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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The American education system is often regarded as an engine of social mobility 

(Bowen, Kurzweil, Tobin, & Pichler, 2005).  However, research has shown that the higher 

education system can instead play a major role in perpetuating social inequalities (Covarrubias, 

Jones, & Johnson, 2018; Radunzel, 2018; Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 

2012).  First-generation college students often lack the social and cultural capital of their peers 

and graduate at much lower rates than those whose parents have obtained a bachelor’s degree 

(Covarrubias et al, 2018).  This study used an experimental research design to evaluate an 

intervention strategy (summer bridge program), grounded in self-efficacy, designed to reduce the 

gap in college success between first-generation students and their peers.  Differences in self-

efficacy development among males and females were examined and explored in greater depth 

through a second qualitative study using semi-structured focus group interviews.  Imposter 

phenomenon and stereotype threat were incorporated to highlight gender differences in self-

efficacy.  Contributions will inform higher education retention strategies specifically designed to 

support first-generation college students.    
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Self-Efficacy and Retention among First-Generation College Students  

While this may be controversial to some in academe, higher education can certainly be 

considered a business (Barnett, 1977).  Students become customers, money is exchanged, debt is 

(often) incurred, and a valuable asset, a degree, is (hopefully) obtained.  Attending college is a 

means to an end.  Education is a common way to increase one’s financial standing (Cataldi, 

Bennett, & Chen, 2018; O'Shea, Stone, Delahunty, & May, 2018).  One could imagine the 

admissions office as the sales force, student life as the customer service center, and core 

academics as the product.  Keeping students enrolled, commonly referred to as retention, is 

essential to the business model.  Just as businesses must retain their customers, colleges must 

focus resources on retaining students.  However, many students never complete the process 

(Aljohani, 2016).  Money is exchanged and debt is incurred, but the final product is not realized.  

Colleges must determine how to identify students most at risk of premature departure, and in 

turn, focus their limited resources and efforts on creating pathways to degree completion.  

Without retention, the business model is broken, and this could prove to be problematic for 

higher education institutions, especially given the current economic and social volatility of the 

industry.    

Retention is particularly relevant at this time in higher education as the demographics for 

traditional-aged college students is experiencing decline.  In the book Demographics and Higher 

Education, Grawe (2018) stated that the United States can expect a decline in college-aged 

demographics of about 5% through the mid-2020s as a result of the Great Recession of 2008.  

Grawe (2018) noted that the recession, along with changes in immigration and fertility rates, 

collectively create a decline in the demographics of college-age students.  In addition to an initial 

dip starting in 2025, a second dip in population will occur through 2029 and 2030, which is 
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forecasted to decrease demographics by another 15% to 25% in about five years (Grawe, 2018).  

These statistics are staggering and capturing the attention of recruitment and retention offices 

across the nation.  Higher education must find a way to retain more students at a time when new 

student numbers are expected to significantly decline.  This study focused on a particular 

population at a greater risk of not graduating, namely first-generation college students, in order 

to identify ways to prioritize resources to enhance self-efficacy and ultimately improve retention 

rates.     

While much research has been published throughout the years on retention and first-

generation college student success (Cataldi et al., 2018; Pratt, Harwood, Cavazos, & Ditzfeld 

2019; Radunzel, 2018; Veldman, Meeussen, & van Laar, 2019), little work can be found on 

applying this research through specific intervention strategies.  This dissertation fills this gap by 

developing an experiment to tests strategies designed to increase the college success rates of a 

vulnerable population through the development of college self-efficacy.  It also extends the 

streams of research on gender-related levels of confidence, which can be applied to better 

support and serve all students.    

The intervention evaluated in this study is based on the construct of self-efficacy, which 

is rooted in social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977).  Self-efficacy is described as one’s 

perception of his or her ability to complete a task (Bandura, 1977).  Simply put, self-efficacy 

measures one’s confidence in one’s abilities.   

Self-efficacy research in higher education incorporates several constructs related to 

retention, such as purpose of life, goal orientation, and academic performance (DeWitz, 

Woolsey, & Walsh, 2009; Hsieh, Sullivan, & Guerra, 2007; Lent & Hackett, 1987; Taylor & 

Betz, 1983; Wright, Jenkins-Guarnieri, & Murdock, 2013).  However, actionable strategies for 
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testing ways to increase retention and graduation rates for populations at risk, including first-

generation college students and females, are quite limited.  This study used the College Self-

Efficacy Inventory (CSEI) to capture pre- and post-test data with a group of first-generation 

college students participating in an intervention strategy designed to build self-efficacy (Solberg, 

O’Brien, Villareal, Kennel, & Davis, 1993).   

The second part of the study used semi-structured interviews as a qualitative effort to 

examine the why to develop a greater understanding of which characteristics impact levels of 

college self-efficacy (Anderson, 2017).  Specifically, the study used focus groups to explore the 

impact of imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat.  The combination of the two studies, as a 

mixed methods approach, allows for a more holistic understanding, enabling universities to 

create tailored retention strategies and support systems for different populations of students, 

based upon their initial levels of self-efficacy, opportunities for development, and gender.  While 

there are numerous discussions on the definition of mixed methods, this research made use of 

Tashakkori and Crewsell’s (2007) broad definition: 

As an effort to be as inclusive as possible, we have broadly defined mixed methods here 

as research in which the investigator collects and analyzes data, integrates the findings, 

and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches or methods in a 

single study or a program of inquiry.  A key concept in this definition is integration. (p. 4) 

In particular, this follows a quantitative-qualitative approach, where an initial quantitative study 

(Study 1) is followed up by a qualitative study (Study 2) that digs deeper into the phenomenon 

under study (Onwuegbuzie & Corrigan, 2014; Reio & Werner, 2017). 

Combined, the results can provide implications for the literature on college student 

development and retention.  The results of the quantitative study demonstrate that intervention 
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strategies can be leveraged to increase self-efficacy and that there are significant differences in 

development by gender.  The qualitative results allow for an opportunity to further examine the 

gender differences and recommend strategies for university student support teams. 

For the purpose of this dissertation, the following research questions are addressed in 

Study 1, an experiment including an intervention to enhance CSEI: 

1. Are there initial differences in self-efficacy between first generation and non-first generation 

college students?   

2. Can self-efficacy scores be enhanced through a strategic intervention? 

3. Will gender impact the level of self-efficacy development? 

The following research questions are addressed in the second part of the dissertation, a 

qualitative approach through focus group interviews to understand levels of CSEI and CSEI 

development: 

1. How did the participants’ confidence change as a result of the intervention strategy? 

2. What may account for any gender differences observed in CSEI scores and development? 

3. Does the imposter phenomenon impact CSEI?  Does that impact (or lack of impact) differ by 

gender? 

4. Does stereotype threat impact CSEI?  Does that impact (or lack of impact) differ by gender? 

5. Do family expectations impact CSEI?  Do family expectations differ by gender? 

6. What components of the intervention had an impact? 

Scope and Importance of the Study 

Study 1 leverages a unique opportunity to conduct an experiment which tests intervention 

strategies designed to build college self-efficacy.  Data was collected before and after the 

intervention, and a control group was also measured for comparison.  Independent t-tests and 
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repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) testing were used to determine if the 

intervention impacted the level of college self-efficacy at Time 2.  The model compared levels of 

college self-efficacy for first-generation college students and their peers at Time 1.  The model 

also compared differences in those who participated in the intervention versus those who did not.  

Finally, the model compared gender differences in those who participated in the intervention.   

The results from the first study created the foundation for Study 2, a qualitative study.  A 

literature review led to the further analysis of stereotype threat and imposter phenomenon to 

identify themes in the marked gender differences that were evident in the quantitative results. 

Summary of Contributions to Theory and Practice  

This dissertation contributes to the literature on first-generation college students.  It 

extends the research on antecedents of college student success by incorporating strategies to 

positively impact college retention rates.  The first study also extends the research on first-

generation college students by focusing on a private liberal arts university setting, versus more 

common environments studied including community college and public college settings.  The 

intervention builds on the research and application of self-efficacy, specifically in the university 

setting, by using the college self-efficacy inventory established by Solberg et al. (1993). 

The second study explored the differences in results based on gender.  The focus group 

interviews extend the research streams on imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat in a 

university setting, specifically with first-generation college students.  As noted in a recent review 

of summer bridge programs and outcomes, there is a lack of mixed methodologies to enhance 

this research stream (Grace-Odeleye & Santiago, 2019).  The second study addresses this 

concern and builds upon existing literature.   
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In terms of practical implications, this study provides insights on support systems and 

strategies to be leveraged by staff and faculty at colleges and universities.  Findings can help 

inform strategies and prioritization of limited resources to ensure students from all backgrounds 

can retain and graduate, thus seeking to narrow the social-class achievement gap.   

Organization of Dissertation 

The remainder of this dissertation uses the following structure. Chapter 2, the quantitative 

study, summarizes the relevant self-efficacy literature with a specific focus on the higher 

education setting and first-generation college students.  Chapter 2 also outlines the overarching 

research framework and hypothesized results for the experiment and describes the research 

methods used including sample, measures, and data collection.  Chapter 2 concludes by 

providing the data analysis and findings which led to the development of a secondary study.  

Chapter 3 introduces the follow-up qualitative study.  The chapter begins by exploring the 

gender differences in the results of Study 1 and summarizing relevant literature related to 

imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat.  The chapter discusses the methodology and 

analysis, including themes identified through the focus group interviews.  Chapter 3 concludes 

by providing strengths and limitations of the study.  Chapter 4 ties together the findings and 

contributions of Study 1 and Study 2.  The mixed methodology approach leads to a greater 

understanding of the phenomenon being observed.  Conclusions and ideas for future research are 

discussed.    

Chapter 2: Self-Efficacy and Retention among First-Generation College Students 

Chapter Introduction 

While the academic world doesn’t typically view higher education as a business, it would 

be a challenge to find any faculty or administrator in higher education who doesn’t believe 
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student success is at the core of a university’s mission.  The higher education system has a moral 

obligation, driven by their collective mission statements, to ensure all efforts are taken to lead to 

student success.  In addition, there’s a great societal obligation to student success.  The 

population most at risk for leaving college before earning a degree is first-generation college 

students (Cataldi et al., 2018; Ishitani, 2006).  First-generation students are more likely to have a 

lower family income and to be from a racial or ethnic minority background (Cataldi et al., 2018; 

Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007; Pratt et al., 2019; Radunzel, 2018).  They come with 

challenges such as being less prepared academically, having children of their own, and having 

work obligations to fund their education (Cataldi et al., 2018).  Compared with students whose 

parents have completed a bachelor’s degree, they enroll in and earn fewer credit hours, work 

more often, live off campus, participate in less co-curricular activity, have fewer peer 

interactions, and earn lower grades (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).   

First-generation college students also lack cultural capital, meaning they do not have the 

benefit from their parents’ college experiences to help them navigate the nuances of the 

transition to college (Choy, 2001).  In addition, they have not benefitted from simply hearing 

their parents talk about their college stories.  Simply conversing with parents about college is 

much different for those who are first-generation.  Research shows that conversations among 

parents and children in first-generation homes are more likely words of encouragement versus 

establishing faculty networks, academic abilities, and overall navigation of the college 

experience (Covarrubias, Jones, & Johnson, 2018).  Thus, inequities may be reproduced for 

working class and low-income families (Covarrubias, Jones, & Johnson, 2018).  Individuals who 

do not complete a degree are less likely to earn levels of income comparable to those who 

graduate (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).  The social class achievement gap will continue 
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to widen if the retention rates of first-generation students are not addressed and elevated 

(Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012).   

While the number of first-generation students has decreased over recent decades, this 

number still is sizeable, estimated at about one-third of the college student population (Cataldi et 

al., 2018). According to Cataldi et al. in the report for the U.S. Department of Education, 

significant gaps in achievement remain between first-generation students and their peers (Cataldi 

et al., 2018).  The 2002 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) longitudinal study 

followed the college achievements of first-generation college students, defined as undergraduate 

students whose parents had not participated in secondary education, along with continuing-

generation students, students with at least one parent who attended college but did not earn a 

bachelor’s degree; the third group of students studied were those who had at least one parent earn 

a bachelor’s degree.  

In all areas of the 10-year study, first-generation students performed at lower rates than 

their peers (NCES, 2002).  Among students who enrolled in college, 58% of first-generation 

students entered postsecondary immediately (NCES, 2002).  This is in comparison to 78% of 

those whose parents had earned a bachelor’s degree (NCES, 2002).  One-third of these first-

generation college students left within three years of enrolling, as compared to 14% of those 

whose parents earned a bachelor’s degree (NCES, 2002).  Among those first-generation students 

who enrolled in postsecondary education, 46% enrolled in a public two-year institution and 7% 

enrolled at private four-year institutions (NCES, 2002).  In comparison, those whose parents 

earned a bachelor’s degree enrolled 26% at two-year institutions and 23% at four-year private 

institutions (NCES, 2002).  Persistence was measured as continued enrollment after three years 

of beginning college.  First-generation students had a 48% rate of staying on the persistence 
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track, while 67% of their peers remained on the persistence track (NCES, 2002).  Data continue 

to demonstrate that first-generation college students have a significant disadvantage in college 

enrollment and retention, especially when pursuing a bachelor’s degree (NCES, 2002).   

When evaluating first-generation college student success, it would be an oversight not to 

incorporate gender in the conversation.  Research has shown that first-generation college 

students are disproportionately female (Choy, 2001; Garriott & Nisle, 2018; Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005; Peguero, Zavala, Shekarkhar, & Walker-Pickett, 2018) for various reasons, including 

cultural expectations.  Research also has shown that males are more likely to persist than females 

(Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Peguero et al., 2018).  Thus, when universities recruit female first-

generation college students, they must create strategies to focus on the success of these women in 

order to close the achievement gap.   

Literature Review 

Social cognitive theory and self-efficacy.  The self-efficacy concept is based in social 

cognitive theory, a theory positing a triadic reciprocal causation model in which behavior, 

cognition, and the environment all play a role (Bandura, 1977).  Self-efficacy refers to the beliefs 

in one’s ability to be motivated, the application of cognitive resources, and the ability to take the 

action needed to meet circumstantial demands (Bandura, 1977).  More simply stated, self-

efficacy is a comprehensive summary of one’s perceived capability of performing a task.  Self-

efficacy is a dynamic construct and will change over time as new experiences are acquired.  As 

posited by Bandura (1977), there are four main information sources for self-efficacy, namely 

performance accomplishments, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal.  

Bandura’s (1977) four information sources are found in Appendix A and are discussed next. 
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The first source is defined as performance accomplishments (Bandura, 1977).  This 

source is based on personal mastery experiences.  Success raises expectation, whereas failure 

lowers expectation (Bandura, 1977).  The effects of failure may be dependent on the timing and 

pattern of experiences as they occur.  Failure early on may be more damaging to self-efficacy 

than failure after achieving success (Bandura, 1977).  In some cases, failure can even enhance 

self-motivated persistence when one finds through experience that obstacles can be mastered by 

sustained effort (Bandura, 1977).  As first-generation students do not have the ability to correlate 

parental success with educational attainment, the challenge of first-generation college students 

viewing themselves as academic achievers is perpetuated until that cycle is broken.  This reality 

of first-generation students not being able to see the college success of their parents can also 

contribute to the lack of Bandura’s (1977) second source of efficacy.  

 The second source is defined as vicarious experience (Bandura, 1977).  Observing others 

perform activities without adverse consequences can generate expectations that one can also 

improve results by persisting (Bandura, 1977).  Modeled behavior with clear outcomes conveys 

more than if modeled actions remain ambiguous (Bandura, 1977).  First-generation students have 

not witnessed the modeled college experience of their parents; thus, they can be at a 

disadvantage as compared to those whose parents have earned a degree.  The third source is 

identified as verbal persuasion (Bandura 1977).  People can be led to believe they can overcome 

what has caused them anxiety in the past (Bandura, 1977).  Verbal persuasion alone will have 

limited effect on self-efficacy.  However, it can contribute to success achieved through corrective 

performance, as well as mobilize greater effort (Bandura, 1977).  For first-generation students 

who often lack a parent or mentor who is strongly encouraging a higher education experience, 

vicarious experience and verbal persuasion could be sources for growth in self-efficacy.     
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 The fourth source of self-efficacy as defined by Bandura (1977) is emotional arousal.  

Stressful situations often elicit emotional arousal (Bandura, 1977).  In the right context, 

emotional arousal might offer informative value concerning personal competency (Bandura, 

1977).  Individuals can rouse themselves to higher levels of anxiety that far outweigh the fear 

actually experienced during a stressful situation (Bandura, 1977).  Stress and anxiety can lead to 

avoidance behaviors (Bandura, 1977).    

College self-efficacy.  While the self-efficacy construct has been widely accepted in the 

organizational behavior literature, Gist and Mitchell (1992) sought to further define the construct 

and the malleability of the construct.  One of two constructs most frequently confused with self-

efficacy is self-esteem.  Self-esteem is usually considered to be a trait that reflects evaluation of 

one’s self (Gist & Mitchell, 1992).  In contrast, self-efficacy is a judgement about one’s ability to 

complete a task (Gist & Michell, 1992).  Self-efficacy is task specific, while self-esteem 

typically refers to a global construct that relates to individuals’ self-evaluations (Gist & Mitchell, 

1992).  Self-efficacy has also been confused with expectancy.  While these two concepts stem 

from similar theoretical notions, self-efficacy represents a more comprehensive formulation of 

rationale and expectancy focuses on a narrower behavioral predictor of overall performance (Gist 

& Mitchell, 1992).  Both constructs involve forethought, but self-efficacy is viewed as 

incorporating capability (Gist & Mitchell, 1992).  Self-efficacy is an important motivational 

construct because it can influence choices, goals, reactions, effort, coping, and persistence (Gist 

& Mitchell, 1992). 

College self-efficacy has the potential to be an important construct in college student 

retention, thus the construct has been applied in higher education retention research (Bandura & 

Locke, 2003; Gore, 2005; Hsieh et al., 2007; DeWitz, 2009).  The college setting offers a rich 
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environment in which opportunity, means, and motivation all converge, and new students often 

struggle to transition from being high school students to their new selves—college selves.  The 

measurement established to quantify college self-efficacy is the CSEI tool (Solberg et al., 1993). 

The construct may also be an important bridge between social cognitive theory and 

student development and attrition (Gore, Leuwerke, & Turley, 2005).  The Gore et al. (2005) 

study included 257 first-year college students enrolled in a freshmen year experience course; the 

purpose of the study was to advance the understanding of Solberg et al.’s (1993) CSEI by 

describing the validity and reliability of scores.  Results compared retained and non-retained 

students and indicated that CSEI beliefs were significantly related to retention and academic 

performance measures (Gore et al., 2005).  Self-efficacy not only influences the initiation of 

behaviors but also persistence in the face of obstacles (Gore et al., 2005).  The self-efficacy 

construct offers a pathway for creating interventions that could assist college personnel in their 

efforts to enhance student success and retention.   

Dewitz et al. (2009) explored the relationship between self-efficacy and purpose in life 

among college students.  The research posited that self-efficacy beliefs are connected to the 

development of an individual’s feelings of purpose in life; more specifically, the study 

incorporated three forms of self-efficacy: college, social, and general (Dewitz et al., 2009).  The 

authors posited that the assessments used in the study could help identify first-year students most 

at risk (Dewitz et al., 2009).  The participants included 344 undergraduate students enrolled in an 

introductory psychology class at a large university in the Midwest (Dewitz et al., 2009).   

Findings supported the hypothesis that higher levels of self-efficacy are correlated with 

higher levels of purpose in life (Dewitz et al., 2009).  The authors suggested that the 

development of interventions based on self-efficacy could improve behaviors associated with 
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purpose in life, which could in turn create a more positive experience for college students 

(DeWitz et al., 2009).  While this study by Dewitz et al. (2009) provides greater insight into 

college retention strategies, it did not focus on first-generation students or even first-year 

students.  The participants were nearly two-thirds female and three-fourths Caucasian (Dewitz et 

al., 2009).  The authors suggested the study be replicated with other populations at other 

universities to develop more generalizable results (Dewitz et al., 2009).  As with much of the 

research on self-efficacy and retention, the study focused on correlation and prediction, rather 

than the identification of clear intervention strategies (Dewitz et al., 2009). 

A similar study focused on the correlation between self-efficacy and goal orientation in 

college students (Hsieh et al., 2007); the study examined students’ motivation toward learning.  

Research has suggested that students with higher self-efficacy tend to participate more often, 

work harder, pursue challenges, and spend more effort fulfilling goals (Bandura & Locke, 2003).  

Motivation is reinforced when students believe they can be successful (Bandura & Locke, 2003).  

The 112 participants in the study were undergraduate students from a large metropolitan, 

Hispanic-serving institution (Hsieh et al., 2007).  The study included students in good academic 

standing as well as a population on academic probation (Hsieh et al., 2007).   

All participants completed an academic self-efficacy inventory as well as a goal 

orientation inventory (Hsieh et al., 2007).  A significant difference in goal adoption between 

students with high and low self-efficacy was found; those with high self-efficacy tended to adopt 

stronger mastery goals (Hsieh et al., 2007).  They tended to persist in the face of adversity, 

engage in academic tasks, and have higher achievement (Hsieh et al., 2007).  The findings 

suggest that educators should identify students with low self-efficacy and a tendency to adopt 
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performance-avoidance goals; developing strategic interventions for students with these 

characteristics could prove to be quite valuable (Hsieh et al., 2007). 

Table 1 shows the highlights in self-efficacy research and the further refinement of 

college self-efficacy research in relation to other constructs. 

Table 1 

Self-Efficacy and College Self-Efficacy Development 

Author Year Construct and contribution 

Bandura 1977 Social cognitive theory, development of self-efficacy construct 

Gist & Mitchell 1992 Further definition of self-efficacy construct, malleability 

Solberg, O’Brien, 
Villareal, Kennel, 
& Davis 

1993 College self-efficacy inventory; applied construct to college 
students 

Bandura & Locke 2003 Self-efficacy and efforts to fulfill goals (college students) 

Gore, Leuwerke, 
& Turley 

2005 Self-efficacy and college retention (college students) 

Hsieh, Sullivan, 
& Guerra 

2007 Self-efficacy and goal orientation, higher academic achievement 
(college students) 

DeWitz, 
Woolsey, & 
Walsh 

2009 Self-efficacy and purpose in life (college students) 
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First-generation students and college retention.  Since research on college self-

efficacy has incorporated various ties to college student success (academic, goal orientation, 

purpose in life, etc.), it is important to review college retention literature.  Tinto’s (1975) model 

of student attrition has been widely cited in college retention research.  Tinto (1975) suggested 

what is required of students to persist and graduate and posited that success is primarily 

influenced by a student’s fit into the academic and social culture of the institution.  Students’ 

first year experiences have more influence on retention than any characteristics they bring to the 

university (Tinto, 1975).  While this model is predictive, it offers little in terms of intervention 

strategies.  University staff must identify ways to intervene prior to a student choosing to leave.  

Self-efficacy development could be one tactic to understand and intervene with students at risk.   

 Tinto’s (1975) college retention theories were tested in a study focusing on first-

generation working-class students (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008).  The multiple case 

study involved four students, all white males, who discussed their perceptions of faculty support 

during their first semester of college.  The study suggests that first-generation working-class 

students are often intimidated by the idea of seeking a faculty member out for support 

(Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008).  Tinto’s (1975) theory incorporates the benefits from 

student–faculty interaction, yet it does not specifically address the differing needs of first-

generation students.   

The interviews conducted in the Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice (2008) study created 

an image of these young students being abandoned at the doorstep of the institution.  They felt 

their success was all up to them, and they felt pride in this belief (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-

Grice, 2008).  They were hesitant to see faculty outside of class and were afraid that 

repercussions for doing so would be negative, rather than positive (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-
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Grice, 2008).  The students demonstrated and articulated a feeling of not being competent or 

worthy of faculty attention; their lack of cultural capital kept them from seeking out faculty 

support (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008).  Findings suggested these four students 

could have benefited greatly from having a mentor (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008).  

It should be noted that all four students in the study decided to stop out after their first semester 

of college (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008).  While the study only incorporated four 

participants, the qualitative approach provided rich information regarding the feelings of these 

first-generation students in terms of faculty–student engagement (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-

Grice, 2008).     

Woosley and Shepler (2011) expanded on first-generation student retention research in 

their study.  As noted through retention research, attention to students during their first-year 

experience is critical because it sets the tone for persistence (Tinto, 1975).  Freshmen class 

attrition rates are higher than any other academic year (DeBerard, Spielmans, & Julka, 2004).  

The Woosley and Shepler (2011) study focused on early integration experiences.  Multiple 

regressions were calculated to examine social integration, academic integration, institutional 

satisfaction, and homesick-related stress (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  The study focused on first-

generation college students, but the results indicated that first-generation college student 

integration may be similar to other college students (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  Data from 804 

first-generation students were included in the analysis; about 64% of the participants were 

women, and 87% were white (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  The study was conducted at a 

medium-sized public university in the Midwest (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).   

The findings supported previous research on the importance of campus environment in 

relation to persistence (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  The study suggested that faculty and staff 
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could improve first-generation student success by fostering a campus environment that enables 

students to feel accepted and supports academic performance (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  

Examples of opportunities for implementation include residence halls in which students can 

study but also provide opportunities to connect with peers (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  

Residence life staff could partner with counseling staff to ensure programming is incorporated on 

stress management, homesickness, and adjustment as a part of the early experience.  

Collaboration with faculty, especially in living-learning environments, could also increase 

persistence (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  While interesting and actionable, the study was limited 

by the population of its students; the participants were a small subset of the first-generation 

college student population in America, as they were mostly female, white, and attending a four-

year university in the Midwest (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  However, results supported that 

early integration experiences will benefit all college students (Woosley & Shepler, 2011). 

Summary of Literature Review 

Research on self-efficacy is vast, yet has been limited in that little information is 

available on the effectiveness of specific tactics and strategies designed to increase college 

persistence.  However, Bandura (1977) identified specific modes of induction that relate to the 

four information sources of self-efficacy.  Bandura’s (1977) model of information sources and 

modes of induction are included in Appendix A.  These identified interventions have been 

intentionally incorporated into the college prep program in this study.   

Recommendations for future research have included focusing on specific populations, 

with first-generation college students being one population recommended.  An unusual finding 

can also be incorporated into future research; academic performance and persistence were related 

to self-efficacy only when self-efficacy was measured at the end of the first semester (Gore et al., 

2005).  This could possibly be explained by first year students having unrealistic beliefs about 
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their capabilities and the idea that their capabilities could be acquired through experience (Gore 

et al., 2005).   

The theoretical framework of this study builds upon earlier research on self-efficacy 

theory and first-generation student retention.  The population studied includes only first-

generation college students in the intervention group to identify and test intervention strategies 

that might help increase retention among a population most at risk of stopping out of college.  

The intervention strategies built into the college prep program are grounded in Bandura’s (1977) 

self-efficacy theory and tied to the four information sources identified by Bandura.     

Model Development and Hypotheses 

Figure 1 shows the research design used for the study.  This model was adapted from 

Bresó, Schaufeli, and Salanova (2011), using a flow chart to visualize the experiment with both 

the intervention group and the control group.  The model shows Time 1 and Time 2 of the data 

collection, while also representing gender as a moderator. 
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Figure 1.  Experimental model: Self-efficacy development.  The model depicts the overall 
participants, intervention and control groups, and Time 1 (T1) and Time 2 (T2) of data 
collection.   
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Self-efficacy levels of first-generation college students.  Research has suggested that 

first-generation college students have a unique set of disadvantages related to cultural capital 

(Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008; Pascarella et al., 2004; Stephens et al., 2012; 

Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  First-generation college students may not receive sufficient familial 

support for attending college.  Parents communicate their goals and expectations for their 

children based upon their own experiences (Fallon, 1997).  Parents who have not attended 

college are less likely to pass on knowledge about college culture, and high levels of stress and 

vulnerability may be exasperated (Hertel, 2002).  Having parents able to guide their children 

through the college admissions and transition process likely leads to higher levels of self-esteem 

and higher beliefs in students’ capabilities to succeed and adjust to a new college life (McGregor, 

Mayleben, Buzzanga, Davis, 1991).  Research has suggested first-generation college students 

face more challenges than their peers, including lower perceptions of ability (Pascarella et al., 

2004; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996).  Therefore, I hypothesized: 

H1: At the start of college, first-generation college students will have lower college self-

efficacy scores than their peers.  

Impact of a college prep program on self-efficacy.  In this study, the college prep 

program was a six-week summer experience grounded in self-efficacy theory.  The experience 

included math and reading skills development through an online self-paced platform.  It also 

included on-campus housing and on-campus employment.  Students worked with peer mentors 

who participated in the pilot program the previous summer.  These peer mentors also served as 

the students’ residence hall counselors, providing social activities and support outside of the 

formal program.  Students were in regular contact with faculty and staff as tactics to facilitate 

self-efficacy development were implemented.  Self-efficacy is defined as a student’s belief about 
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his or her capability to successfully achieve college success (Bandura, 1977).  The measurement 

to quantify self-efficacy is the CSEI tool (Solberg et al., 1993).  

There has been considerable research support for Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory.  

The four information sources suggested to help form self-efficacy include performance 

accomplishments, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal (Bandura, 

1977).  All four sources and the appropriate modes of induction identified by Bandura (1977) 

were incorporated into the college prep program.   

The first source, performance accomplishments, can be addressed through participant 

modeling performance desensitization, performance exposure, and self-instructed performance 

(Bandura, 1977).  The academic-related portion of the summer program included non-credit 

bearing work that was self-regulated.  Pre- and post-test scores were collected.  At various 

touchpoints throughout the six weeks, faculty and staff shared successes and progress with each 

individual participant.  Creating goals and sub-goals was an important part of the process.  Goal 

creation correlates with self-efficacy development (Gist & Mitchell, 1992).  The participants also 

engaged in on-campus employment.  Supervisors met with the participants individually to 

communicate goals and work accomplishments throughout the program.   

The second information source identified by Bandura (1977) is vicarious experience.  

Modeling was identified as the mode to address this source.  First generation students often lack 

a parental model to assist with college integration (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  Thus, the 

university engaged first-generation college students, each of whom had successfully completed 

their first year of college at this university.  These students were hired to serve as mentors and 

role models for the incoming students.  Students were also mentored by faculty and staff 
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members to keep a pulse on their social and academic integration.  On-campus supervisors were 

trained to serve as additional role models for these students.   

The third information source is verbal persuasion and can be observed through 

suggestion, exhortation, self-instruction, and interpretive treatments (Bandura, 1977).  Verbal 

persuasion played a role in the college prep program as students were mentored by faculty and 

staff and, perhaps more importantly, by students who were a part of the summer program the 

previous year.   

The fourth information source is emotional arousal; modes of induction include 

attribution, relaxation, biofeedback, symbolic desensitization, and symbolic exposure (Bandura, 

1977).  First-generation students may experience more stressful integration into college life than 

their peers (Woosley & Shepler, 2011).  In order to cope with the stress about integration, 

students in the college prep program engaged in various cohort activities outside of the academic 

integration.  They lived together, dined together, and became involved in co-curricular activities 

and the campus community.  Morning breakfast was coordinated, weekly lunches were 

scheduled for the group, and weekly check-ins were the start of each Monday morning session.  

The program also included wellness and stress management, in addition to social integration.   

According to social cognitive theory, self-efficacy influences the initiation of behavior, 

the effort one expends in a behavior, and the degree of persistence one demonstrates in the face 

of adversity (Gore et al., 2005).  First-generation college students often face higher levels of 

adversity than their peers (Ishitani, 2006).  They may not receive sufficient familial support 

simply because their parents have not experienced or discussed college life (Woosley & Shepler, 

2011).  The self-efficacy stream of research, especially in the higher education setting, certainly 
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reflects the importance of belonging and fit early in one’s college career.  Tinto (1975) has been 

widely recognized in higher education as a leading researcher in retention and student success.   

Tinto (1975) posited that a major influence on college persistence is fit, both social and 

academic.  The college prep program included strategic opportunities for faculty interaction and 

academic development, as well as various opportunities for co-curricular activities and peer 

interaction.  The college prep program was also specifically designed to address cultural capital 

gaps, including financial literacy programming, mentoring, and an overall level of heightened 

support and attentiveness to each individual student participant.   

Table 2 shows Bandura’s (1977) sources of self-efficacy and the related strategies 

embedded into the college prep program (intervention) to enhance efficacy. 
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Table 2 

Bandura’s (1977) Sources of Efficacy and Program Modes of Induction 

Source Programming: Modes of Induction 

Performance Accomplishments Self-paced reading and writing development 

  Goal-setting exercises and monitoring 

  On-campus employment and supervisor feedback 

Vicarious Experience Peer mentors (prior year participants) 

  On-campus supervisor role models 

  Staff and faculty role models 

Verbal Persuasion Positive peer interactions 

  Weekly meetings with success coach 

  Breakfast gatherings 

  Weekly lunches with cohort and guests 

Emotional Arousal Stress management programming 

  Breathing techniques and yoga 

  Social gatherings, structured and organic 

  Financial literacy programming 

  Weekly reflection with cohort 
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Research has demonstrated that self-efficacy is malleable (Bandura, 1977; Gist & 

Mitchell, 1992; Gore et al., 2005).  The college prep program incorporated several of Bandura’s 

(1977) sources for self-efficacy development.  Therefore, 

H2: Participation in the college prep program will positively impact self-efficacy scores 

among first-generation college students, as compared to students who do not participate 

in the program. 

Impact of gender on self-efficacy.  Limited research can be found on gender and self-

efficacy development, and the research that has been conducted has had in mixed results.  The 

differences that have been found are often tied to gender stereotypes (Pajares, 2002).  Females 

may score lower in academic self-efficacy when being asked about math, science, and 

technology (Pajares, 2002).  In contrast, males may score lower in academic self-efficacy when 

asked about language and writing (Pajares, 2002).  However, it has been suggested that these 

stereotypical assumptions and their impact on self-efficacy can be weakened by the presence of 

role models, especially through vicarious experience and verbal persuasion (Pajares, 2002).  

Thus, with proper intervention, self-efficacy can be enhanced.   

Research has suggested that first-generation college students are disproportionately 

female (Choy, 2001; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Peguero et al., 2018).  Gender was considered an 

independent variable in a study focusing on first-generation college student achievement, and the 

study indicated males were 9.4% more likely than females to persist (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  

For some families, the culture defines a female’s ability to leave the home to pursue a college 

degree (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  Cultural differences may lead to more females living at 

home while completing a degree, as well as stopping out of college more often to attend to 

family needs (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).  While self-efficacy may be strengthened in females, as 
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suggested by Pajares (2002), research has shown that males are more likely to persist than 

females (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005).   

An emerging construct in higher education is imposter phenomenon.  Some literature has 

referred to the construct as imposter syndrome, but the majority of literature cited in this paper 

has used the terminology imposter phenomenon.  The term imposter phenomenon was initially 

used to describe the traits of high-achieving women who struggle to internalize their successes, 

usually focused on professional work (Clance & Imes, 1978).  Imposters view themselves as 

unworthy of praise, which in turn causes them heightened levels of anxiety (Parkman, 2016).  

Research has often focused on faculty in higher education, particularly on whether female faculty 

feel accepted in academia (Parkman, 2016).  However, research has also demonstrated that 

imposter phenomenon impacts female students.  A 2015 study focused on high-achieving 

minority female students and drop-out rates, finding that low psychological wellbeing and low 

ethnic identity are predictors of imposter phenomenon (Peteet, Montgomery, & Weekes, 2015).  

Another study focused on gender differences in imposter phenomenon and goal achievement 

theory, positing that females generally have higher levels of imposter phenomenon, especially in 

ability-approach goals (Kumar & Jagacinski, 2006).  In addition to gender differences, research 

has shown that first-generation college students experience imposter phenomenon more often 

than their peers (Terenzini et al., 1996).  Given the growing research on imposter phenomenon, it 

is likely that first-generation female college students will have lower levels of self-efficacy than 

their male counterparts when starting their college experiences.  Therefore, 

H3: Gender will moderate the relationship between attending the college prep program 

and self-efficacy, such that the relationship is stronger for women. 

 

Methodology 
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Sample 

The sample size in this study (N = 75) is comparable with the sample size that has been 

used in other intervention studies on self-efficacy and college students (Bresó et al., 2011; 

Havlik, Pulliam, Malott, & Steen, 2020).  The sample size (N = 75) represents 37% of the 

university’s first-time full-time student population (N = 205).  All 75 students were first-time 

full-time freshmen at a small private university in the Midwest.  All participants were also 

residential students.  A subset of the participants was in the intervention group (n = 21).  These 

21 students were all first-generation college students and had been admitted into a six-week 

summer bridge course that was designed to build their self-efficacy prior to their college 

experience.  All 21 participants in the intervention voluntarily applied and were granted a one-

time scholarship for successful completion of the program.  The scholarships were funded by a 

private foundation, but there was no opportunity for the foundation to be involved in the 

selection process or intervention strategy.  The academic standing of the students in the 

intervention program was, on average, nearly identical to the overall average academic standing 

of first-year students at the university.   

The remaining 54 students, the control group, did not participate in the summer bridge 

program.  However, they were also first-time full-time freshmen living at the same residential 

campus in the Midwest.  The students participated voluntarily after having been invited during a 

required freshmen experience course.  Six total classes were invited to participate, including 

students from a variety of academic backgrounds: three core courses (engaging middle tier 

academics), two college skills course (engaging students less academically prepared), and one 

honors course (engaging higher level academic students).  These six classes were chosen to 
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represent the overall academic preparedness of the university’s first-time full-time freshmen 

class.   

Data Collection and Measures 

 The research experiment leveraged a convenience sample of students participating in a 

unique scholarship and college prep program (intervention) designed to ease the transition from 

high school to college.  Pre-test and post-test designs have been widely recognized in behavioral 

research for the purpose of comparing group results and changes resulting from interventions or 

treatments (Cox & Lemon, 2016). 

In this study, the pre-test and post-test measurement utilized was the CSEI (Solberg et al., 

1993). The CSEI has been widely used in student development research and is considered both 

reliable and valid.  The 20-item questionnaire has three subscales: course efficacy, social 

efficacy, and roommate efficacy.  The CSEI is negatively correlated with measures of stress and 

positively correlated with measures of social support and academic integration.  Subscale scores 

have generally yielded high internal consistency reliability estimates in samples of diverse 

college students (Solberg et al., 1993).   

The intervention in this research study was strategically designed and grounded in 

Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy construct (see Appendix A).  Students were required to 

participate in 80% of the program’s activities in order to remain eligible for the scholarship.  

Self-efficacy was measured using the CSEI (Solberg et al., 1993).  Ratings were based on a 10-

point Likert scale with 1 being no confidence and 10 being extremely high confidence.  A 

comprehensive high score indicates high levels of college self-efficacy, and a low score indicates 

lower levels of college self-efficacy.  The 20 survey questions load on three factors: course 
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(academic), social, and roommate.  Solberg et al. (1993) established a coefficient reliability of 

.93.   

Since the control group did not physically meet in a computer lab, the CSEI was 

conducted via hard copy in each participating classroom during the first week of the semester.  

Instructions were verbally provided to the class and printed at the top of the survey, reinforcing 

the voluntary nature of completion as well as the anonymity of the results.  In addition to the 

CSEI inventory, four points of demographic information were collected: gender, student 

identification number (to compare pre- and post-test results), campus residential status, and first-

generation status.   

The post-test was provided during week seven of the semester.  The post-test was also 

conducted by hard copy in the participating classrooms.  Of the 78 surveys that were distributed 

to the control group, 54 were fully completed and thus used in the analysis.  Five surveys were 

removed as students disclosed they were not living on campus, and nine surveys were removed 

due to not being complete.  The control group was approximately 41% female (n = 22) and 59% 

male (n = 32).  The control group was 57% (n = 31) first-generation college students.  It must be 

noted that the two groups, intervention and control, are non-equivalent groups.  The convenience 

sample for the intervention was from a community-based organization that is designed to support 

and encourage first-generation college students to enroll in college.  The control group, also a 

convenience sample, did not come from the same community-based organization and included a 

mix of first-generation and non-first-generation students.  While it would be ideal to ensure all 

students in the intervention and control groups came from the same background, it was not a 

feasible option for this study.      
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 Of the 22 students who participated in the college prep program (intervention), 21 

students completed both the CSEI pre- and post-test.  One student decided to leave the university 

before the official academic year began.  The student’s exit interview indicated the student left 

for financial reasons.  All remaining participants voluntarily participated.  The pre-test was 

completed online, and the first summer college prep course was intentionally held in a computer 

lab to allow easy access to the survey and to allow students to ask clarifying questions if needed.  

Students were given 10 minutes to complete the survey at the start of their first session.  

Participation was voluntary but highly recommended.  In order to reduce non-response bias, 

students were able to choose volunteer work outside of participating in the test.  Participating in 

the CSEI or volunteer work were requirements for receiving the scholarship award in the fall.   

The post-test survey was given to the same 21 students who experienced the intervention 

and remained enrolled at the university.  However, the survey was conducted by hard copy rather 

than online.  This was due to the students no longer participating as a cohort but instead being 

integrated into freshmen classes with the remainder of the new students on campus.  Nine of the 

students received the hard copy survey as students in one of the participating classrooms.  The 

remaining 12 were contacted by email to schedule a time to complete the voluntary survey by 

paper.  All responses were gathered during week seven of the semester.  Of the 21 who 

completed both the pre-test and post-test surveys, 57% were male (n = 12) and 43% (n = 9) were 

female.  All were first-generation college students living on campus.   

Data Analysis Procedures 

Reliability estimates were calculated for each of the three constructs in the CSEI scale 

with both pre- and post-test results.  Pre-test results indicated a Cronbach’s alpha of .804 for 
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academic, .764 for social, and .670 for roommate.  Post-test results indicated a Cronbach’s alpha 

of .847 for academic, .701 for social, and .693 for roommate. 

Hypothesis 1 required a simple independent t-test to compare means of CSEI pre-test 

results between first-generation college students and their peers.  Hypothesis 2 required a 

repeated measures ANOVA, evaluating two between-subject groups (intervention = 1, control = 

0), to compare pre- and post-test results from the CSEI and overall development of CSEI 

between Time 1 and Time 2.  Hypothesis 3 also required a repeated measures ANOVA, 

evaluating two between-subject groups (female and male).  Data were collected at two points in 

time for the intervention group, and the data was analyzed based on gender.  A repeated 

measures design has increased power relative to an independent design because the error 

variance (participant variability) is decreased due to the same people being in the same condition 

(Adams & Lawrence, 2019).  The two observations for each participant also provide a ready-

made check on consistency of responses.  Therefore, fewer participants are needed in this type of 

study (Adams & Lawrence, 2019). 

Discussion 

A surprising finding in this study is that first-generation college students did not, on 

average, come in with a lower level of self-efficacy than their peers (first-generation M = 154.17, 

non-first generation M = 146.91, t = 1.41).  Thus, Hypothesis 1 was not supported.  Perhaps this 

could be related to the fact that about half of the first-generation college students from the study 

(the intervention group) came from a community-based organization through which first-

generation college students receive college preparation support during two years of high school.  

In addition, the statistical power for the t-test was lower due to the availability of student 

participants (N = 75).  Tables 3 shows the results of the analysis.  First-generation college 
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students were coded as 1, and non-first-generation college students were coded as 0.  The 

significance value was p = .163.  Because of this, we could not conclude that there was a 

statistically significant difference between the mean CSEI scores between the two groups (p > 

.05). 
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Table 3  

Initial Mean Differences in Self-Efficacy Between First-Generation and Non-First Generation 

Students 

 
1st Gen n M SD SE M 
Yes (1) 52 154.17 19.945 2.766 
No (0) 23 146.91 21.909 4.568 
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Table 4 

Independent Samples t-Test: Self-Efficacy Comparison 

 

Levene's (1960) 
Test for Equality 

of Variances t-test for Equality of Means 

F Sig. t df 
Sig. (2-
tailed) 

M 
Difference 

SE 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 
Lower Upper 

 Equal 
variances 
assumed 

.681 .412 1.410 73 .163 7.260 5.148 -2.999 17.519 

Equal 
variances not 
assumed 

  
1.359 38.834 .182 7.260 5.340 -3.543 18.063 

 

Note data are from pre-test.  Sig. represents significance probability. 
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Concerning Hypothesis 2, the mean post-test results for students participating in the 

intervention (M = 161.3, n = 21) were higher than the post-test results for students in the control 

group (M = 150.6, n = 54), and this difference was statistically significant (p = .041; Lower 

Level Confidence Interval, Upper Level Confidence Interval: -2.7, 6.5).  This supports 

Hypothesis 2.  Tables 5 and 6 detail the results, and Figure 2 graphically depicts the results.  It is 

interesting to note that the control group also saw an increase in CSEI scores over time; however, 

Figure 2 shows that the intervention group saw a more positive impact on CSEI scores than the 

control group. 
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Table 5 

Pre- and Post-Intervention Differences in Self-Efficacy: Intervention and Control Groups 

 
Test Intervention M SD n 

Pre 
 
Total 

No (0) 149.31 19.971 54 
Yes (1) 158.71 21.464 21 
 151.95 20.693 75 

Post 
 
Total 

No (0) 150.574 21.4076 54 
Yes (1) 161.310 20.7090 21 
 153.580 21.6261 75 
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Table 6 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source 
Type III Sum 

of Squares df M Square F Significance 
Partial Eta 
Squared 

Intercept 2905245.658 1 2905245.658 4119.852 .000 .983 
Intervention 3064.938 1 3064.938 4.346 .041 .056 
Error 51478.286 73 705.182    
Note. Measure: College Self-Efficacy Inventory (Solberg, 1993).Transformed variable: Average.  
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Figure 2. Comparison of estimated College Self-Efficacy Inventory (Solberg, 1993) means 

between intervention (1) and control group (0).  Error bars represent 95% Confidence Intervals.     
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Hypothesis 3 was supported in that women in the intervention group (M = 155.2, n = 9) 

started with lower self-efficacy than men in the intervention group (M = 161.3, n = 12).  In 

addition, this same group of women (M = 165.8, n = 9) increased their self-efficacy at a higher 

rate than the same group of men (M = 157.9, n = 12).  This finding was statistically significant (p 

= .047; Lower Level Confidence Intervals, Upper Level Confidence Intervals: -3.3, 10.5).  

Unexpectedly, the men’s self-efficacy scores lowered through the six-week time period, even 

with the intervention strategy.  Tables 7 and 8 detail the results, and Figure 3 graphically depicts 

the results.  Similar results by gender were recorded with a larger sample size, the control group.  

This suggests the need for a secondary study using focus group interviews in an effort to seek 

justification for the significant gender differences highlighted by the quantitative findings.   
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Table 7 

Pre- and Post-Intervention Differences in Self-Efficacy by Gender 

Test Gender M SD n 
Pre 
 
Total 

Female 155.22 25.440 9 
Male 161.33 18.695 12 
 158.71 21.464 21 

Post 
 
Total 

Female 165.833 23.0597 9 
Male 157.917 19.0714 12 
 161.310 20.7090 21 
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Table 8 

Tests of Within-Subjects Contrasts 

Source Time 

Type III 
Sum of 
Squares df M Square F Significance 

Partial Eta 
Squared 

Time Linear 133.097 1 133.097 1.190 .289 .059 
Time * Gender  Linear 506.002 1 506.002 4.522 .047 .192 
Error (Time) Linear 2125.903 19 111.890    

Note. Measure: College Self-Efficacy Inventory (Solberg, 1993). 
  



SELF-EFFICACY AND RETENTION 
 

42 
 

  
 

Figure 3. Estimated means of College Self-Efficacy Inventory (Solberg, 1993) of intervention 

group by gender. The graph depicts the intervention group at Time 1 and Time 2.   
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Strengths and Limitations 

These findings are an important step in understanding how gender can impact self-

efficacy development among college students.  In addition, the study specifically incorporates 

tactics to enhance college self-efficacy which can be applied to other student retention strategies.  

Researching the impact of specific tactics allows the research on self-efficacy to be applied to 

support college student retention strategies.   

It is important to note that CSEI is a self-reported assessment.  Given that, one must be 

aware of the potential for social desirability bias.  A student may respond in a specific way 

simply because he or she feels that it is viewed more favorably by others.  Since the means of 

males and females before and after the intervention were not extremely high, social desirability 

bias was not likely to have significantly impacted these results.  A limitation of the CSEI tool 

used in this particular study is that the Cronbach’s alpha for the roommate construct was below 

.7 (.67 in the pre-test scores and .693 in the post-test scores).  This is below the minimum .70 

threshold for reliability recommended by Nunnally (1978).  This may be due to the fact that the 

sample size was less than 200, and it could be addressed in future studies with a larger sample 

size or by eliminating that factor of the CSEI construct.    

A post-hoc analysis was done after the study to determine if the results for Hypothesis 1 

would be different by only analyzing the control group.  This was an effort to isolate the 

intervention group which was made up of first-generation students, but these students had been 

supported over a period of two years by a community-based organization.  When the intervention 

group was completely removed from the sample of 75 (n = 54), the results were different.  On 

average, the first-generation college students who were not a part of the community-based 

organization started with lower self-efficacy than their first-generation peers.  A further study 
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with a larger sample size would help to explore the results of Hypothesis 1.  In addition, further 

analysis of the practices used in the community-based organization may help to understand why 

the first-generation students who had this support scored higher than first-generation students 

who did not.  Social cognitive theory may be woven into the organization’s practices, leading to 

the higher efficacy scores.      

Incorporating qualitative measures to triangulate the findings would be valuable, as was 

done in Study 2.  In addition, all students who participated in the intervention group came from a 

similar geographic background and were affiliated with the same community-based organization, 

which intentionally prepares first-generation college students for success.  It would be 

worthwhile to incorporate other first-generation college students in the intervention to see if their 

pre- and post-tests would vary from the group selected for this study.  In addition, the 

nonequivalent groups used in the study create a threat to internal validity.  However, the 

similarities of the students in this intervention also added some validity to the study by reducing 

confounding variables (i.e., social economic status, minority status, hometown, college 

preparedness, etc.).  Future studies should include more equivalent groups of students for 

comparison in terms of academic and college preparedness.   

A longitudinal study was considered, but too many variables would have been difficult to 

replicate (instructors, specific programming, etc.) and would have opened the study to alternative 

explanations for causality.  To address external validity, future research could include a more 

generalizable sample as well as samples in other settings.  A representative group from the 

specific community-based organization was helpful in this study to control for confounding 

variables, but also created challenges in terms of generalizability.  This also creates some 
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implications for nonequivalent group design, since the control group did not come from the same 

homogenous background as the intervention group.   

While these findings are of interest, more work can be done to expand upon this stream 

of research.  A longitudinal study, while challenging to implement, would yield meaningful 

results to understand self-efficacy development over the traditional four-year timeframe for an 

undergraduate student to complete a bachelor’s degree.  Future research could incorporate a 

longitudinal approach but would likely need to incorporate additional control variables.  Further 

research, especially longitudinal, should also directly correlate self-efficacy scores with retention 

data.  In addition to a pre-and post-test of freshmen early in their academic careers, multiple tests 

could be conducted throughout a student’s first year, while also collecting retention data (or 

likelihood to retain) for the second year of study.  Future research should also be conducted with 

a larger sample size.  Statistical power issues were considered at the start of the study, but there 

were also constraints regarding access to both the intervention and the control groups.  

While not in the scope of this study, data were also collected on the 54 students who 

participated in the study as the control group, with no intervention.  The academic tiers were 

intentionally selected to generate a representative sample of incoming students at this particular 

university.  Further research could explore self-efficacy development by academic tier, taking the 

research on college self-efficacy in another direction that could be valuable.  Tier 1 was the 

highest academic tier (n = 11).  The pre-test mean was 155.9, with a standard deviation of 23.9.  

The post-test mean was 149, with a standard deviation of 20.8.  While not statistically significant 

(t = 0.66, not significant), self-reported college self-efficacy declined for those at the highest 

academic tier of the university.  Tier 2 was the middle tier (n = 29).  The pre-test mean was 

145.5, with a standard deviation of 18.9.  The post-test mean was 149.9, with a standard 
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deviation of 20.8.  Thus, the middle academic tier saw a slight increase in self-reported college 

self-efficacy, though also not statistically significant (t = 0.84, not significant).  Tier 3 included 

those who were considered conditional admits to the university due to lower academic standing 

(n = 14).  The pre-test mean was 152.1, with a standard deviation of 18.5.  The post-test mean 

was 153.3, with a standard deviation of 24.3 (t = 0.27, not significant).  The highest academic 

tier saw a decline in self-efficacy scores, in contrast to Tiers 2 and 3.  It is interesting to note that 

the results indicate that academic tier is not linearly related to changes in CSEI scores in this 

sample.  This suggests that academic standing, by itself, is not strongly related to the changes in 

college efficacy reported in this study.  Further research on academic tier and the relationship to 

self-efficacy could be a valuable extension of this study.       

Overall, this study strengthens earlier research that college self-efficacy is malleable.  

First-generation college students have different challenges than their peers, and research has 

shown that their academic success is lower than their peers (Cataldi et al., 2018; Pratt et al, 2019; 

Radunzel, 2018).  Intentional strategies to develop self-efficacy, rooted in Bandura’s (1977) 

social cognitive theory, could prove to be valuable for many universities that serve a high 

number of first-generation students.  While this study provides empirical data to demonstrate the 

ability to develop self-efficacy, it must be expanded to learn what worked and why.  Further 

examination of the self-efficacy development process will provide practitioners with important 

knowledge to create strategic retention tactics based on social cognitive theory. 

Chapter 3: A Qualitative Study of Gender Differences in Self-Efficacy Development  

Among First Generation College Students 

While this may not be fully accepted by higher education faculty and administration, higher 

education is essentially a business.  Students are customers, money is exchanged, and a valuable 
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asset is (hopefully) obtained.  For many, the goal of higher education is to earn a degree while 

gaining knowledge and social mobility.  

Today’s collective student debt has surpassed $1.5 trillion dollars in the United States 

alone (Friedman, 2019).  When the graduation rates of those with higher incomes continue to 

outpace those of students from more modest backgrounds, social inequality is perpetuated and 

the argument for higher education to be considered a tool for social mobility is weakened 

(Cataldi, Bennett, & Chen, 2018; O’Shea et al, 2018).  Colleges must make an ethical decision to 

break the perpetual cycle.  The higher education industry has an ethical obligation to identify 

students most at risk of graduation, and in turn, focus their limited resources and efforts on 

creating pathways to academic achievement and degree completion.  

In addition, the nation is expected to experience a significant demographic decline in 

traditional college-aged students (Grawe, 2019).  Grawe (2018) reported that the United States 

will see a decline of 5% in this age group through the mid-2020s as a result of the Great 

Recession of 2008.  In addition to that initial dip, a second dip is expected to occur through 2029 

and 2030, which is forecasted to decrease demographics by another 15% over five years.  These 

statistics are staggering and capturing the attention of colleges and universities nationwide.  

Recruiting and retaining students will be increasingly important to all colleges and universities as 

demographics shift.   

The success of first-generation college students is crucial to closing the achievement gap 

of college students on the basis of socioeconomic status and social capital.  This study builds 

upon an initial quantitative study that conducted a six-week experiment with a first-generation 

college student intervention group.  The quantitative study collected data on college self-efficacy 

(Solberg et al., 1993); Time 1 was prior to the intervention, and Time 2 was six weeks into the 
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first academic semester.  Data were also collected from a control group of first-year residential 

college students and compared with the intervention group.  

On average, the results for participants showed an improvement in college self-efficacy at 

Time 2.  However, the results showed significant differences by gender.  The females in the 

study increased their CSEI scores by an average of 11 points on a scale of 200.  In contrast, the 

males decreased their CSEI scores by an average of three points.  Overall, the college self-

efficacy scores of those who participated in the intervention were higher than the control group 

when collected at Time 2.  This qualitative study digs deeper into the variables and theories that 

could explain the gender differences observed in the development, or lack thereof, of college 

self-efficacy (Anderson, 2017).  This creates a mixed methods approach, where quantitative and 

qualitative research designs are employed together to study a phenomenon (Onwuegbuzie & 

Corrigan, 2014).  In particular, this follows a quantitative-qualitative approach, where an initial 

quantitative study (Study 1) is followed up by a quantitative study that digs deeper into the 

phenomenon under study (Onwuegbuzie & Corrigan, 2014; Reio & Werner, 2017). 

Understanding gender differences in first-generation college students should lead to a 

more sophisticated and personalized approach to offering support systems designed to build 

college self-efficacy.  Prior research has shown that higher levels of self-efficacy are positively 

correlated with higher rates of student retention (Gore et al., 2005).  Yet, actionable studies on 

the impact of intervention strategies designed to build college self-efficacy are elusive. 

 While several studies have focused on predictors of college success for first-generation 

college students, little research exists on testing specific strategies to develop college self-

efficacy, thus enhancing retention and graduation rates.  This paper focuses on understanding 

how gender, as well as the concepts of imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat, may play a 
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role in first-generation college students’ beliefs in their abilities to be successful (Clance & Imes, 

1978; Steele & Aronson, 1995).  Findings will inform future strategies designed to enhance the 

college success of students who have historically graduated at lower rates than their peers.  

 Building upon Study 1, contributions will be focused on identifying strategies to support 

male and female first-generation college students in different ways.  The results will build upon 

prior research to support first-generation college students by offering more personalized and 

intentional support systems based upon gender.  

 Findings will benefit higher education staff and faculty by recommending strategies to 

inform resource and staffing allocations to better support students less likely to retain.  Since 

colleges and universities continue to recruit from a shrinking demographic, it becomes 

increasingly important to prioritize and maximize efforts to ensure students do not leave before 

degree completion.  Limited resources could also be allocated and prioritized in a way that 

supports those most at risk.  Long-term contributions include closing the achievement gap for 

first-generation college students and, in turn, working to reduce the social inequalities tied to the 

current higher education system.  

 This study begins where the results of the quantitative experiment (Study 1) concluded.  

In the experiment, college self-efficacy was measured before and after an intervention program 

designed to develop self-efficacy.  The intervention was developed on the basis of Bandura’s 

(1977) social cognitive theory, incorporating the four main sources of efficacy: a) performance 

accomplishments, b) vicarious experience, c) verbal persuasion, and d) emotional arousal.  The 

results of the intervention showed that females’ college self-efficacy started off lower than males 

but developed significantly between Time 1 and Time 2.  The males began higher than females 

but, in contrast, saw a slight reduction of college self-efficacy over the same period of time, and 



SELF-EFFICACY AND RETENTION 
 

50 
 

the males’ scores were lower than the females’ scores at Time 2.  Research questions were 

inductively developed based upon the quantitative study results.  Focus groups were conducted 

to generate data, and iterative coding and theming were used to organize and analyze the results.  

Imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat were incorporated to better understand why the 

results were observed.  

For the purpose of this study, the following research questions were addressed: 

1. How did the participants’ confidence change as a result of the intervention strategy? 

2. Why are there gender differences in CSEI scores and development? 

3. Does imposter phenomenon impact CSEI?  Does that impact (or lack of impact) differ by 

gender? 

4. Does stereotype threat play a role in the participants’ confidence?  Does the impact (or lack 

of impact) differ by gender? 

5. Do family expectations impact CSEI?  Do family expectations differ by gender? 

6. What components of the intervention had an impact? 

Literature Review 

Imposter phenomenon.  The imposter phenomenon construct was developed by Clance 

and Imes (1978).  The term was used to designate an “internal experience of intellectual 

phoniness” (Clance & Imes, 1978, p. 1).  The work of Clance and Imes (1978) was based on 

prior literature and the experimental findings of attribution theorists who had studied different 

attributions of success by men and women (Deaux, 1976).  The research points to evidence that 

women consistently have lower expectancies than men of their ability to successfully perform a 

number of tasks (Clance & Imes, 1978).  
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The research found two principles: a) an unexpected performance outcome is attributed to 

a temporary cause, and b) a successful performance outcome is attributed to a stable cause 

(Clance & Imes, 1978).  Thus, women tend to attribute their success to luck or circumstance.  In 

contrast, men are more likely to attribute their success to internal factors of ability (Clance & 

Imes, 1978).  Women are more likely to explain their failures with lack of ability (Clance & 

Imes, 1978).  Given these lower expectations women have for their own capabilities, they have 

internalized a self-stereotype that they are not considered competent (Clance & Imes, 1978).  The 

women in the study found explanations for their accomplishments other than their own 

intelligence.  Deaux (1976) suggested that if unexpected events are attributed to a temporary 

cause, women produced a self-perpetuating cycle. 

The work of Clance and Imes (1978) built upon this research stream and developed the 

imposter phenomenon construct.  Their initial study focused on a sample of 95 undergraduate 

women and 10 Ph.D. faculty women at a small private midwestern college (Clance & Imes, 

1978).  The participants were primarily white middle- to upper-class women (Clance & Imes, 

1978).  Clance and Imes (1978) observed that the female imposters fell into two categories.  The 

first category was made up of women who had a close relative who was designated as the 

intelligent one (Clance & Imes, 1978).  In addition, each woman had been led to believe that she 

was the sensitive one; the implication was that she could never prove that she is as intelligent as 

the smart one, even through intellectual accomplishments (Clance & Imes, 1978).  One part of 

her believes the family, and the other part of her wants to prove the family wrong; she succeeds, 

yet her family remains unimpressed (Clance & Imes, 1978).  

The second category was the woman whose family led her to believe she is superior in 

every way (Clance & Imes, 1978).  She was told in numerous ways that she has demonstrated 
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high intellectual performance; however, she eventually begins to experience that she cannot do 

everything she wants to do (Clance & Imes, 1978).  She feels the obligation to fulfill the 

expectations of her family, though she knows she cannot keep up the act forever (Clance & Imes, 

1978).  She begins to doubt herself.  

Clance and Imes (1978) identified four behaviors that women use to combat imposter 

phenomenon.  The first behavior involves hard work; fearing that her lack of ability will be 

uncovered, she works very hard to prevent the discovery (Clance & Imes, 1978).  Her successes 

bring temporary relief, but the underlying sense of phoniness remains.  The second behavior is 

avoidance; rather than speaking up in situations in which she has an idea or opinion, she avoids 

the opportunity (Clance & Imes, 1978).  She is held back with the fear that she would be viewed 

as unintelligent—an imposter.  The third behavior is identifying a mentor and gaining approval, 

often through charm (Clance & Imes, 1978).  Even when the mentor identifies her as intelligent, 

she views that mentor as biased due to her ability to charm; she identifies a new mentor and 

repeats the self-defeating process (Clance & Imes, 1978).  A fourth behavior may be in response 

to negative consequences that are likely to impact a woman who displays confidence in her 

ability (Clance & Imes, 1978).  Research throughout the last sixty years has shown that women 

may avoid success due to the fear they will be rejected or considered less feminine if they 

succeed (Horner, 1972; Kelly, Nihlen, & Nihlen, 2017; Mead, 1949; Ramsey & Brown, 2018). 

More recent research on imposter phenomenon has focused on talented ethnic minority 

undergraduates.  One study posited that minority students work harder simply because they have 

to prove themselves in predominantly white institutions (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000).  

Furthermore, black males have reported less institutional support and academic integration 

(Davis, 2003).  Another study focused on understanding the predictors of imposter phenomenon 
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(Peteet et al., 2015).  Intense feelings of imposter phenomenon can be linked to disengagement 

from academic activities, avoidance of evaluative situations, ongoing feelings of inadequacy, and 

an unhealthy pressure to succeed (Peteet et al., 2015).  

A significant factor in whether college students experience imposter phenomenon is first-

generation college status (Martinez, Sher, Krull, & Wood, 2009; Terenzini et al., 1996).  For 

first-generation students, their family’s educational status creates challenges that can lead to a 

longer time-to-degree completion and lower academic aspirations (Cataldi et al, 2018; 

Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).  First-generation college students may also 

feel additional stress due to balancing high expectations from themselves and their families 

(Inman & Mayes, 1999).  Numerous studies have shown that minority status and low 

socioeconomic status, often a characteristic among first-generation college students, tend to lead 

to lower self-esteem and lower academic self-efficacy (Hellman, 1996; McGregor et al., 1991).  

Research has demonstrated that academic self-efficacy is highly important to academic success 

and a predictor of performance (Majer, 2009; Ramos-Sánchez & Nichols, 2007).  

Stereotype threat.  Steele and Aronson (1995) focused on the social-psychological 

predicament that can come from widely known negative stereotypes about one’s group.  The 

existence of the stereotype means that anything one does to conform to that stereotype makes the 

stereotype more plausible (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  The stereotype threat, as defined by Steele 

& Aronson (1995), is a self-evaluative threat; it is a predicament that can affect any member of a 

group with a known negative stereotype.  Thus, the self-threat can interfere with the functioning 

of a person.  Specifically, the study focused on standardized test performance and stereotype 

threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  
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The Steele and Aronson (1995) study focused on the stereotype of African Americans in 

intellectual domains.  For African American students, the act of taking a test designed to measure 

intellectual ability may be enough to trigger the threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  When the test 

is frustrating, the stereotype threat is strengthened and their poor performance in their mind will 

be linked to the possibility of an inability within their race (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  This 

anxiety can trigger an arousal that interferes with self-consciousness and over-cautiousness that 

could negatively impact performance expectations and, in turn, performance (Bandura, 1977).  

Thus, Steele and Aronson (1995) hypothesized that black participants would perform lower than 

white participants when there was a stereotype threat.  They compared two groups, one in which 

the stereotype threat was reduced and one in which the stereotype threat was enhanced; the 

results showed that black participants performed worse than white participants when the test was 

presented as a measure of their intellectual ability (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  When the test was 

presented as less reflective of ability, black participants’ test scores dramatically improved 

(Steele & Aronson, 1995). 

Another study expanded on the stereotype threat stream of research by focusing on 

women and their performance on math tests (Cadinu, Maass, Frigerio, Impagliazzo, & Latinotti, 

2003).  Similar to the 2003 study, women risked being judged by a negative stereotype and the 

apprehension felt may have disrupted their actual performance (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999).  

Again, the group was predicted to feel extra pressure to not be judged in a way which reinforced 

a stereotype; the extra pressure felt by women led to lower test results (Spencer et al., 1999).  

These results were consistent with Cadinu’s 2003 results, predicting that people in minority 

groups suffer from a performance deficit when the negative stereotype of their group becomes 

salient (Cadinu et al.,  2003).  Female participants in the study who considered math to be 
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important and received negative stereotype information at the start of the test showed a sharp 

decrease in performance compared to the control group (Cadinu et al., 2003).  

A study of low-income African American youth further explored gender differences in 

educational expectations, specifically correlated to their parents and teachers (Wood, Kaplan, & 

McLoyd, 2007).  African American boys reported lower expectations for academic achievement 

than their female counterparts (Wood et al.,  2007).  Parents and teachers also reported lower 

expectations for the boys than for the girls (Wood et al., 2007).  Parental expectations fully 

mediated the relationship between the youth’s gender and the youth’s expectations (Wood et al., 

2007).  The study points to the potential for a perpetual cycle to be found in the African 

American population.  African American men of lower socioeconomic status are less likely to 

marry than those with higher socioeconomic status (Wood et al., 2007).  They have higher levels 

of economic instability, thus fathers may be regarded as a form of social capital that is less likely 

to be available to African American children than other groups (Wood et al., 2007).  The Wood 

et al. (2007) study found that parents expect 47% of males and 61% of females to complete 

college or beyond.  In addition, they found evidence that teachers hold lower expectations for the 

future achievement of African American males than females (Wood et al., 2007).  

Summary of literature review.  The literature review revealed two theories that could 

play an important role in the levels of confidence first-generation males and females have in their 

ability to be successful when entering college.  If students feel held to higher expectations, due to 

family dynamics or other environmental factors, they may feel more anxiety and less confidence.  

If students are trying hard to overcome a negative stereotype, their levels of expressed 

confidence may be higher, even if their ability is lower.  These higher levels of confidence could 

be overinflated in an effort not to conform to a specific stereotype.  The research on imposter 



SELF-EFFICACY AND RETENTION 
 

56 
 

phenomenon and stereotype threat has focused on various underserved populations over the 

years.  In this study, the underserved population being studied includes first-generation college 

students, and the study also focuses on gender differences in self-efficacy and one’s perception 

of one’s ability to successfully complete a task (Bandura, 1977).     

Methodology 

Sample.  All participants from the earlier intervention who were still enrolled at the 

university were selected to participate in focus group interviews.  Students who did not return to 

the university after their first semester were removed from the study.  Of the 21 students who 

participated in the summer program (intervention), 15 returned for their second semester of 

college.  Of the six who left, five (83.3%) were men.  Of the five men who left, two verbally 

indicated they intended to still enroll in college but closer to home.  Eight of nine women 

returned for the spring semester.  The one who departed indicated she left for financial reasons.  

This represents a 71.4% fall to spring retention rate for the group as a whole.  The female 

participants’ fall to spring retention rate was 89%, slightly higher than the average female 

student at 87.8%.  The males’ fall to spring retention rate was 58.3%, much lower than the 

average male student at 74.8%.      

Data collection and measures.  In order to evaluate gender differences, the focus groups 

were organized by gender, with two female groups and one male group.  Questions were 

designed to learn more about the impact of the summer intervention, the impact of family and 

expectations on their confidence, the impact of gender on their feelings of being successful, and 

overall opportunities to learn which components of the program appeared to have the greatest 

impact on the students who retained.  
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All students signed a consent form and were informed that their responses would remain 

confidential.  The participants were invited by email to participate.  The researcher worked with 

the students to coordinate a date and time that worked for all schedules, in order to maximize 

participation.  The researcher played an informal role in the summer intervention program and 

had ongoing communication with the students throughout their first semester in order to maintain 

a relationship of trust.  Examples include checking in with the students throughout the semester 

to see if they needed support, visiting with students in the cafeteria, and encouraging students to 

get involved in campus activities and trips.  This ongoing communication and relationship 

building allowed for trustworthiness and open, honest dialogue during the focus groups.  

Verbal instructions were clear at the start of each focus group, ensuring participants there 

were no wrong answers and that their feedback would help the university continue to learn how 

to support first-generation college students.  The full verbal introduction for the focus groups can 

be found in Appendix C.  The focus group question sequencing is available in Appendix B.  As 

recommended by Krueger and Casey (2015), the first question following the instructions was 

intended to simply get the students comfortable sharing their feelings, therefore the responses to 

question one were not included in the qualitative analysis.   

While there were pre-identified questions for the focus groups, the structure remained 

flexible, allowing the participants to tell their stories (see Appendix D).  The focus group 

structure, versus individual interviews, allowed for the participants to build upon ideas and 

emerging themes.  The focus groups concluded with a confirmation of what was heard by the 

interviewer.  While this qualitative approach does not allow for statistical analyses, the format 

allows for deeper conversations and understanding to occur.  All three focus groups were 
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conducted within one week of each other to ensure that the students were all interviewed at the 

same point of their academic semester.  

 All focus groups were conducted in a private conference room on campus, seating up to 

eight.  The students sat at a conference table, and the researcher stood in front of the room while 

conducting the focus group discussion.  An assistant was invited into the room simply to type 

notes throughout the process.  The researcher also made use of Otter software to prepare an 

audio recording and text transcript.  The manually typed notes were compared to the text and 

audio produced by Otter in order to ensure that all responses were accurately transcribed.  

 Following recommendations for qualitative research, the transcripts from each focus 

group were evaluated for themes and appropriate codes were identified until no additional 

themes emerged (Krueger & Casey, 2015). This approach ensures theme saturation, meaning that 

enough responses are gathered in order to evaluate results without omitted variable bias (Krueger 

& Casey, 2015).  Two outside reviewers also evaluated the transcripts to ensure no themes were 

missed or misrepresented.    

The mixed methodology that was used in this research (quantitative followed by 

qualitative) allows for triangulation, which enhances reliability and validity of the results 

(Kanbur, 2005).  Triangulation also has the intent of convergence, ensuring that results from both 

methods elevate reliability (Kanbur, 2005).  Common method bias was eliminated by using two 

different methods for collecting data.  Mixed methodology was used in the two studies with the 

intent of development, allowing the results of one method (quantitative) to inform the second 

method (qualitative).  

 As stated by Kanbur (2005), mixed methodology allows for “examining, explaining, 

confirming, refuting, and/or enriching information from one approach with that from another” (p. 
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16).  The qualitative method allowed for important insights that would not have otherwise been 

realized with the quantitative approach alone.  As Greene (2008) expressed, mixed methodology 

in social inquiry allows for unique opportunities to engage with areas that deeply matter in our 

society.  It allows for researchers to respectfully listen and learn (Greene, 2008). 

In qualitative research, particularly using interviews as a method to collect responses, 

reflexivity plays a role (Anderson, 2017).  Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) called reflexivity 

the fact that the researcher is part of the social world he or she is studying.  This is simply an 

inescapable reality.  What a participant says is always influenced by the interviewer and the 

situation (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).  I was careful to avoid leading questions and 

reactions (verbal and nonverbal) to any responses made.  However, it is also important to note 

that I am a white female administrator at the university in which the students are enrolled.  While 

seeking to maintain relationships with these students throughout the semester to increase 

trustworthiness, my presence had the potential to impact their willingness to honestly respond.  I 

did not observe any behavior or reactions that indicated my role or professional background 

impacted their participation.  In fact, as the interviews concluded and the recording and 

transcribing ended, the students remained in the room and continued dialogue about the summer 

program without being prompted.   

Data analysis procedures.  All transcripts were printed, color coded, and separated by 

individual response to allow for sorting and identification of themes.  Qualitative analysis is an 

iterative process and requires several attempts to clearly identify emerging themes.  The 

responses were sorted by gender, embracing the initial themes in the CSEI construct, including 

feelings of confidence and ability in relation to social settings and academic settings.  Responses 
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were sorted a second time to reflect feelings of imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat to 

identify gender differences based upon these theories.   

Discussion 

Categorical themes.   As anticipated, significant differences by gender were revealed 

during the focus groups. The themes that emerged included: confidence, nervousness, academics, 

family support, and social fit.  The overall results confirmed the quantitative results—women 

started with much less confidence and much more anxiety than men, and they were able to 

clearly articulate that in the focus groups.  While they felt they had high expectations and were 

nervous about the start of their college experiences, they began to feel much more confident as 

they met new people and were introduced to staff, faculty, and resources on campus.  They 

created organic opportunities to network and socialize, rather than relying on organized 

programs.  The women’s development of self-efficacy could be related to imposter phenomenon.  

They may have felt like they had not earned the ability to be a successful college student when 

they first arrived.  They needed to experience time as a college student, including performance 

achievement, before realizing that they had indeed earned the right to succeed in college.  They 

found success through their skills, not just by chance or luck.  This elevated their perceived self-

efficacy, that is, their beliefs in their own capabilities to be successful in college.   

In contrast, the men all reported to be quite confident when they first arrived. This self-

reported confidence could be explained by stereotype threat.  All of the men interviewed were 

minority students.  It must be noted that reflexivity could play a role in my interpretation, 

especially in the focus groups with the male participants.  As defined by Schwartz-Shea (2006), 

reflexivity builds on the verb to reflect, thinking about one’s self in relation to others.  I had to 

reflect on the fact that I am a white female administrator interviewing minority young men, all 
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first-generation college students.  Stereotype threat could have also played a more intense role 

with the males due to my gender.  Their heightened sense of confidence could have been a 

mechanism to defend their right to be a minority male college student.  They did not want to 

conform to the stereotype that minority men are not as successful in college as their peers and 

may have overstated their levels of confidence as a result.  Their overall confidence articulated 

during the focus groups aligned with the higher levels of self-efficacy that were reported for the 

males at Time 1 of the CSEI measurement.   

How did the participants’ confidence change as a result of the intervention strategy?  

Various questions were asked regarding levels of confidence in the college setting.  One theme 

that emerged with the females was a sense of nervousness when first arriving for the summer 

program.   

I really went through the summer, like my anxiety was just off the charts…but I got 

really comfortable with the staff here on campus so it was nice to reach out.  Compared to 

today, I noticed there’s a real difference between me being myself and me being my 

anxious self. (Female participant) 

Once again, gender differences emerged, with 12 responses from females and only three 

from males that referenced nervousness.  This reinforces the notion of imposter phenomenon for 

the females.  The women had much higher levels of anxiety and feelings of being held to high 

expectations, perhaps because they felt they had not legitimately earned the right to be a college 

student.  They felt like imposters. 

Performance achievements can be a source for the development of self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1977).  As the females became more comfortable and achieved success, whether it 

was academic or social, their confidence and belief in their abilities developed.  An academic 
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example was recorded from a female participant.  “I was so nervous to share it with the class 

(writing project) and she (faculty) talked me through everything and made me feel so much more 

confident.”  I could sense her initial anxiety while she spoke.  She continued to speak about that 

particular faculty member who had helped her believe in herself.  This positive achievement 

likely raised her academic efficacy at a very critical point in her college journey.  

The women also appeared to feel more nervous about the social life on campus.  “I was 

nervous about making friends,” said one female participant.  The women were nervous about 

meeting people who could support them: “I was nervous, but I met everybody and it was fun.”  

They were even nervous about navigating to class: “I was worried about where my classes are at, 

how am I going to get there on time….”  One particular response from a female participant 

reflected on her nervousness about college but also reflected on imposter phenomenon through 

the lens of being a first-generation college student.  “Being first-generation, believe it or not, 

sometimes we don’t think we’re actually capable of doing it until we step our foot through the 

door.”  

An interesting practice came about as a result of the females’ anxiety around social fit.  

Early on in the program, the female students shared that they created a nightly ritual they called 

“cereal talk.”  Every night they gathered in the social space in their residence hall to simply 

connect and regroup over a bowl of cereal.  This became a source of verbal persuasion and 

vicarious experience for them.  They listened to each other’s stresses and provided motivation 

and support.  Moving forward, the instructors for the program brought boxes of cereal to class to 

facilitate that continued social support the women had organically created and grown to really 

appreciate.   
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The development of efficacy was certainly observed in the female focus groups.  “It 

(summer program) gave me a leg up on confidence.”  The females overwhelmingly felt their 

confidence increase in terms of academic support, connections to resources, and the development 

of friendships.  “It (summer program) impacted my social abilities, like communicating to the 

staff here.  It made me more confident when I had issues come up, and I had no choice but to 

communicate with the teachers.”  Rather than avoiding behaviors, the females felt comfortable 

reaching out for support.   

In contrast, not many responses from the males indicated a feeling of nervousness.  

“Before the program?  Very first day?  I felt like I could be successful anywhere I went.”  This 

confidence could be an unintentional result of stereotype threat.  They may have been trying 

extra hard not to conform to a negative stereotype of male first-generation college students 

lacking the ability to be successful in college.  “I feel like everybody here knows you’re capable 

of doing it, you’re here for a reason.”  “Well said.  Well said,” one male responded in an 

assertive manner.  Overall, the males appeared to feel more confident from the start than their 

female counterparts, which validates the data collected at Time 1 with the CSEI tool.   

Why are there gender differences in College Self-Efficacy Inventory scores and 

development?  One of the most significant contrasts revealed in the focus groups was the 

response to a question designed to dig further into gender stereotypes: “How does your gender 

impact your ability to be successful?”  Responses ranged from “I feel females hold themselves 

with more obligations than a male would need to, because we need to prove we can do just as 

much as they can” (female participant) to “It really doesn’t” (male participant).    

Eleven female responses were recorded after this question, most of which included in-

depth responses and provoked dialogue with others.  Their responses appeared to exude some 
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imposter phenomenon.  They felt the need to prove themselves more than the males; “if they see 

a female they can be like ‘oh, she’s a push-over,’ but if they see a male they can be like, ‘oh, he’s 

strong, he knows what he’s doing’” (female participant). 

The female responses reinforced feelings that expectations on them were high, which 

resulted in higher anxiety and nervousness at the start of their college experience.  This aligns 

with research on imposter phenomenon regarding women feeling an unhealthy pressure to 

succeed (Peteet et al., 2015).  Interestingly, after initial dialogue on this question, the response 

shifted as a result of one individual’s comment.  

I think in this generation that we’re growing up in, like females are getting more of the 

recognition.  Yeah, recognition that they are supposed to get.  Everything like females in 

sports, females in business, everything is starting to get the recognition it deserves.   

After hearing this comment, the other females in the focus group echoed their support that 

women were making progress in how gender impacted their ability to be successful.  Both 

female focus groups had similar responses regarding how they felt gender played a role in their 

ability to be successful. 

When the males were asked the same question, there was barely a response.  

As you can see from the limited dialogue, they did not appear to feel that gender played any role 

in their ability to be successful.  There were no responses that demonstrated imposter 

phenomenon, as with the females.  Even when asked a second time to confirm that they all felt 

the same, they did not expand on their feelings.  The males’ responses, in their entirety, to the 

question “How does your gender impact your ability to be successful?” follow. 

“I don’t really think it does.” 

“It really doesn’t.” 
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When prompted further (“Does anybody feel differently?”), males responded: 

“No.  Not really.  Kind of a consensus here.” 

As I observed their lack of response, I was careful not to continue pushing for additional 

dialogue or nonverbally react in any way.  I did not want to inadvertently ask a leading question.  

However, I did observe some nonverbal behavior among the group.  There seemed to be some 

so-called macho behavior, while they were making eye contact with one another and smiling.  It 

appeared as though the males felt collectively proud that their success was not impacted by their 

gender.  This was the only question throughout the male focus group that generated little 

discussion.     

 Gender differences were noted in the participants’ responses about academics, one of the 

three factors on the CSEI.  The females seemed to reference feeling supported by others more 

often than the males, including an academic advisor and siblings.  “My academic advisor…he 

said I could be successful and he cared about my education, which made me care about my 

education.”  This verbal persuasion seemed to have a significant impact on this particular 

female’s academic efficacy.  While I did not discuss this with the participant, I know her 

academic advisor.  He had reached out to me on an earlier occasion telling me that she was one 

of the smartest students he has ever met, but she did not realize her ability.  She had struggled at 

the start of the semester, but this conversation with her advisor appeared to be a critical turning 

point for her.     

The females also referenced not wanting to ask questions in front of others in class but 

had a willingness to contact a professor outside of class.  “I’m shy.  I don’t ask questions in class, 

but once I’m out of class, I do email my professor if I have questions.”  This behavior could be a 

result of imposter phenomenon and the feeling of not yet having earned the opportunity to be in 
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college, resulting in avoidance and the feeling of being an imposter in the classroom.  The males 

did not reference support from others, outside of other students.  “The summer program helped 

me…talking to the other students who could help me on other homework or tests or quizzes.”  

Perhaps they sought assistance from their peers in order to avoid asking faculty or support staff 

for assistance.  Their avoidance could have been a result of their fear to conform to a negative 

stereotype.  This avoidance behavior aligns with findings from the Longwell-Grice and 

Longwell-Grice (2008) study using a qualitative analysis that led to the understanding that male 

first-generation college students were reluctant to seek help from faculty. 

Another response indicated that the summer program helped with academic preparation 

but interestingly there was no reference to the faculty member involved.  “I would say ALEKS 

(math learning software) helped me out the most.”  This male participants’ academic efficacy 

may have developed through the self-paced mastery of skills.  He did not appear to have been 

verbally persuaded or assisted by a faculty member, but his own experience of success with the 

software was meaningful for him. 

Theoretical themes. 

Imposter phenomenon.  In addition to the themes identified previously, the transcripts 

were organized a second time in a way to reflect responses that correlated with imposter 

phenomenon and stereotype threat.  Significant gender difference emerged again, highlighting 

the differing levels of college self-efficacy.  There were 42 responses from female participants 

which reflected feelings of being nervous, anxious, or afraid to ask questions and general 

feelings of being an imposter or perhaps not having earned the right to be in college.  Only six 

responses from males reflected similar feelings.  Select responses on imposter phenomenon from 

female participants follow. 



SELF-EFFICACY AND RETENTION 
 

67 
 

“I feel females hold themselves with more obligations than a male would need to, 

because we need to prove we can do just as much as they can.” 

“It was nice to be able to meet different faculty and resources on campus and get 

comfortable with them before school actually started…instead of everything all at once.” 

“I was ready to leave the house.  But, when I got here, boy, I was nervous.  I don’t know 

how many panic attacks I had.” 

“I believe expectations are a little hard for me…a lot of people are expecting me to 

succeed.  They know I can do it, it’s myself that’s holding me back.” 

 “So, like in the classroom, I’m the one to sit back, observe, not ask questions.” 

 Again, responses seemed to indicate that females felt they were held to high expectations.  

They all started with higher anxiety, but they quickly found that they did belong.  They worked 

hard to overcome the feeling of being an imposter.  Once the females were introduced to faculty 

and resources, the level of anxiety dropped and confidence in their ability to be successful 

seemed to rise.  The successes achieved early on led to increased levels of self-efficacy in 

academics and social settings.  These findings align with the quantitative results, with females 

starting lower at Time 1 of the CSEI measurement, and females significantly increasing their 

CSEI scores at Time 2.  The males did not appear to have the same level of anxiety, in regards to 

feeling like an imposter.  They felt they had earned the right to be in college, while females did 

not appear to feel this way from the start.  These responses aligned with the quantitative results, 

with males starting with higher levels at Time 1 of the CSEI measurement than the females. 

Stereotype threat.  Stereotype threat seemed to be evident in 13 of the male responses, 

but only one of the female responses.  The males seemed to feel less nervous and anxious and 

have higher confidence right from the start of the intervention.  “Before the program, I felt like I 
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could be successful anywhere I went.”  This higher level of confidence observed through the 

focus groups strengthens the data collected at Time 1 with the CSEI tool.  These results also 

align with the research on stereotype threat, in that men could have been inflating their 

confidence as an unconscious attempt to defeat the stereotype of young minority men not being 

as successful in college.   

Family expectations.  The participants were asked about their families’ perceptions of 

them being successful in college.  The females definitely expressed more family ties and the 

desire to visit home more often.  This aligns with research on first-generation female students, in 

that they tend to have more family obligations and cultural expectations than their male 

counterparts (Choy, 2001; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Peguero et al., 2018).   

When I first came here, I guess I was homesick.  I wasn’t really going out and talking to 

people.  So, I told my family.  They were like “just come home…just come home.”  So I 

used to visit home a lot, and stay longer than I should. (female participant) 

An example that demonstrates some of the pressures felt by female first-generation students is, 

“I’m the first one, too, (to go to college) and even though my family didn’t want me to be far, 

they were so proud of me that I was here.”  It did appear that the females overcame this initial 

desire, and they did start to distance themselves and limit themselves from family visits.  Perhaps 

the women started to find their college selves after integrating with each other in the first few 

weeks.   

One female response stood out as someone fighting hard to not conform to a negative 

stereotype, as well as someone who could be responding to imposter phenomenon due to her 

family never considering her to be the intelligent one (Clance & Imes, 1978).  She clearly did not 

have the support of her family, and she was going to work extra hard to prove them wrong.  “I 
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had family talk down on me at my own graduation party, a week before I moved here.  I’m here 

to prove a point.”  In an earlier conversation with this specific female, she had shared that story 

with me.  This clearly was a traumatizing moment she experienced that was motivating her to 

work extra hard to not live up to her family’s lack of expectations.  I will also add that this 

particular female was a leader amongst the cohort and found many ways to engage her peers and 

keep motivation and morale high during the summer bridge program.  In fact, she became the 

leader of “cereal talk.”  

Men did not articulate the desire to visit home; rather, they indicated the support they felt 

when they left.  They sensed a feeling of support from a distance, but they did not discuss 

challenges with being physically separated from their families.  “My family has that support, 

even though they didn’t pass high school or anything.  But, you know, they say keep going to 

college.  Keep your head in the books.  Don’t mess around too much.”  The males felt that their 

family supported them, but they didn’t feel the same desires as the females to go home.  “My 

mom gave me that boost.  She said ‘You’re here now. It’s all you.  You gotta pave your own way 

now.’” 

Intervention impact.  At the end of the focus group interviews, all participants were 

asked if they would recommend the summer program (intervention) to other students.  The 

unanimous answer was yes.  While students came in with different levels of self-efficacy, they 

all felt that the summer program was a useful tool for the start of their academic careers.  Even 

the males, whose scores had lowered by the time of their seventh week of the semester, spoke 

highly of the program and were recommending it to others.  The quantitative and qualitative 

findings were shared with the university administration and support departments working with 

first-year students.  The CSEI tool has become an intake survey for all first-year students, 
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allowing student success teams to better understand the levels of self-efficacy for students and 

proactively support students in different ways.  First-generation college students will receive 

different guidance than their peers, and the confidence of students will be considered by gender 

to ensure it is not overinflated or underestimated given that the inventory relies on self-reported 

data and the findings show significant gender differences.  

Family expectations and gender expectations certainly impact the level of confidence in 

students.  Females found organic ways to connect and network with new friends, where men may 

need some additional organized support early in their college experience.  Again, these findings 

can easily inform programing during the first weeks, semester, and year at the university.    

After the interviews, I continued talking with the students to attempt to collect some 

practical feedback on the program.  They certainly liked the cohort model, which allowed them 

to have a strong social network and a feeling of belonging prior to the other first-year students 

arriving on campus.  While the summer program was not credit bearing, it did provide a glimpse 

of what their college experience would become at the start of the semester.  The areas of growth 

in academic efficacy and social efficacy align with Tinto’s (1975) original research on the 

important of academic and social fit for first year student integration.  The program provided a 

meaningful pathway for students to move from their high school selves to their college selves.  A 

number of the participants have already volunteered to serve as peer mentors for the following 

year’s cohort, as they saw the benefit to their own experiences and wanted to share.  The peer 

mentor program is a unique way to connect vicarious experience and verbal persuasion in an 

effort to build college self-efficacy for those whose parents are not able to provide that cultural 

capital.  In return, the peer mentor program also benefits the mentor by providing opportunities 

for performance achievements, further building their self-efficacy.     
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 As had been hoped and intended for the college prep program, the self-paced math and 

reading software helped students feel more confident in their academic skills before the semester 

began.  This non-credit bearing experience allowed for students to develop academic skills 

without the stress of grade requirements.  While not a part of this particular study, it is worth 

noting that the students on average improved 1.5 grade levels on the Nelson-Denny Reading Test 

and 12.9% on ALEKS mathematics assessment, and 14 participants tested out of one or more 

development or introduction courses prior to the start of their first semester.  This 

accomplishment in academic performance likely contributes to the development of their college 

self-efficacy.   

In addition, the on-campus work that was a part of the program allowed for some early 

successes and mastery, again a source for self-efficacy.  On average, students earned about 

$1,920 to put toward their fall tuition bill, reducing some of the financial stress felt as they 

started their college journeys.  The students not only developed financial responsibility for 

themselves through work experiences, they also built relationships with staff across campus.  

These relationships created organic opportunities for vicarious experience and verbal persuasion 

as well.    

Strengths and Limitations 

 While this study did not allow testing for statistical significance given the qualitative 

nature and sample size, it does provide relevant feedback to be shared and applied in the higher 

education industry.  As universities find themselves competing for a shrinking number of college 

students, it is essential to ensure a pathway to degree completion for each student recruited.    

 The results of the qualitative analysis build upon and complement the empirical results 

from Study 1.  The focus group interviews allowed for understanding what worked in the 
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intervention and why it worked, tying the results to social cognitive theory, imposter 

phenomenon, and stereotype threat.  The interviews also revealed insight into the significant 

gender differences in CSEI scores, especially prior to the intervention.  Initial feelings of 

confidence and anxiety were dramatically different for males and females.   

While this study is applicable in the immediate future, a longitudinal study could also 

provide additional findings on the self-efficacy development of first-generation college students.  

A future study could include an additional CSEI test at the end of year one and perhaps 

throughout the students’ college careers.  Data could be collected throughout the four years from 

those who retained and did not retain at the university, in addition to focus group interviews if 

the data continue to highlight gender differences.  

In addition, it would be helpful to collect data and have conversations with the students 

who did not return after the first semester.  Six of the original 21 students did not return to their 

second semester of classes. The additional collection of data from students may inform why they 

left and if there was a correlation with their CSEI scores.  

 The overall sample for the focus groups included nearly all minority students.  Only one 

female identified as Caucasian.  Future studies could explore racial differences in self-efficacy 

development.  It would be interesting to consider a study on minority students in two settings: 

African Americans at predominantly white universities and African Americans at predominantly 

black universities.  As referenced earlier, it is also important to recognize the potential impact of 

researcher reflexivity (Anderson, 2017).  In this type of study, perhaps an African American 

interviewer would have elicited more intense responses.  In the same manner, perhaps a male 

interviewer for the male focus groups would have elicited different responses.  In addition, my 

role as the researcher and as a coordinator of the college prep program must be noted as an area 
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of reflexivity.  The lens in which I heard the focus group interviews could be impacted by my 

role in the program itself.    
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Chapter 4: Practical Implications and Conclusions 

Implications of Combined Results 

As universities find themselves competing for a shrinking number of traditional age 

college students, it is essential that they retain a higher percentage of those they have recruited 

and enrolled.  Quantitative analysis of factors predictive of retention is not enough to support 

student success.  Quantitative analysis on specific tactics designed to build self-efficacy, 

followed by a qualitative analysis to better understand the empirical data, creates an opportunity 

for more meaningful data collection to support students in a holistic fashion.  Bandura’s (1977) 

social cognitive theory provided the foundation for creating sources of efficacy in a college 

setting.  Performance accomplishments, verbal persuasion, vicarious experience, and emotional 

arousal can all be leveraged in college retention programming to develop self-efficacy levels, 

especially for first-generation college students.   

This study was conducted at a private liberal arts university in the Midwest, an area that 

has not been explored as much in first-generation college student retention research.  This 

particular university has approximately 50% first-generation students, and approximately 50% of 

the students are federal grant eligible, meaning they have significant financial need.  This context 

is valuable in evaluating how smaller more nimble universities may be able to creatively provide 

more personalized support for students.  The mission of the university includes serving students 

from all backgrounds, thus the research on supporting first-generation and students from modest 

socioeconomic backgrounds is meaningful and relevant.  The students who participated in the 

intervention (Study 1), as well as the focus group interviews (Study 2), provided tangible 

evidence that the university’s focus on developing efficacy can provide a new body of 

knowledge for those who support retention on the campus.  While the university administration 
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is already implementing some new retention tactics as a result of this study, they are also 

exploring how college self-efficacy may be developed at the high school level, focusing on rural 

high schools that have a low percentage of students transitioning to a four-year college.  Building 

college self-efficacy earlier on with these potential first-generation students (current high school 

students) may be a new market for expansion that aligns well with the mission of the university.  

As in social cognitive theory, former participants could assist in vicarious experience and verbal 

persuasion with these high school students, helping them to see what could be for them if they 

considered college.   

Long-term implications from these combined studies could include an increase in the 

retention and graduation rates of first-generation college students and other student populations 

at risk.  Immediate implications from this study could include changes in approach and support 

for first-generation college students, depending on their gender.  Retention offices could 

implement practices to better support students based on these findings.  The university from this 

study has integrated the CSEI tool for incoming students, especially through the summer bridge 

program.  Findings from this study have already impacted the development of the next summer 

bridge program.  The university did not track first-generation college status prior to this study but 

has added this practice to data collection procedures to better identify students who might be at 

greater risk than their peers. 

Expected contributions from the dissertation include the development of tangible 

strategies to support college students.  Intake surveys on college self-efficacy could provide an 

opportunity for support staff to intervene early in a student’s academic journey to ensure 

adequate programming and development is available to address areas identified with lower 

efficacy.  As discussed in the literature review in Study 1, efforts could also be taken to ensure 
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that lower initial self-efficacy does not result in avoidance behaviors (Hsieh et al, 2007).  The 

college prep (intervention) program created an environment in which avoidance behaviors would 

be less likely to occur.  The support systems in place, and the individual attention offered 

through the program, would ensure that new students are not avoiding certain behaviors.  

Without the support system developed for the bridge program, avoidance could have easily 

occurred as students began their college journey.  Special emphasis should be placed on working 

with students to ensure that areas of lower self-efficacy are addressed and opportunities to avoid 

certain behaviors are discussed.  Again, the results of an intake survey could inform follow-up 

dialogue on this topic, ensuring student support systems are in place for areas of reported lower 

efficacy. 

In addition, the research on imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat may offer 

insights for support staff, encouraging them to rely not only on the quantitative self-efficacy 

measurements but also to dig deeper into gender and cultural expectations that may impact a 

student’s level of confidence.  A male student may initially present with higher confidence due to 

his gender and ethnicity and as a reaction to stereotype threat.  However, it may take a mentor or 

support system, along with personal dialogue, to truly understand his perspective and ensure he 

has every opportunity to succeed.  In addition, a female student may place unrealistically high 

expectations on herself and start off her journey with low confidence.  In this case, it may be 

important for a mentor or support staff to discuss her confidence and abilities with her, ensuring 

her confidence adequately reflects her ability.  This may allow her self-efficacy to develop 

earlier in her academic journey, as it appeared was the case for some students who participated in 

the college prep program.  A comprehensive approach for supporting student retention, 

especially in first-generation college students, could prove to be a meaningful and valid direction 



SELF-EFFICACY AND RETENTION 
 

77 
 

to leverage in higher education, while also contributing long-term to narrowing the social class 

achievement gap.   

Since both the quantitative and qualitative results demonstrated that females were more 

impacted by imposter phenomenon and males were more impacted by stereotype threat, these 

theories could become important constructs for student retention teams to explore and understand 

while developing comprehensive retention strategies.  Further research in higher education 

settings, specifically with first-generation students and evaluating ethnicity, would be valuable.   

As Tinto’s (1975) extensive research indicated, a student’s first year experience is the 

most important in his or her college journey.  Early integration and support are integral to 

retention (Tinto, 1975).  Self-efficacy has also proven to be an important construct in student 

retention, with positive influence on choices, goals, reactions, effort, coping, and persistence 

(Gist & Mitchell, 1992).  Tying retention research to self-efficacy research early in a student’s 

academic journey could set the stage for persistence and success.   

As discussed by Bandura (1977), vicarious experience and verbal persuasion could create 

a combination that is especially helpful to build efficacy.  Based upon the results of Study 1 and 

Study 2, this combination could be very beneficial to first-generation college students.  The 

quantitative and qualitative results both demonstrated the importance of ensuring that students 

are interacting with successful peers and are mentored by supervisors, staff, and faculty role 

models.  The focus group interviews articulated the importance of getting to know faculty, staff, 

and other students prior to the start of the academic semester.  This early integration and 

interaction through vicarious experience and verbal persuasion may help to offset the lack of 

cultural capital experienced by first-generation students.   
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While not intended, it turned out that 93.3% of the participants in the summer college 

prep program were minority students.  Thus, it is important to note the retention rates of the 

participants in comparison to the university’s first-time full-time minority student retention.  

Overall, the university retained 86% of first year minority females from the fall 2019 semester to 

spring 2020 semester.  This is slightly lower than the comparable intervention group.  The 

university retained 69% of first year minority males from the fall 2019 to spring 2020 semester 

of their first year.  This rate is much higher than the intervention group at 58.3%.  As noted 

earlier, not all participants left college all together, rather they chose to go to a school closer to 

home.  This challenge in tracking retention from university to university creates a difficulty in 

reporting true retention rates versus university-specific retention rates.  Additional research could 

include interviews with the males who did not retain to determine their CSEI scores before they 

left and ensure that their participation in the intervention was not harmful.  Exit interviews would 

be helpful to include to understand other variables that may have impacted their enrollment.   

Dissertation Conclusions 

 This dissertation sought to answer questions about self-efficacy in first generation college 

students.  In addition, it sought to triangulate findings through a mixed methods approach 

(Onwuegbuzie & Corrigan, 2014).  An intervention strategy was tested in an effort to 

demonstrate causality.  The following research questions were addressed. 

1. Are there initial differences in self-efficacy between first generation and non-first generation 

college students?  A surprising finding was that the first-generation college students came in 

with higher self-efficacy than their peers.   

2. Can self-efficacy scores be enhanced through a strategic intervention?  Yes, the intervention 

strategy overall demonstrated that self-efficacy scores can be developed through intervention.   
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3. Will gender impact the level of self-efficacy development?  Yes, females started with lower 

levels of self-efficacy than males but also demonstrated that their efficacy could be 

developed at a high rate.  Males started much higher than females, and their scores slightly 

lowered as they experienced the start of the academic semester.   

4. How did the participants’ confidence change as a result of the intervention strategy?  All 

participants indicated that the intervention positively impacted the start of their college 

journey.  Their confidence in academics and social settings were elevated.  However, it must 

be noted that only those students who retained were a part of the focus groups, creating some 

selection bias.   

5. What components of the intervention had an impact?  The various tactics designed to align 

with Bandura’s (1977) sources of self-efficacy appeared to collectively have an impact on the 

participants.  Specifically, the opportunities for interaction with faculty, staff, and peers prior 

to those who did not participate in the intervention made a difference.  The participating 

students’ levels of anxiety seemed to lower through the experience.  With that development, 

their confidence and self-efficacy was raised.  They began to picture themselves as belonging 

on campus and in the classroom.   

6. What may account for any gender differences observed in CSEI scores and development?  

Females had strong beliefs about gender playing a role in their ability to be successful.  

Males did not believe that gender played a role in their ability to be successful.   

7. Does imposter phenomenon impact CSEI?  Does the impact (or lack of) differ by gender?  

Imposter phenomenon appeared to have a much greater impact on the female participants, 

which aligns with the findings that their self-efficacy was low at the start and much higher at 

the end.   



SELF-EFFICACY AND RETENTION 
 

80 
 

8. Does stereotype threat impact CSEI?  Does the impact (or lack of) differ by gender?  

Stereotype threat appeared to have a much greater impact on the male participants, which 

aligns with the findings that their self-efficacy was high from the start and even lowered 

slightly at the end.   

9. Do family expectations impact CSEI?  Do family expectations differ by gender?  Females 

definitely felt much higher family expectations and greater responsibilities than males.  

Females were likely to visit home more often at the start of the semester.  Males felt 

supported by their families.  Females seemed anxious about letting their families down.  

Males felt much more confident in their ability to be successful from the start.   

Retention will continue to be an area of focus for higher education as the education industry 

moves toward demographic shifts in 2025 and 2026 and again in 2029 and 2030.  In addition, 

heightened awareness and concern for social justice is on the rise today.  As the nation strives for 

equity and justice, it is increasingly important to ensure the higher education system adapts to 

support the needs of all students.   

 While much research has focused on the antecedents of college success, not enough 

research exists on developing tangible strategies to apply in the higher education setting.  

Combining the self-efficacy construct with imposter phenomenon and stereotype threat could 

prove to be a valuable stream of research with contributions to higher education and the greater 

society.   

 Colleges must identify ways to ensure persistence and graduation for students from all 

backgrounds.  As demographics shift, it will become increasingly important to better support the 

populations that will be growing, including African American and Latinx students (Grawe, 

2018).  Minority populations tend to have higher levels of first-generation college students, thus 
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this research is applicable to the changing demographics in America.  The social class 

achievement gap can be narrowed, but colleges must take intentional steps to review their 

retention and support strategies to support this advancement. 
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Appendix A 

Bandura’s (1977) Self-Efficacy Model 

 

Figure A1 
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Figure A1. The figure depicts Bandura’s (1977) sources of efficacy and modes of induction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B 

Focus Group Consent Form 

University of Wisconsin Whitewater 
Self-Efficacy and First-Generation College Students 
Principal Investigator: Beth Borgen, Lakeland University 
 
What is the Research? 
You have been asked to participate in a research study sponsored by the University of Wisconsin 
Whitewater. The purpose of this study is to identify ways to better support first-generation 
college student success. The results will inform higher education professionals as they strive to 
enhance student retention and graduation rates. 
 
Why Have I Been Asked to Take Part? 
You have been invited to participation because you have important insights about this topic as a 
participant in the summer 2019 college prep program. 
 
Voluntary Participation 
This discussion is voluntary – you do not have to take part if you do not want to. If you do not 
take part, it will have no effect on services or opportunities provided to you by Lakeland 
University or any other organization. If any questions make you feel uncomfortable, you do not 
have to answer them. You may leave the group at any time for any reason. 
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Risks and Benefits 
We do not think any risks are involved in taking part in this study. This study may include risks 
that are unknown at this time. There are no personal benefits for taking part in this research. 
Your insights and that of others may be helpful to researchers as they seek insights on this topic. 
 
Audio Recording 
The discussion will be audio recorded to ensure that we have accurately captured the comments 
of each individual. Your privacy will be protected. No names will be used in any report. The 
discussion will be kept strictly confidential. The audio recording will only be available to the 
research team. The recording will be stored in a secure location and will be erased when the 
analysis is complete. 
 
Questions 
Do you have any questions regarding this study? If you have any additional questions about the 
study, you may call Beth Borgen at (920) 565-1023 ext. 2152 or email at 
borgenbm@lakeland.edu. 

If you agree to these procedures, please check (x) the line below and sign your name in 
the space below. 
(____) Yes, I agree to take part in the focus group study. 

Name _____________________________________Signature _________________________________________ 

Date ______________________________________ 

Appendix C 

Focus Group Introduction 

First of all, welcome.  Thank you for coming.  You were invited to participate as a member of 

the Opus Scholars Program.  I’m going to ask a few questions.  There are no wrong answers.  We 

expect different points of view.  Please be open, honest, and transparent.  Respond how you are 

feeling.  Please share, even if your thoughts differ from others.  The recording has started, just in 

case there’s anything we miss in our notes.  This is confidential and will remain anonymous.  I 

am here to ask questions, listen, and make sure everyone has the chance to share.  If you are 

talking a lot, I might ask you to give others a chance.  If you aren’t saying much, I might call on 

you.  Please make sure your cell phones are on silent.  If you don’t mind, I’m going to start off 

with a question to just get us started.  I’ll ask you to go around the table and respond.  After that, 
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I will ask some other questions and you should join the conversation as you see fit.  Okay, let’s 

get started. 
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Appendix D 

Focus Group Questions 

1. What are you most enjoying in your college experience? (introductory question) 

2. How did you feel about your ability to be successful when you first arrived on campus for 

the summer program? 

3. How did your family impact the confidence you had in your ability to be successful in 

college? 

4. Describe how you feel about your ability to be successful now. 

5. What components of the summer program had an impact on your confidence in 

academics? 

6. What components of the summer program had an impact on your confidence in being 

social? 

7. What components of the summer program had an impact on your confidence in living 

with a roommate? 

8. How does your gender impact your ability to be successful? 

9. What do you think others think of your ability to succeed? 

10. Would you recommend the summer experience to other first-year students? 
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