
enough targeted participants were obtained the first and second time the email was sent out.
All research studies are grounded in theory. Social capital theory is considered a useful
theory in describing the experiences of working-class college students (Moschetti & Hudley,
2008), because it allows researchers to examine whether a lack of familial support, due to class
or other factors, influences students’ success in college. Portes (2000) noted that college students
who possess strong social capital can increase their financial resources and in turn their cultural
capital, which will likely affect their success in college. Social capital is not gained through
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one’s own means, but through the channels and connections afforded through family and
community social ties (Portes, 2000). The family, who may provide financial, social and human
capital for college students (Coleman, 1988), will then influence students’ financial resources
and understanding of the college process. Working-class students may lack financial capital due
to their inability to afford college costs and social capital in their lack of ability to navigate
college and federal financial aid processes. Using social capital as a guide for research, this study
was designed to determine whether working-class students’ level of social capital affected their
financial aid awards and persistence at the study institution.
Creswell (2013) noted that the purpose statement in a quantitative study should include
the study’s major variables, the name or location of the research site, and who the participants
will be. The purpose of this study was to determine whether working-class students attending a
large Pennsylvania urban community college who possessed strong family social capital were
more likely to be retained into their second semester of studies than those with poor social
capital, and whether family social capital impacted participants’ financial aid awards.
Research Questions
This study sought to answer the following research questions: 1) Was there a significant
difference in the number of working-class students retained after the fall semester at the
community college who possessed strong familial social capital versus those working-class
students who lacked strong familial social capital? 1a) Was there a significant difference in the
number of fall semester working-class students who were retained into the spring semester
whose parents strongly expected that they would complete college versus those working-class
students who parents did not strongly expect that they would complete college? 2) Was there a
significant difference in the grant and scholarship aid awarded to working-class students with
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strong familial social capital versus those working-class students at the community college
without strong familial social capital? 2a) Was there a significant difference in the amount of
student loans borrowed by working-class students at the community college who possessed
strong family emotional support versus those working-class students without strong family
emotional support?
Hypotheses
The first hypothesis that was proposed in this study is that most working-class students at
the study institution will not qualify for need-based aid, such as a Pell Grant. Further, it was
hypothesized that students who possessed strong familial social capital received more grants and
scholarships, and would be more likely to be retained than those students without strong familial
social capital. Additionally, the researcher hypothesized that working-class students who selfidentified as having strong familial social capital and whose parents strongly expected they
would complete college were more likely to be retained than those working-class students at the
institution without strong familial social capital or who parents did not strongly expect they
would complete college. Lastly, the researcher also hypothesized that students with strong family
social capital were more likely to have borrowed a smaller total dollar amount of loans than
those working-class students without strong family social capital.
Setting
The setting for this study was a large, urban commuter two-year institution, located in
Pennsylvania. An open enrollment institution, the school was founded in 1965, shortly after the
introduction of the Pennsylvania Community College Act of 1963. In 1966, the college opened
its doors to students for the first time. During the 2012-2013 academic year, 44% of the
institution’s students indicated they would be unable to pursue a college education without the
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presence of the school and 79% indicated the institution’s educational role for students who are
unable to afford more costly colleges and universities. The institution currently enrolls 26,872
credit earning students, 56% of who are female, and 44% of who are male. As a non-resident
commuter institution, the school serves both full and part-time students, with a population of
66% part-time students, and 34% full-time students. The student body is diverse both age and
ethnicity wise, as 27 years of age is the average age of a student and 29% of the student body is
comprised of ethnic minorities.
The college is accredited by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education, a
regional accrediting body and offers approximately 155 academic programs. The school awards
the Associate of Arts and Associate of Science degrees along with certificates and diplomas in a
variety of fields. The school currently has many transfer articulation agreements with colleges
and universities and students from Daniel Community College have transferred their credits to
520 colleges and universities. Tuition for in-county residents for the 2016-2017 school year was
$107.75 per credit and the college is the most affordable postsecondary education option in the
county. Despite its large population of students, the average class size is 16 students, which
allows students the opportunity to receive comprehensive and individualized instruction.
The region, a former steel town known for its blue-collar roots, today is known for its
role in medicine and higher education, and is home to prominent nationally-ranked higher
education universities. The county where the institution is located is home to approximately 1.26
million residents. The city’s is comprised of approximately 52.4% female and 47.6% male
residents, which closely mirrors the gender makeup of the institution, although 35% of the city’s
residents are ethnic minorities (City-Data, 2010), which is slightly higher than the 29% of ethnic
minorities who attend the college. Despite the median family income in the United States being
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$52,029 (United States Census Bureau, 2010), the median annual income of the city’s residents
was lower, at $41,293 in 2015 (City-Data, 2017).
Participants
This study included data on full-time students attending a large urban commuter
community college in Pennsylvania during the Fall 2016 semester. For the purpose of this study,
a full-time student was one who was enrolled in 12 or more credit hours per semester. Students
who never attended the school but previously attended another institution were eligible to
participate provided they were full-time students and had not already used up their eligibility for
financial aid.
A targeted sampling method was used in this study. Watters and Biernacki (1989)
explained that targeted sampling is a useful sampling method when random sampling may not
provide access to a necessary sample to obtain systemic information about a particular group.
For this study, targeted sampling was chosen because it offered the ability to focus on
participants who met the study criteria. Volunteers, from each campus, who self-identified
themselves as working-class based on the income parameters provided, were offered the
opportunity to participate in the study. Participation was strictly voluntary and potential
participants were made aware that there was no penalty for non-participation. Participants had
the opportunity to win one of four $25 gift cards for participation. To determine which
participants received one of the four gift cards, each survey submitted was assigned a number in
the order that the survey was received. Once all surveys were submitted, the researcher then
asked the research advisor to randomly choose four numbers based on the range of surveys
which had been turned in. For example, since a total of 56 viable surveys had been turned in and
each was assigned a numerical value, the researcher advisor randomly selected four numbers
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from 1 to 56. Those four numbers, which corresponded with individual student ID numbers,
were then located and the students who had these identification numbers each won one of the
four gift cards. All four gift card winners responded to the researcher’s email notifying them of
their award. Three gift cards were then provided to three participants electronically, per their
request, and one was provided in-person to the final recipient, per the winner’s preference.
To qualify for participation in the study, participants were required to meet the following
criteria: 1) must be a full-time working-class student at the institution; 2) must be 18 years of age
or older and must be able to legally provide signed consent on the informed consent form; 3)
must have applied for financial aid by completion of the federal FAFSA form; and 4) must have
been able to provide family income and student financial aid information. To be eligible for
participation, participants were required to be full-time students enrolled in 12 or more credits
during the Fall 2016 semester, when the survey was conducted, since students who attended parttime would receive smaller financial aid awards than a student with the same income and
background characteristics who attended the institution full-time. Because the college system is
comprised of multiple campuses, and some students attend more than one campus, a full-time
student was considered any student who was enrolled in 12 or more credits at any of the
college’s campuses. Furthermore, all participants were required to be 18 years of age or older,
since 18 is the legal age of consent in Pennsylvania. Participants had to have applied for financial
aid, thru the FAFSA, since this information was necessary in determining the amount, if any,
financial aid they were awarded for the 2016-2017 school year. Finally, participants had to be
able to select familial income and financial aid award amounts using pre-defined income
categories.
Since it was possible that some participants may have had difficulty recalling the exact
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dollar amount of their financial aid awards, categories were provided on the survey for students
to select approximate award amounts. For example, regarding whether a student had received a
Pell Grant, participants were asked to indicate whether: 1) they applied for financial aid but did
not qualify for a Pell Grant; 2) received between $1-$1,500 in Pell Grant aid for the academic
school year; 3) received $1,501-$3,000; 4) received $3,001-$4,500; or 5) received $4,501-full
Pell Grant award amount. During the 2016-2017 school year students could receive a maximum
Pell Grant award amount of $5,815 for the entire school year. Similarly, participants were asked
to indicate whether they borrowed student loans in the following amounts for the academic
school year: 1) they applied for but did not receive a student loan; 2) they did not apply for/need
to borrow a student loan; 3) received between $1-$2,000 in student loans; 4) received between
$2,001-$4,000 in student loans; 5) received between $4,001-$6,000 in student loans; or 6)
received $6,001 or more in student loans. Participants who were dependent for financial aid
purposes, meaning both student and parental income is considered when determining financial
aid eligibility, were eligible for a maximum federal direct loan in 2016-2017 of $5,500 for first
year students and $6,500 for second year students. Independent students, who parental income is
not considered, were eligible for a maximum direct loan award amount of $9,500 for first year
students and $10,500 for second year students.
Lastly, regarding scholarships, participants were asked to indicate whether they received
scholarship money (free money that is not a Federal Pell Grant or State of Pennsylvania Higher
Education Assistance Agency Grant that does not need repaid). Student scholarship awards could
include any type of scholarship that is merit, talent or need-based. Students were asked to
provide the total cumulative amount of scholarship assistance awarded for the 2016-2017
academic school year. For instance, if a student received a scholarship from their employer in the
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amount of $2,000, and a scholarship from a community organization for $500, then they would
select option four, because they were awarded a total of $2,500 in scholarships for the school
year. Participants were asked to indicate whether they received a scholarship award in the
following amounts for the academic school year: 1) they applied for but did not receive a
scholarship; 2) they did not apply for any scholarships; 3) received between $1-$2,000 in
scholarships; 4) received between $2,001-$4,000 in scholarships; 5) received between $4,001$6,000 in scholarships; or 6) received $6,001 or more in scholarships.
Variables
Gravetter and Wallnau (2009) noted that a study variable is a value which may
demonstrate change for different study participants or for different conditions. The variables for
this study included: 1) level of family emotional support (predictor); 2) family expectation as to
whether a student will complete college (predictor); 3) family tuition, books and fees support
(predictor); 4) family rent, utilities, food and transportation expenses support (predictor); 5) grant
award amounts (criterion); 6) scholarship award amounts (criterion); 7) retention to spring
semester (criterion); and 8) student loan borrowing amounts (criterion).
For the first variable, a student’s level of family emotional support, participants were first
asked to rank their perceived level of familial social capital (indicated by their perceived level of
family emotional support) from one of five choices: 1) very strong family support; 2) pretty
strong family support; 3) somewhat strong family support; 4) little family support; and 5) no
family support. Next, participants were asked to rank what they perceived their family’s
expectations as to whether they would complete college from one of five choices: 1) they
strongly expect I will complete college; 2) they pretty much expect I will complete college; 3)
they somewhat expect I will complete college; 4) they most likely expect I will not complete
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college; and 5) they definitely do not expect I will complete college. Next, social capital was also
analyzed from a financial perspective by requesting that participants rank the level of support
provided by family for college expenses such as tuition, books and fees: 1) very strong family
support (received $3,001 or more per year from family); 2) pretty strong family support
(received between $2,001-$3,000 per year from family); 3) somewhat strong family support
(received between $1,001-$2,000 per year from family); 4) little family support (received
between $1-$1000 per year from family); and 5) no family support (received $0 per year from
family). Last, to analyze social capital from a financial perspective, participants were asked to
rank the level of support provided by family for other expenses while in college such as rent,
utilities, food, transportation expenses, etc.: 1) very strong family support (received $3,001 or
more per year from family for these costs); 2) pretty strong family support (received between
$2,001-$3,000 per year from family for these costs; 3) somewhat strong family support (received
between $1,001-$2,000 per year from family for these costs); 5) little family support (received
between $1-$1000 per year from family for these costs); and 5) no family support (received $0
per year from family for these costs)
For the fifth and sixth variables, grant and scholarship awards, participants were asked to
record the total amount (in dollars), using pre-defined categories, of their federal Pell Grant and
the total dollar amount of scholarship awards for the current academic year. Regarding Pell
Grant awards, one of the criteria for study participation was that students applied for federal
student aid through the FAFSA form. Thus, the following categories were provided to denote
participants’ Pell Grant award amounts, if any, for the 2016-2017 school year: 1) applied but did
not qualify for a Pell Grant; 2) qualified for between $1-$1,500; 3) qualified for $1,501-$3,000;
4) qualified for $3,001-$4,500; or 5) qualified for $4,501 or higher. In regards to scholarship
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awards, participants were asked to select their scholarship award amount, if any for the 20162017 school year: 1) applied for but did not receive a scholarship; 2) did not apply for any
scholarships; 3) received between $1-$2,000 in scholarships; 4) received between $2,001-$4,000
in scholarships; 5) received between $4,001-$6,000 in scholarships; or 6) received $6,001 or
more in scholarships.
For the seventh variable, student retention to the spring semester, each participant’s
enrollment status as to whether each study participant had remained enrolled into the spring 2017
semester of studies was determined through accessing directory information as to whether those
participants who completed the survey remained enrolled in any number of credits at the
institution. Per the request of the institution’s provost, this information was provided directly to
the researcher by a designated Daniel Community College staff member. Participants’ spring
semester enrollment status was then coded into three categories: 1 = retained full-time; 2 =
retained part-time in 1-11 credits; and 3 = not retained for the spring semester. Finally, in regards
to the eighth variable, student loan levels, participants were asked to record the amount of
student loans borrowed for their first year of study using the following predefined categories: 1)
applied for but did not receive a student loan; 2) did not want/need to borrow a student loan; 3)
borrowed between $1-$2,000 in student loans; 4) borrowed between $2,001-$4,000 in student
loans; 5) borrowed between $4,001-$6,000 in student loans; or 6) borrowed $6,000 or higher in
student loans.
To meet the criteria for study participation, participants were also asked to note whether
they had completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid for the current school year.
Participants who had completed the FAFSA would select yes, while those who did not complete
the FAFSA would select no. Finally, for student income levels, which determine a student’s

60

social class, participants were asked to select their family’s annual income for the last calendar
year, based upon the National Center for Education Statistics (2011) pre-established income
levels: 1) $0-$30,000; 2) $30,001-$48,000; 3) $48,001-$75,000; 4) $75,001-$110,000; and 5)
$110,001 or more. Based upon the income divisions provided by the National Center for
Education Statistics, participants were divided into social income classes and only those
participants who selected the working-class income group were eligible for inclusion in the
study. Although the National Center for Education Statistics does not list social classes based on
income thresholds, it is based upon Burd’s (2006a) definition that working-class incomes fall
into the $30,000-$50,000 range annually, and Levine’s (2012) assertion that the median
household income in the United States was $50,054, irrespective of the number of persons in the
household, while the mean household income was $69,677 (Levine, 2012), which aligns with
National Center for Education Statistics (2011) description of middle class as being in the
$48,001-$75,000 range annually. Thus, using these income brackets as a guide, the following
income category definitions were used: 1) $0-$30,000 (low-income); 2) $30,001-$48,000
(working-class); 3) $48,001-$75,000 (middle-class); 4) $75,001-$110,000 (upper-middle-class);
and 5) $110,001 or more (upper-class). All surveys obtained in which the participant did not fall
into the working-class income bracket were not usable for the purpose of this study.
Data Collection
Daniel Community College offers courses at four main campuses and five smaller
campus centers. Because providing the opportunity to participate in the survey throughout the
institution had a greater likelihood of obtaining a more representative sample of the workingclass population at the institution, emails were sent to students from all campuses at the
institution. After obtaining permission from the institution through an application briefly
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describing the intent, methods and procedures for the study, the first email was sent to full-time
students who had applied for financial aid directly from the registrar’s office. This email was
first preapproved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of Memphis and detailed
the criteria for study participation, the information needed to complete the survey, information
detailing the opportunity to win one of four $25 gift cards for participation, and a link to the
actual survey instrument which contained an electronic version of the informed consent form.
Additionally, flyers were posted advertising the study which provided an electronic link so that
interested participants could scan the link with their cellphone and complete the survey.
Interested participants completed a series of questions via the online survey instrument
website SurveyMonkey, which was estimated to take approximately 10 min to complete. To be a
valid survey useful for study purposes, participants were asked to enter their student
identification numbers so that it could be ascertained as to whether they student had been
retained into the spring semester, as well as provide the researcher with the information
necessary to contact the winners of each of the four gift cards. At the institution, each student is
provided a unique student identification number, and therefore, no social security numbers were
collected. Those participants who completed the survey but do not provide a student ID number
had their survey results removed from the study, with the exception of their demographic
information, as their information was not able to be analyzed for the purpose of this study. Since
only a small number of participants completed surveys the first time the study email soliciting
participants was sent, the email was sent to students two more times before the end of the fall
semester.
A .05 level of significance, or alpha level, was chosen for this study. Three common used
alpha levels within research studies are the 05, .01, and .001 levels (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2009).
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The criteria for study participation was provided in the email soliciting potential participants as
well as on the SurveyMonkey site itself so that possible participants could determine whether
they were eligible for the study. The criteria to volunteer for study participation included: 1)
must be a first-year, first-time, full-time working-class student at the study institution; 2) must be
18 years of age or older and must be able to legally provide signed consent; 3) must have applied
for financial aid; and 4) must have been able to provide family income and student financial aid
information. For this study, a participants’ social class was determined by the student’s familial
income. If a student was considered an independent student for purposes of financial aid, then
they and their spouse’s income (if applicable), were counted in determining their social class. If a
student was considered a dependent student for financial aid purposes, then both they and their
parent(s’) income were counted in determining their class level. On the survey instrument,
participants were asked to provide their past year’s familial income based upon whether they
were considered an independent or dependent student for FAFSA purposes. Participants who
were dependent students and who included their parent(s)’ income information on the FAFSA
were asked to include the total annual income for both their parents and themselves. Students
who were independent students were asked to only include their income, and their spouse’s
income (if applicable).
Before completing the survey, participants were asked to review an electronic informed
consent form, on the SurveyMonkey website, which provided study details in writing and also
notified participants that they are free to withdraw their participation at any time. Participants
had the opportunity to print and retain a copy of this information if desired and participants
electronically indicated that they were providing their consent for study participation through
their electronic signature.
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To determine familial income, participants were asked to indicate which income bracket
they fell into out of five pre-specified income brackets. The Integrated Postsecondary Data
Education System, or IPEDS, through the National Center for Education Statistics, or NCES,
collects data on every higher education institution in the United States who receives federal
student aid (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013). Financial aid data collected by
NCES is made up of data collected from first year, full-time undergraduate students (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2013). When determining participants’ income class for this
study, NCES income brackets were used. When conducting their financial aid research on
students attending Pennsylvania’s 14 Pennsylvania community colleges, NCES divided students
into the following income brackets: 1) $0-$30,000 annually; 2) $30,001-$48,000 annually; 3)
$48,001-$75,000 annually; 4) $75,001-$110,000 annually; and 5) $110,001 or more annually
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011). For this study, Burd’s (2006a) financial
definition of the working-class was used, as Burd suggested that working-class families
commonly earn between $30,000 to $50,000 per year, similar to NCES’ $30,001-$48,000
income bracket. Another reason that the $30,000-$48,000 income bracket was classified as
working-class is that these income levels are slightly below the 2011 national median income of
$50,054. (Levine, 2012). On the first question of the survey, participants were asked to check
which NCES defined income classification they fell into based upon their independent or
dependent student status. Only those participants who selected that they fell into the $30,001 to
$48,000 income bracket surveys were used and considered working class for the purpose of this
study.
All survey responses were reviewed only by the primary investigator, with the exception
of the assigned official(s) at Daniel Community College who reviewed participants’ names and
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student identification numbers to provide the researcher with information as to whether each
participant was retained into their spring semester of studies. Only participant names and
identification numbers were provided and the official(s) did not have access to the results of
participant surveys. Creswell (2013) suggested that to protect the privacy of participants
participating in survey research the names of participants should be kept separately from all
coded data. First and last names were collected since participants’ persistence into their second
semester of studies at Daniel Community College was examined; however, all names were kept
separately from coded data. Survey responses (including participants’ names) were kept in a
locked cabinet and/or password protected computer/SurveyMonkey account, and responses were
numerically coded. Survey responses were recorded on a Microsoft Excel sheet, and each
participant was assigned a numerical value in the order that their survey was collected. The first
column of the Microsoft Excel sheet included each participant’s identification number, and each
participant’s number was assigned a separate row. Each survey question was assigned a separate
column, and responses were coded numerically.
Institutional Review Board Procedures
Before obtaining official permission to conduct research from the University of
Memphis’ Institutional Review Board, a research responsibility course was completed through
the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative. After completion of the course and approval of
the dissertation proposal through the Higher and Adult Education program’s dissertation
committee, an application for official study approval through the Institutional Review Board was
completed and approved. After this approval was obtained, an application was completed
through the survey institution’s Office of Institutional Research to obtain written permission to
conduct research by surveying participants at the community college. Permission was then
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granted by the provost of Daniel Community College, through a separate application process, so
that data collection could begin.
Data Analysis
Data collected through participant surveys was analyzed using the SPSS Version 24
software program. The SPSS program is used to conduct different types of statistical tests and
analyses (Cramer, 2003). All research questions, except for the two analyses looking at Familial
College Completion Expectations and Scholarship Awards and Familial Emotional Support and
Scholarship Awards were analyzed using the Mann-Whitney U Test. The Mann-Whitney U Test,
a non-parametric statistical test, was selected for several reasons. First, the Mann-Whitney U
Test has the ability to conduct statistical analysis for small subject samples (Nachar, 2008).
Preliminary statistical analyses were conducted using the Chi-square test; however, the use of
this test was not feasible since a number of squares had less than 5, which violates one of the
main assumptions of use for the Chi-square test. Second, initial correlation analyses were
conducted on the data and it was determined that a correlation analysis would not be appropriate
since the data was asymmetrical due to a small sample size. Additionally, preliminary regression
analyses were run but like the correlation analyses, there was not a linear relationship between
the independent and dependent variables, which violates one of the main assumptions of this test.
Another reason that the Mann-Whitney U test was chosen to analyze the majority of the
data was that the distributions were asymmetrical, likely due to the small sample size. Nachar
(2008) explained that “a non-parametric test is necessary when the distribution is asymmetrical”
(p. 13). Further, the Mann-Whitney U Test can be used when analyzing ordinal variables
(Nachar, 2008), which were frequently used in this study. Kasuya (2001) noted that out of all
non-parametric tests the Mann-Whitney U test is one used frequently and the test is known to be
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comparable to the parametric t-test in its power (Nachar, 2008). For these reasons, and since the
majority of participants’ survey questions contain ordinal data, the Mann-Whitney test was
chosen as the non-parametric alternative to the standard parametric t-test.
Both the Familial College Completion Expectations and Scholarship Awards and
Familial Emotional Support and Scholarship Awards analyses were conducted utilizing Fisher’s
Exact Test. The Fisher’s exact test is a statistical test that is utilized on two dichotomous
variables when the sample size is small (McDonald, 2014). It is used “to know whether the
proportions for one variable are different among values of the other variable” (McDonald, 2014,
p. 77). The Fisher’s exact test is often used when the sample size is small and, thus, when a Chisquare test is not feasible (McDonald, 2014) since the Chi-square requires a value of at least 5 in
each square. Due to the small sample, the fact that only two study participants received
scholarships and the survey question referring to student scholarships does not allow participants
to select ordinal responses, a Fisher’s exact test was chosen to complete analysis on both
Familial College Completion Expectations and Scholarship Awards and Familial Emotional
Support and Scholarship Awards.
It is important to note that only two participants from the sample received a scholarship,
and because of this, it was not possible to complete an accurate analysis using those two
participants’ data who received scholarships of any amount. Because of this, since all other
participants either applied but did not receive a scholarship or did not apply for any scholarships,
this information was utilized to conduct the analysis to ascertain whether there was an
association between applying for scholarships and family emotional support. Since the Fisher’s
exact test commonly utilizes 2 x 2 tables (McDonald, 2014), the Family Emotional Support and
Scholarship Awards were broken down into two dichotomous variables, which were coded as
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follows: 1 = applied but did not receive any scholarships; and 2 = did not apply for scholarships.
Similarly, family emotional support was coded as follows: 1 = strong family emotional support
and 2 = poor family emotional support. Since the Fisher’s exact test commonly utilizes 2 x 2
tables (McDonald, 2014), the Familial College Completion Expectations and Scholarship
Awards were also broken down into two dichotomous variables. The analysis was coded as
follows: 1 = applied but did not receive any scholarships; and 2 = did not apply for scholarships.
Similarly, family college completion expectations were coded as follows: 1 = strong family
college completion expectations and 2 = poor family college completion expectations.
Conclusion
This chapter provided an overview of the research questions and statistical methodology
that were utilized in this study. The study institution was described in detail along with the study
sample and population. Data collection and data analysis methods were described and the study
variables, limitations, delimitations and Institutional Review Board procedures were detailed.
The following chapter, Chapter 4, will provide a statistical analysis of the coded data gathered
through survey collection which was analyzed by the SPSS 24 software program. The final
chapter, Chapter 5, will provide implications for future practice and conclusions.
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Chapter 4
Results
The purpose of this study was to determine whether working-class students attending a
large Pennsylvania urban community college who possessed strong family social capital were
more likely to be retained into their second semester of studies than those with poor social
capital, and whether family social capital impacted participants’ financial aid awards.
The following questions were used to guide this study: 1) Was there a significant
difference in the number of working-class students retained after the fall semester at the
community college who possessed strong familial social capital versus those working-class
students who lacked strong familial social capital? 1a) Was there a significant difference in the
number of fall semester working-class students who were retained into the spring semester
whose parents strongly expected that they would complete college versus those working-class
students who parents did not strongly expect that they would complete college? 2) Was there a
significant difference in the grant and scholarship aid awarded to working-class students with
strong familial social capital versus those working-class students at the community college
without strong familial social capital? 2a) Was there a significant difference in the amount of
student loans borrowed by working-class students at the community college who possessed
strong family emotional support versus those working-class students without strong family
emotional support?
Participant Demographic Summary
A total of 216 participants responded by completing the study survey via SurveyMonkey.
Of this group, approximately one-sixth of participants submitted incomplete surveys (indicating
they started a survey and exited out before data could be sent to the researcher). Additionally,
although both the email sent to potential participants, as well as the survey instructions,
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specifically stated that surveys were only being solicited from those in the working-class income
group, nearly one-third of the 216 participants classified themselves as low income, and
approximately one-eighth of responses came from middle and upper-income students. Thus,
these results were not usable for this study. In total, 67 working-class students who met all the
criteria for study participation submitted surveys; however, only 56 surveys were completely
usable for the study as some participants did not provide their student identification number and
thus, it could not be determined as to whether these participants were retained into their spring
semester of studies. Despite this, some demographic and financial aid award info from most of
the 67 participants was still useful in showing student financial aid Pell Grant amounts, ethnicity,
etc.
Not all of the working-class participants who participated in the study submitted surveys
that were viable for analysis. Despite this, the tables below will provide the demographic
information for all working-class participants who completed the study survey and provided this
demographic information. Two participants completed the survey twice, and as such are only
included once in the demographic information below.
Descriptive Statistics
At Daniel Community College, 29% of the student population identify as ethnic
minorities. Twenty-four point six percent of study participants self-reported being part of an
ethnic minority group, therefore the group of participants closely mirror the ethnic diversity of
the institution. Table 2 summarizes the reported ethnicities of study participants:
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Table 2. Participant Ethnicity Information

Ethnic Group

Number

Percentage

Asian

3

4.6

African American

9

13.9

Hispanic/Latino

1

1.5

Mixed Race

3

4.6

Native American

0

0.0

White/Caucasian

48

73.9

No Response

1

1.5

Although specific age information is not publicly available for Daniel Community
College, in regard to traditional versus non-traditional age students, the average age of a student
at Daniel Community College is 27, reflecting the age diversity of the institution. Table 3 lists
study participants by self-reported age group.
Table 3. Participants by Age Group

Age

Number

Percentage

18-23

43

66

24 and up

22

34
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The gender makeup of Daniel Community College is comprised of 56% women and 44%
men. Overall, the participant demographic info slightly mirrored Daniel Community College’s
gender makeup. Table 4 delineates the gender of study participants:
Table 4. Participants by Gender

Gender

Number

Percentage

Male

25

38

Female

40
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On question 12 of the participant survey, participants were asked to provide written
responses by listing any other ways their family (parents, siblings and/or spouse) provided
assistance or guidance while they were attending college. Thirty-eight participants provided no
response. Some respondents indicated a negative response such as: “I do not receive
communication from my family”, and “my parents did not go to college, so they find it difficult
to identify with my college experience”. Others wrote: “I am providing assistance on my own for
my expenses” and “my fiancé is my only true source of support. I have essentially been viewed
as a lost cause by most of my family because I am attending a community college, and am not
completely sure what field I'd like to work in.”
Other participants indicated that they received some positive support from their families.
Common themes included: “they encourage me to work hard, and support my decisions to go to
school”, “they help out with everything”, and “I live with my parents”. Other positive responses
included: “they give me encouragement to continue on with my higher education”, “they tell me
good job” and they “make sure I always have transportation to my classes”.
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Findings
The study’s findings indicate that familial emotional support had an impact on the
retention of participants, but that family tuition, fees and books support and family additional
expenses support did not have an impact on the retention of study participants. Additionally, the
researcher found that the level of family college completion expectations did not have a
significant impact on the retention of study participants. Regarding financial aid, a participant’s
level of family emotional support was not shown to play a significant role in their Pell Grant
award amounts and that family college completion expectations did not statistically impact
participants’ Pell Grant awards overall. Regarding scholarships, the level of one’s family support
did not show a statistically significant difference in whether participants did or did not apply for
scholarships and family college completion expectations did not statistically impact the whether
participants did or did not apply for scholarships. Finally, the researcher did not find a
significant difference in the amount of student loans borrowed based upon participants’ level of
family emotional support.
The following will delineate the statistical findings for the study:
Research Question 1: Was there a significant difference in the number of working-class
students retained after the fall semester at the community college who possessed strong familial
social capital versus those working-class students who lacked strong familial social capital?
For question 1, a Mann-Whitney U Test was first conducted to determine whether there
was a difference in the number of working-class students retained at Daniel Community College
who possessed strong familial social capital (as measured by family emotional support) versus
students who lacked strong familial social capital. Table 5 explains these findings:
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Table 5. Familial Emotional Support and Retention

Mann-Whitney U Test

U

z score

Sig.

158

-2.859

.004*

≤ .05
A Mann-Whitney U test, a non-parametric test used to analyze ordinal data, was
conducted to determine if there were differences in the number of working-class students
retained at Daniel Community College who possessed strong familial social capital (as measured
by family emotional support) versus students who lacked strong familial social capital (Table 5).
Retention for students whose families provided strong emotional support (mean rank = 24.85)
and those whose family offered poor support (mean rank = 35.85) were statistically significantly,
U = 158, z = -2.859, p = .004, indicating a statistically significant difference in the number of
students with strong emotional family support who were retained, versus those who had poor
family emotional support.
The findings indicate that those participants with poor family emotional support were less
likely to be retained full-time than those participants with strong family emotional support.
Overall, seven participants who completed the survey during the fall semester were not retained
into the spring semester. Of these seven, five indicated they had poor family emotional support.
Additionally, eight participants who were enrolled full-time during the fall semester were only
enrolled part-time (in 1-11 credits) during the spring semester. Of these eight, two indicated poor
levels of family emotional support.
Research Question 1 Analysis 2
A Mann-Whitney U test was also conducted to determine whether familial financial
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support for tuition, fees and books had an impact on the retention of study participants at Daniel
Community College. Table 6 explains these findings:
Table 6. Familial Tuition Fees and Book Support and Retention

Mann-Whitney U Test

U

z score

Sig.

144

-.104

.948

≤ .05
A Mann-Whitney U test, a non-parametric test used to analyze ordinal data, was
conducted to determine if there were differences in the retention of study participants who had
strong familial financial support for tuition, fees and book expenses and those participants who
had poor support in this area (Table 6). Retention for students whose families provided strong
financial support (mean rank = 28.50) and those whose family offered poor support (mean rank =
27.94) were not statistically significantly different, U = 144, z = -.104, p = .948.
Nearly all 54 participants in the study, with the exception of six participants and one
participant who did not provide a response, indicated that they had poor family tuition, fees and
books support from their family. Only four participants who were retained full-time indicated
that they received strong tuition, fees and books support from their families. These findings
indicate that the level of family tuition, books and fees support provided by participants’ families
did not statistically impact their retention into the Spring 2017 semester at Daniel Community
College.
Research Question 1 Analysis 3
A Mann-Whitney U test was also conducted to determine whether familial financial
support for other expenses such as room, board, car insurance, etc. had an effect on the retention
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of study participants at Daniel Community College. Table 7 explains these findings:
Table 7. Familial Other Financial Support and Retention

Mann-Whitney U Test

U

z score

Sig.

301

-.910

.363

≤ .05
A Mann-Whitney U test, a non-parametric test used to analyze ordinal data, was
conducted to determine if there were differences in the retention of study participants who had
strong familial financial support for expenses such as room, board, etc. and those participants
who had poor support in this area (Table 7). Retention for students whose families provided
strong financial support (mean rank = 25.55) and those whose family offered poor support (mean
rank = 28.65) were not statistically significantly different, U = 301, z = -.910, p = .363.
A total of 20 participants indicated they received strong support from their families for
expenses such as room and board, transportation, phone and other expenses with several
participants not providing a response to family support. Of these 20, four participants who
received strong support did not remain enrolled at Daniel Community College or were those who
were retained part-time (in 1-11 credits). A total of 34 participants indicated that they received
poor family support. Ten participants who did not remain enrolled in the spring 2017 semester or
who remained enrolled only part-time indicated poor family support. Twenty-four participants
who remained enrolled full-time into the spring semester of studies indicated a poor level of
financial support. Overall, the level of family financial support for other expenses such as room
and board, transportation, phone, etc. was not shown to play a statistically significant role in the
retention of study participants into the spring 2017 semester of studies.
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Research Question 1a: Was there a significant difference in the number of fall semester
working-class students who were retained into the spring semester whose parents strongly
expected that they would complete college versus those working-class students who parents did
not strongly expect that they would complete college? Table 8 explains these findings:
Table 8. Familial College Completion Expectations and Retention

Mann-Whitney U

U

z score

Sig.

57

-1.021

.467

≤ .05
A Mann-Whitney U test, a non-parametric test used to analyze ordinal data, was
conducted to determine if there were differences in the retention of study participants who had
strong familial expectations that they would complete college versus poor familial expectations
that they would complete college (Table 8). Retention for students whose family strongly
expected they would complete college (mean rank = 28.40) and those whose family do not
strongly believe they would complete college (mean rank = 21.00) were not statistically
significantly different, U = 57, z = -1.021, p = .467.
Overall, only three participants indicated poor support in that their families had poor
expectations as to whether they would complete college. All three of these participants were
retained into their spring semester of studies. These findings indicate there was not a statistically
significant difference in the number of fall semester students who were retained into the spring
semester with strong versus poor family support.
Research Question 2: Was there a significant difference in the grant and scholarship aid
awarded to working-class students with strong familial social capital versus those working-class
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students at the community college without strong familial social capital?
Table 9. Familial Emotional Support and Pell Grant Awards

Mann-Whitney U

U

z score

Sig.

220

-1.010

.312

≤ .05
For this question, four separate analyses were done; two for grants and two for
scholarships. For the first, in looking strictly at the Pell Grant Awards of recipients while
comparing participants’ scholarship awards in a separate analysis, a Mann-Whitney U test, a
non-parametric test used to analyze ordinal data, was conducted to determine if there were
differences in the Pell Grant awards of study participants who had strong family emotional
support versus poor family emotional support (Table 9). Pell Grant awards for participants who
had strong family emotional support (mean rank = 27.71) and those who had poor family
emotional support (mean rank = 23.21) were not statistically significantly different, U = 220, z =
-1.010, p = .312.
Fourteen participants, whose data was usable in conducting the statistical analysis as they
provided student identification numbers, indicated that they did not receive any Pell Grant funds
for the 2016-2017 school year. Nineteen participants indicated receiving a small amount of Pell
Grant funds for the school year in the amount of $1-$3,000 and 20 respondents received a large
Pell Grant award of $3,001 and up, indicating varying Pell Grant award amounts. The findings
indicate that statistically the level of participants’ family emotional support did not impact Pell
Grant award amounts.
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Research Question 2 Analysis 2
A Mann-Whitney U test, a non-parametric test used to analyze ordinal data, was
conducted to determine if there were differences in the Pell Grant awards of study participants
who had strong family expectations that they would complete college versus poor family
expectations that they would complete college (Table 10). Pell Grant awards for participants
who had strong family expectations (mean rank = 26.62) and those who had poor family
emotional support (mean rank = 24.50) were not statistically significantly different, U = 67.5, z =
-.251, p = .825.
Table 10. Familial College Completion Expectations and Pell Grant Awards

Mann-Whitney U

U

z score

Sig.

67.5

-.251

.825

≤ .05
Fourteen participants, whose data was usable in conducting the statistical analysis as they
provided student identification numbers, indicated that they did not receive any Pell Grant funds
for the 2016-2017 school year. Nineteen participants indicated receiving a small amount of Pell
Grant funds for the school year in the amount of $1-$3,000 and 20 respondents received a large
Pell Grant award of $3,001 and up, indicating varying Pell Grant award amounts. Only three
participants indicated poor family college completion expectations with the remainder noting
that their families had a strong belief that they would complete college. The findings denote
indicate that the level of family college completion expectations did not impact Pell Grant award
amounts.
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Research Question 2 Analysis 3
For the third analysis for research question 2, in looking at strictly scholarships awards, a
Fisher’s Exact test, a test used to analyze 2 x 2 dichotomous data, was conducted to determine if
there was a statistically significant association in participants who applied for but did not receive
a scholarship and those who did not apply for any scholarships and study participants who had
strong family emotional support versus poor family emotional support (Table 11).
Table 11. Familial Emotional Support and Scholarship Awards

Fisher’s Exact Test

N

Exact Sig.
(2-Sided)

51

.467

≤ .05
It is important to note that only two participants from the sample received a scholarship,
and because of this, it was not possible to complete an accurate analysis using those two
participants’ data who received scholarships of any amount. Because of this, since all other
participants either applied but did not receive a scholarship or did not apply for any scholarships,
this information was utilized to conduct the analysis to ascertain whether there was an
association between applying for scholarships and family emotional support. The analysis was
coded as follows: 1 = applied but did not receive any scholarships; and 2 = did not apply for
scholarships. Similarly, family emotional support was coded as follows: 1 = strong family
emotional support and 2 = poor family emotional support. Of the 51 participants who provided
data, 11 applied but did not receive a scholarship and 40 did not apply for any scholarships.
Although there was a solid mixture of participants who indicated strong family emotional
support and those who had poor family emotional support, only two participants received any
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scholarship award, which was not included in this analysis. The findings indicate there was no
statistically significant association between family emotional support and whether participants
applied for scholarships or not, as assessed by Fisher's exact test, p = .467
Research Question 2 Analysis 4
For the fourth analysis, for research question 2, in looking at strictly scholarships awards,
a Fisher’s Exact test, a test used to analyze 2 x 2 dichotomous data, was conducted to determine
if there was a statistically significant association in participants who applied for but did not
receive a scholarship and those who did not apply for any scholarships and study participants
who had strong family college completion expectations versus poor family college completion
expectations (Table 12).
Table 12. Familial College Completion Expectations and Scholarship Awards

Fisher’s Exact Test

N

Exact Sig.
(2-Sided)

51

.561

≤ .05
It is important to note that only two participants from the sample received a scholarship,
and because of this, it was not possible to complete an accurate analysis using those two
participants’ data who received scholarships of any amount. Because of this, and since all other
participants either applied but did not receive a scholarship or did not apply for any scholarships,
this information was utilized to conduct the analysis to ascertain whether there was an
association between applying for scholarships and family college completion expectations. The
analysis was coded as follows: 1 = applied but did not receive any scholarships; and 2 = did not
apply for scholarships. Similarly, family college completion expectations were coded as follows:
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1 = strong family college completion expectations and 2 = poor family college completion
expectations. There was no statistically significant association between family college
completion expectations and whether participants applied for scholarships or not, as assessed by
Fisher's exact test, p = .561
Although the majority of participants’ families believed strongly that they would
complete college, family college completion expectations were not shown to play a significant
role in the whether participants applied or did not apply for scholarships.
Research Question 2a: Was there a significant difference in the amount of student loans
borrowed by working-class students at the community college who possessed strong family
emotional support versus those working-class students without strong family emotional support?
Table 13 explains these findings:
Table 13. Familial Emotional Support and Student Loan Borrowed Amounts

Mann-Whitney U

U

z score

Sig.

230

-.812

.417

≤ .05
A Mann-Whitney U test, a non-parametric test used to analyze ordinal data, was
conducted to determine if there were differences in the amount of student loans borrowed by
study participants who had strong family emotional support versus poor family emotional
support (Table 13). Student loan borrowed amounts for participants who had strong family
emotional support (mean rank = 25.55) and those who had poor family emotional support (mean
rank = 29.07) were not statistically significantly different, U = 230, z = -.812, p = .417.
Although there was a strong mixture of participants who indicated strong family
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emotional support and those who had poor family emotional support, student loan borrowing
amounts were varied, with eight participants reporting having borrowed a large amount of
student loans ($4,001 and higher), 19 participants having borrowed between $1-$4,000 in student
loans and the remaining participants not borrowing any loans for the 2016-2017 school year. The
findings indicate that the level of family emotional support was not a significant factor in the
amount of student loans borrowed by participants.
Relating Results to the Literature
Lippincott and German (2007) noted that working-class college students frequently lack
family emotional support. The findings of this study indicate that family emotional support did
play a significant factor in the retention of working-class participants. Despite this, the study
findings indicate that the level of family emotional support did not play a significant role in
participants’ Pell Grant awards, scholarship awards or student loan amounts borrowed. This
indicates that participants with strong family emotional support did not receive a statistically
significantly different amount in financial aid awards that those participants with poor family
emotional support. Likewise, the findings of this study indicate that family expectations of
college completion did not play a significant role in participants’ Pell Grant award amounts,
scholarship awards or student loan amounts borrowed. In laymen’s terms, there was not a
significant difference in the financial aid awards of participants who had strong family
expectations that they would complete college versus those participants whose families did not
strongly believe they would complete college.
Zarate and Fabienke (2007) noted that working-class students often do not know how to
navigate the complicate financial aid application process. Additionally, McDonough (1997)
wrote that students interested in attending college typically receive the majority of their
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information on college from those around them: family, friends, community members, teachers
and guidance counselors. The study findings differ from the literature in that poor family support
in family college completion expectations and family emotional support did not impact the
navigation of the complicated financial aid processes and that those participants with poor family
assistance still did not receive a statistically significant difference in the amount of their financial
aid awards when compared to strongly supported student participants.
Both family tuition, fees and books support and other family expenses support such as
assistance with room, board, transportation and phone expenses did not play a significant role in
the retention of students, despite a number of participants indicating that they received poor
support in this area. Gonzalez, (2009) suggested that working-class may struggle more in
funding their college education than students from other socioeconomic groups. Social capital
theory explains how one obtains resources through social connections and channels (Portes,
2000). Resources can be tangible, such as money (Portes, 2000) which can ultimately assist in
eliminating some of the factors that negatively affect students’ retention in college. This study’s
findings differed from the literature in that those students who received strong financial support
from their families did not differ statistically in their retention from those students who received
poor financial support from their families while attending college.
Conclusion
This chapter provided the descriptive statistics for participants in this research study as
well as the statistical analyses for each research question utilizing the Mann-Whitney U and
Fisher’s Exact tests. All results were not statistically significant, with the exception of family
emotional support and retention, indicating a statistically significant difference in the number of
students with strong emotional family support who were retained versus those who had poor
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family emotional support. The following chapter, Chapter 5, will discuss these findings in
further detail, note their implications for research, practice and future study. Finally, the
researcher will provide recommendations based upon on the study’s findings.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
Discussion
This study was designed to assess whether working-class students attending a large urban
public community college in Pennsylvania who possessed strong family social capital were more
likely to be retained into their second semester of studies than those with poor social capital, and
whether family social capital impacted participants’ financial aid awards. The following chapter
will offer a discussion of the study’s findings, limitations, recommendations and implications for
future practice.
One limitation experienced with this study was the lack of volunteers willing to
participate in the study. Additionally, nearly all study participants were retained into the spring
semester and only two participants out of the sample received scholarships. Although difficult to
factually determine, it is important to consider whether many of the participants who completed
the working-class student survey were retained because they were more responsive, driven
students that those working-class students who did not complete the survey. It is possible, for
example, that a student who did not show up for class and take their education seriously by
turning in assignments, etc. would be less likely to respond and complete a survey than a student
who regularly showed up for class and completed assignments on time. Thus, this study may
have had many participants retained because those who were interested, more active students
completed the survey. Regarding scholarships, the researcher believes that the results
demonstrate that there is an overall lack of participation in the scholarship application process.
An important thing to consider is the overall lack of participation in this study by the
working-class population of students. Out of thousands of students attending Daniel Community
College, only 56 complete and usable surveys were obtained. Three separate emails were sent to
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students during the fall semester advertising the study and a number of flyers were hung up
which also advertised the study. Future researchers may want to examine whether the workingclass group of students, as a whole, are less likely to participate in research studies in general.
Linkon (2008) suggested that working-class students often carry additional responsibilities
outside of the classroom and Walpole (2003) noted that working class students were less likely
to participate in activities outside of the classroom. Additionally, Soria and Bultman (2014)
argued that working-class students were less likely to be engaged on campus, thus it is possible
that these students’ low participation rate in a non-academic activity is common and backed by
the literature.
The Pell Grant award amounts self-reported by participants varied significantly. Of those
working-class participants who completed a survey, 60 reported their Pell Grant award amount
for the 2016-2017 school year. Table 14 delineates these results, noting that nearly as many
working-class participants received $0 in Pell Grant funds as participants who received $4,501 or
greater in Pell Grant aid:
Table 14. Participant Pell Grant Award Amounts for 2016-17

Amount

Number

Percentage

$0

16

26.667

$1-$1,500

7

11.667

$1,501-$3,000

13

21.667

$3,001-$4.500

7

11.667

$4,501 or higher

17

28.333
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A large number of participants self-reported not receiving any Pell Grant support for the
2016-2017 academic year. On the contrary, 17 participants reported receiving at least $4,501 or
more in Pell Grant support, with a number of participants receiving awards amounts in-between.
The researcher surmises that these significant award amount differences could be due to several
factors. First, a person’s family size and the number of students enrolled in college play a
significant role in the way that eligibility for need-based aid is calculated by the federal
government. So, two participants could technically have the same income of $45,000 per year,
but one may have a family size of two, whereas another may have a family size of five; thus, the
student from a family of five is more likely to be considered needy by the federal government.
Additionally, two participants who both have similar incomes may have a different
number of family members concurrently enrolled in college, which the government considers
when calculating one’s need-based aid eligibility. For instance, a student who is from a family of
three who is the only one in college may not qualify for need-based aid, whereas another student
from a family of three where two students are enrolled in college at the same time with the same
income may then qualify for need-based aid. Another reason why one student with a similar
income may not qualify for a Pell Grant and another with similar circumstances does may be due
to incorrect FAFSA completion. If a student is a first-generation college student and is
unfamiliar with how to complete the FAFSA and completes it incorrectly, their financial aid may
suffer. Next, the federal government considers not only familial income, but also financial
resources such as checking account balances, savings, etc. in determining eligibility for Pell
Grant aid. Although this is a less likely scenario due to the lower incomes of this population of
students, there is a possibility that if a family has a lower income, due to a recent job loss for
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example, but a lot of money in savings, then this may disqualify them for need-based aid. Lastly,
all Pell Grant award amounts were self-reported by participants, so it is possible that a
participant(s) may have incorrectly recorded or misunderstood their award amounts, which is
noted as a limitation of this study.
Hypotheses and Key Findings
There were several hypotheses originally predicted for this study. The following section
will compare the researcher’s original hypotheses with the study findings. The first hypothesis
proposed in this study was that most working-class students at the study institution will not
qualify for need-based aid, such as a Pell Grant. The researcher found that more participants in
the study qualified for need-based Pell Grants than did not with 44 participants qualifying for
some amount of Pell Grant aid and 16 participants who did not qualify for Pell Grant aid.
The second hypothesis proposed was that students who possessed strong familial social
capital received more grants and scholarships, and would be more likely to be retained than those
students without strong familial social capital. The findings indicated that participants with
strong family social capital did not receive a statistically different amount of grants than those
with poor family social capital and family college completion expectations and emotional
support were not shown to statistically impact who did or did not apply for scholarships. The
researcher did find that participants who possessed strong family emotional support were more
likely to be retained than those with poor family support.
Additionally, the researcher hypothesized that working-class students who self-identified
as having strong familial social capital and whose parents strongly expected they would
complete college were more likely to be retained than those working-class students at the
institution without strong familial social capital or who parents did not strongly expect they
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would complete college. As discussed previously, participants who possessed strong family
emotional support were retained at greater rates than those with poor family support. Despite
this, participants with strong family tuition, fees and books support and participants with strong
support for additional expenses such as room, board, transportation etc. were not found to be
retained at greater rates than participants with poor family support in these areas. Further,
participants with strong familial college completion expectations were not found to be retained at
statistically greater rates than participants with poor family college completion expectations.
The final hypothesis proposed in this study was that students with strong family social
capital were more likely to have borrowed a smaller total dollar amount of loans than those
working-class students without strong family social capital. When looking at whether family
emotional support played a role in the amount of loans borrowed by participants, there was not
found to be a significant difference in the overall borrowing amounts by participants with strong
family emotional support versus poor emotional support. Overall, loan borrowing amounts
varied significantly, with eight participants reporting having borrowed a large amount of student
loans ($4,001 and higher), 19 participants having borrowed between $1-$4,000 in student loans
and with the remaining participants not borrowing any loans for the 2016-2017 school year.
Further Study
It is recommended in the future that a more extensive study, covering multiple
community colleges, be conducted in order to obtain more working-class student participants.
This would allow the data to be examined more closely to determine if these students possess a
lack of financial aid and social capital, and whether these issues affect their retention in college.
It is also recommended that future study be conducted to determine whether factors such as
additional family responsibilities, outside work and a general lack of on-campus participation
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play a role in the difficulty of obtaining working-class student participants for research studies.
This study, which included a small sample size, should if possible be replicated using a
larger sample of participants, perhaps through surveying working-class students at all
Pennsylvania community colleges. This would not only allow researchers to see if the
significance of findings differ with a larger sample size, but also help determine whether there
are differences in the retention of working-class students at various community colleges
throughout the state. For example, it may be helpful to review whether working-class students at
an urban community college are retained at rates different than students at rural Pennsylvania
community colleges. Additionally, since community colleges generally offer two-year degree
programs, it may be useful to extend a study to determine whether working-class student
participants were retained into their second year of studies, although this may be difficult as Burd
(2006b) explained that less than 50% of the students who begin at community colleges and
desire to transfer end up transferring to earn their four-year degree. Because of this, and the fact
that some students transfer to a four-year institution shortly after beginning studies at a
community college and before earning a two-year degree, this factor may need to be considered
in looking at study participants’ long-term retention.
Implications for Practice and Recommendations
In this study, the level of family emotional support a participant had was shown to play a
significant role in the retention of study participants. Because of this, it is recommended that
institutions, such as Daniel Community College, encourage the involvement of parents and
families in the student’s educational career. One way this can be accomplished is through hosting
open houses, family days, or other events that get parents and other family members more
involved in the academic life of the student. Parents could also be invited specifically to campus
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events that a student is involved in such as sporting events, concerts and award ceremonies. Hao
and Bonstead-Bruns (1998) noted that parent-child interactions were one of the factors that
increased the social capital of students, so involving more parents in the life of community
college students will likely be beneficial to their retention.
Regarding family financial support, out of the 55 working-class participants who
recorded the amount of tuition, fees and book support provided by their families, only seven of
these participants indicated that they received financial support in the amount of $1,001 to more
than $3,001 per year. The remaining respondents indicated that they received either no family
financial support for tuition books and fees, or a support amount between $1-$1000 per year.
These results indicate that working-class students at Daniel Community College significantly
lack the family financial support necessary to assist with tuition, fees and books which may
prevent them from successfully completing college. Additionally, out of all respondents, only
two participants qualified for scholarships and many of these participants did not apply for
scholarships. This is particularly concerning for working-class students who do not qualify for
any form of need-based financial aid.
As such, the researcher recommends that these students be educated specifically on the
scholarship application process and that potential scholarships available for these students be
kept in an easily visible area along with instructions for completing the application. Since
working-class students are likely to be first-generation college students, it is recommended that
these students be provided with one-on-one assistance to review the scholarship application
process, or at minimum, scholarship application seminars be offered that are geared specifically
towards these students. This process should begin in high school so that working-class students
can obtain financial aid for their first year of college study. Last, if at all possible, the focus on
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income-based endowed scholarships should be specifically expanded to include this population
of students, rather than just focusing on scholarships for low-income students who often already
qualify for substantial need-based financial aid.
Another recommendation is that programs, particularly at schools where there are a high
number of first-generation college students, be established that explain the financial aid process
in depth to not only low-income, but also working-class students. In this study, of the 56
participants that comprised the sample, only two students out of this group received scholarships.
This seems to indicate that these participants were either not interested in, or did not understand
the scholarship application process. Some working-class students, such as those who did not
qualify for need-based Pell Grant aid, may not be aware or understand that there are still
scholarship opportunities available for students who did not qualify for need-based federal or
state financial aid. Further, although many merit-based scholarships are offered to students with
a strong academic record, it is important for working-class students to understand that there are
still opportunities available for more average students, particularly through smaller organizations
such as clubs, parental employers and other local organizations. Students should also be
informed by their institution to check into other avenues of financial aid that they may not be
aware of such as employer tuition reimbursement and military educational benefits obtained
from their own, parental or spousal military service.
It is further recommended that colleges, such as Daniel Community College, have
scholarship applications and their instructions easily visible and available in one place in the
financial aid office. For instance, rather than hanging up individual postings advertising various
scholarships, all scholarships could be kept in a central location, such as in a binder, which gives
students easy access to each available scholarship. Further, it is recommended that a variety of
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scholarship opportunities be presented to working-class students, including those scholarships
which are merit based, rather than those that are normally only offered to low-income students.
Finally, it is recommended that working-class students applying for scholarships be directed to
resources such as the writing lab or writing tutors who can help these students hone in on
scholarship essays so that they have an adequate understanding of and receive assistance with
this portion of the scholarship application process.
Final Thoughts
This study was originally designed to determine whether working-class students
attending a large Pennsylvania urban community college who possessed strong family social
capital were more likely to be retained into their second semester of studies than those with poor
social capital, and whether family social capital impacted participants’ financial aid awards. This
study was designed due to the researcher’s desire to learn more about the working-class
population of students, and the financial and retention obstacles that they potentially faced within
the community college setting. Additionally, this study was conducted to contribute to the
literature on working-class college students. The data collected in this study on working-class
participants was analyzed utilizing the Mann-Whitney U and Fisher’s Exact statistical tests.
In this study, the level of family emotional support a participant had was shown to play a
significant role in the retention of study participants at Daniel Community College. This implies
that strong family social capital and family ties can assist in the retention of students. There are
several things that can be learned from this study. First, Walpole (2003) argued that workingclass students are involved on campus and in campus activities infrequently. The researcher
found it very difficult to recruit working-class students to participate in this study. One thing that
can be learned from this is that working-class students may have the get-in-get-out mentality
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about school, particularly at a community college. Grant (1999) also argued that members of the
working-class value things or work that they can see tangible rewards in. To some working-class
students who received but did not participate in the survey, it is possible that they did not
participate because they did not see any tangible value in doing so. Rather than considering how
the study would contribute to knowledge and possibly guide the school in better assisting these
students, there was no tangible reward for participating in the study. As a result, it may be
helpful for schools to not only better understand class-based mentalities such as this, but also in
showing these students why learning or contributing to knowledge without necessarily receiving
an immediate, tangible award can be important.
Next, the Pell Grant awards self-noted by participants varied significantly. One of the
factors this study sought to investigate was whether working-class students attending Daniel
Community College received Pell Grant awards at all. Before completing the study, the
researcher hypothesized that most working-class students would not receive Pell Grant awards,
so it is helpful to know that a number of these students received an award to assist them in
paying for their educational expenses. What can be learned; however, is that some students who
self-identified as working-class received a high amount in Pell Grant awards and others did not
receive an award at all. Since participants all indicated they were part of the same income group,
this may be an indication of incorrect FAFSA completion. It is important that working-class
students ensure, through either verifying correct FAFSA completion or through their school
walking them through the FAFSA completion process, that student’s FAFSA applications are
correct so that they can receive the maximum amount of money that they qualify for.
Last, although not considered statistically significant, the majority of study participants
indicated that they received poor family support for expenses such as tuition, books and fees as
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well as for other expenses such as room, board, car insurance, etc. From this, we can learn that
this lack of social capital related to student’s finances means it is very important that workingclass students receive financial support to pay for school in the form of need-based grants and
scholarships. As only 15% of students who begin their studies at a community college earn a
Bachelor’s degree within a six-year timeframe (Shapiro et al., 2012), students who are workingclass have lower levels of Bachelor’s degree completion than middle and upper-class students
(Aronson, 2008) and this study found a number of participants lacked substantial family support,
ensuring these students have access to need-based aid may be one of the keys to their retention
and success.
Conclusion
Diversity comes in many forms. Community colleges are extremely diverse institutions
known to enroll and provide opportunities to people from a variety of backgrounds including
non-traditional students, ethnic minority students, people with disabilities, and low-income
students. It is the researcher’s hope through this study that readers will begin to recognize that
diversity within the community college setting is also comprised of working-class students who
need just as much support as other students from diverse backgrounds. For this to occur,
working-class students need access to the same type of special programs and resources that all
other marginalized students receive to assist them in their retention and success.
If there is any place to best provide this support, it is the community college. Education is
the key to liberty, knowledge and financial independence. Not so long ago, when millions of
immigrants came to this country, they saw the following quote on the Statue of Liberty “give me
your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free. The wretched refuse of your
teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me. I lift my lamp beside the golden
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door (Lazarus, 1883, para. 1). Community colleges are the golden door to opportunity for those
members of the working-class who have ever been marginalized in society, told they would not
be capable of completing college or for those who never believed that they could ever arise out
of their class-based circumstances. Community colleges represent the Statue of Liberty and the
values this country stands for, including equality and the chance to arise out of your
circumstances, regardless of how humble they are. Many people who came to the United States,
the land of opportunity, found that they could change their lives for the better, and it is the
researcher’s hope that members of the working-class will see the opportunity that the community
college presents and use their well-established work ethic and dedication to see that they are
worthy and capable of being whoever they want to be.
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Appendix A
Student Survey
WORKING CLASS STUDENTS’ SOCIAL CAPITAL AND FINANCIAL AID
AWARDS: A STUDY OF THESE FACTORS’ EFFECT ON RETENTION FOR STUDENTS
AT A LARGE PUBLIC COMMUNITY COLLEGE
*It may be helpful to have your financial aid information and/or FAFSA in front of you
to assist in better answering this survey
1. Please indicate your student ID number: _______________________
a. Prefer not to respond
(Please note that in order for your survey results to be used, and in order to be entered
in the raffle to receive one of four $25 giftcards, it will be necessary to include your student
ID number. Your student ID number and name will also be used to identify whether you have
remained enrolled into the spring semester to determine if working class students remain
enrolled in their second semester of studies at Daniel Community College. This information
will remain confidential and will only be viewed by the study researcher and her advisor. It is
expected that there will be approximately 200 participants in this study, therefore, the odds of
winning a gift card for participation in this study is approximately 1 in 50.
2. Please indicate your first and last name:
a. Prefer not to respond
3. What is your age?
a. Below 18 years of age
b. 18-23 years of age
c. 24 years of age and older
d. Prefer not to respond
(In order to participate in the study you must be at least 18 years of age).
4. What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
c. Prefer not to respond
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5. What is your race?
a. Asian
b. Black/African American
c. Hispanic/Latino
d. Mixed race
e. Native American
f. White/Caucasian
g. Prefer not to respond
6. Are you enrolled in at least 12 credits at this institution (this can include credits taken at
one or more of our campuses) this semester?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Prefer not to respond
7. Have you completed the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) for the 20162017 school year?
a. Yes, I completed the FAFSA
b. No, I did not complete the FAFSA
c. Prefer not to respond
8. Please select your family income level for the last calendar year. Students who are
dependent students and who have included their parents’ income information on the
FAFSA should include the total annual income for both your parents and yourself.
Students who are independent students should include only your income, and your
spouse’s income (if applicable).
a. $0-$30,000 annually
b. $30,001-$48,000 annually
c. $48,001-$75,000 annually
d. $75,001-$110,000 annually
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e. $110,001 and above annually
f. Prefer not to respond
(Please note that only those whose incomes fall in the $30,001-$48,000 range will
be eligible for participation in this study.
9. Please rank the dollar amount of family financial support used to help you pay tuition,
books and/or college fees) while attending college:
a. I have very strong family support (receive $3,001 or more per year from family)
b. I have pretty strong family support (receive between $2,001-$3,000 per year from
family)
c. I have somewhat strong family support (receive between $1,001-$2,000 per year
from family)
d. I have little family support (receive between $1-$1000 per year from family)
e. I have no family support (receive $0 per year from family)
f. Prefer not to respond
10. Please rank the dollar amount of family financial support used to help you pay any other
costs while attending college including, but not limited to car insurance, rent, gas,
utilities, transportation costs, food, etc. while attending college:
a. I have very strong family support (receive $3,001 or more per year from
family for these costs)
b. I have pretty strong family support (receive between $2,001-$3,000 per
year from family for these costs)
c. I have somewhat strong family support (receive between $1,001-$2,000
per year from family for these costs)
d. I have little family support (receive between $1-$1000 per year from
family for these costs)
e. I have no family support (receive $0 per year from family for these costs)
f. Prefer not to respond
11.

Please rank the level of family emotional support you receive while attending college:
a.

I have very strong family support
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b.

I have pretty strong family support

c.

I have somewhat strong family support

d. I have little family support
e.
f.
12.

13.

I have no family support
Prefer not to respond

Please list any other ways your family (parents, siblings and/or spouse) provide
assistance or guidance while you are attending college:
What is your family’s expectation as to whether you will complete college?
a. They strongly expect I will complete college
b. They pretty much expect I will complete college
c. They somewhat expect I will complete college
d. They most likely expect I will not complete college
e. They definitely do not expect I will complete college
f. Prefer not to respond
14. If you completed the FAFSA, what is the total dollar amount, if any, of Pell Grant
monies qualified for the total 2016-2017 school year (include the amount for the entire
school year):
a. I applied but did not qualify for a Pell Grant
b. I qualified for between $1-$1,500
c. I qualified for $1,501-$3,000
d. I qualified for $3,001-$4,500
e. I qualified for $4,501 or higher
f. Prefer not to respond
15. Please indicate whether you borrowed a student loan for the 2016-2017 school year
(include the amount borrowed for the entire school year)
a. I applied for but did not receive a student loan
b. I did not want/need to borrow a student loan
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c. I borrowed between $1-$2,000 in student loans
d. I borrowed between $2,001-$4,000 in student loans
e. I borrowed between $4,001-$6,000 in student loans
f. I borrowed $6,000 or higher in student loans
g. Prefer not to respond
16. Did you apply for or receive or will receive any type of scholarship for the 2016-2017
school year? If you received more than one scholarship, please add up the total amount of
scholarships and list the total amount:
a. I applied for but did not receive a scholarship
b. I did not apply for any scholarships
c. I received between $1-$2,000 in scholarships
d. I received between $2,001-$4,000 in scholarships
e. I received between $4,001-$6,000 in scholarships
f. I received $6,001 or more in scholarships
g. Prefer not to respond
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Appendix B
Informed Consent Form

Identification of Project: This study seeks to identify whether students from working class
families attending Daniel Community College earn too much money to qualify for financial aid,
whether the students’ families are financially and emotionally supportive, and whether these
factors affect working class students’ ability to remain enrolled in at Daniel Community College.

Purpose of Research: The purpose of this study is to determine whether working class students
attending Daniel Community College who possess strong family social capital, meaning family
financial and/or emotional support, are more likely to receive financial aid than working class
students who do not possess strong family social capital, and whether working class students’
financial aid awards (or lack of financial aid awards) affect whether they enroll in their second
semester of studies.
If you choose to participate in this research study, you will be asked to complete a short
Questionnaire via the online survey site, SurveyMonkey, which will take approximately 10
minutes. Questionnaires will be submitted electronically to the researcher.
Risks/Discomforts: There are two mild potential risks for participants. First, it may be
embarrassing to some when reporting financial information, since this study is looking at
participants who come from modest financial means. Because of this, the researcher has chosen
to email all Daniel Community College students with a link to complete the survey or one can
choose to participate in the study through the signs advertising the study around campus, rather
than administering a classroom survey where students may feel singled out if they volunteer in
the classroom to complete the survey. Because of this method, the risk to any public
psychological harm or embarrassment in this area is very limited. Also, in order to minimize the
risk that students may be uncomfortable providing answers to a particular question, all questions
will have a “prefer not to answer” response listed as an option in the event the participant does
not want to provide that information.
Lastly, although all data will remain locked and password protected, there is a very minimal
possibility that either the SurveyMonkey account or the researcher’s computer, containing
participants’ survey responses, could be hacked and information viewed. In order to minimize
this risk, SSL inscription will be used on the SurveyMonkey site and the disable IP address
tracking featuring will be used in order to make the IP address of the participants anonymous.
Benefits: The findings of the study will be used to gain a better understanding of the needs of
working class students at community colleges. It is possible that the results of this study will lead
to recommendations on ways to address any deficiencies for working class students in order to
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better support these students at community colleges and at the study institution. Participants who
complete the survey and provide their student identification number will be entered into a raffle
drawing to win one of four $25 gift cards for participation. It is expected that there will be
approximately 200 participants in this study, therefore, the odds of winning a gift card for
participation in this study is approximately 1 in 50.
Confidentiality: Your name and student identification numbers will be requested as part of this
study in order to determine which study participants have continued to attend Daniel Community
College during the spring semester. Participants should be aware that the Daniel Community
College registrar’s office will be aware of the names and student ID numbers of those who have
participated in the study, but that the registrar’s office will not have access to any other responses
of the survey participants such as your income, financial aid info, or your level of family support,
etc. The registrar’s office will only be provided with participants’ names and Daniel Community
College student identification numbers so that the office can look up, via the Datatel Student
Information System, whether these participants, who completed the survey in the fall, have
remained enrolled at Daniel Community College for the spring semester of studies. They will not
have access to your actual survey and all other information will remain confidential. Whether
you choose or not to participate in the study will not affect your status at the college.
Although this information will be collected, individual data will not be reported as part of this
study, since the report will be from data which is compiled together with data from the other
study participants. All completed surveys will be stored in a locked cabinet and/or password
connected computer and SurveyMonkey account, with only the researcher, research advisor or
institutional review board having access to individual survey information. This completed study
will be part of a public digital commons website at the University of Memphis and may be
published in presentations or in publications. Although Daniel Community College will be
permitted to review the researcher’s research and completed study, they will not be given access
to individual surveys to ensure student confidentiality.
Opportunity to Ask Questions: It is your right to ask any questions that you feel may pertain to
this study. You are able to contact the researcher Megan L. McCormick directly at (412) 3024390 or by email at mlmccrmc@memphis.edu. You may also contact the research advisor, Dr.
Jeffery Wilson by phone at (901) 678-3428 or by email at jlwlson4@memphis.edu. In the event
you have any additional questions regarding participating in this study, you may contact the
University of Memphis Institutional Review Board at irb@memphis.edu.
Freedom to Withdrawal from Study: You have the right to withdrawal from this study at any
point. If you choose to withdrawal from the study, it will not affect your relationship with the
researcher or affect your status at the Daniel Community College. Your participation is
appreciated; however, this study is strictly voluntary.
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Consent to Receive a Copy of This Form: Before completing the survey via SurveyMonkey and
before submitting your electronic consent, you will have an opportunity to print a copy of this
form for your records. If you need an additional copy, you may obtain one by contacting the
researcher directly at mlmccrmc@memphis.edu. Your electronic signature below indicates that
you have voluntarily decided to participate in this research study, that you are at least 18 years of
age, and that you have both read and understood this consent form.
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Appendix C
IRB Approval

IRB Approval #4340
Beverly Jacobik (bjacobik) on behalf of Institutional Review Board
wed 8/31/2016 12:08 PM

To:Megan Leah McCormick (mlmccrmc) <mlmccrmc@memphis.edu>; Jeff Wilson (jlwlson4)
<jlwlson4@memphis.edu>;
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The University of Memphis Institutional Review Board, FWA00006815, has
reviewed and approved your submission in accordance with all applicable statuses
and regulations as well as ethical principles.
PI NAME:
Megan
McCormick
CO-PI:
PROJECT TITLE: WORKING CLASS STUDENTS' SOCIAL CAPITAL AND
FINANCIAL AID AWARDS: A STUDY OF THESE FACTORS' EFFECT ON
RETENTION FOR STUDENTS AT A
LARGE PUBLIC COMMUNITY COLLEGE
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applicable): Jeffery Wilson IRB ID:
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APPROVAL DATE: 8/24/2016
EXPIRATION DATE: 8/24/2017

LEVEL OF REVIEW: Expedited
Please Note: Modifications do not extend the expiration of the original approval

Approval of this project is given with the following obligations:
1.If this IRB approval has an expiration date, an approved renewal must
be in effect to continue the project prior to that date. If approval is not
obtained, the human consent form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no
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longer valid and any research activities involving human subjects must
stop.
2.When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be
completed and sent to the board.
3.No change may be made in the approved protocol without prior board
approval, whether the
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approved protocol was reviewed at the Exempt, Expedited or Full Board
level.
4. Exempt approval are considered to have no expiration date and no further
review is necessary unless the protocol needs modification.
Approval of this project is given with the following special obligations:

Thank you,
James P. Whelan, Ph.D.
Institutional Review Board Chair
The University of Memphis.
Note: Review outcomes will be communicated to the email address on file. This email should be
considered an official communication from the UM IRB.
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