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ABSTRACT

Online learning has become a significant part of the strategic plan to increase
enrollment and college access (Crawley, 2012). Allen & Seaman (2013) noted that more
than 65% of U.S. higher education institutions believe that online education is necessary
to sustain and continue progress toward their strategic planning goals to increase
enrollment. The purpose of this convergent mixed-methods study was to examine the
difference between first-generation and continuing-generation undergraduate student
engagement and success in a 100% online Jr. Level English course at a university located
in the Midwest region. The researchers conducted independent samples (two-tailed) t-
tests, one-way ANOVA, and one-way MANOVA to determine if there were statistically
significant differences in course success (self-reported final course grade of C- or higher)
and levels of student engagement (social presence, cognitive presence, teaching presence
and overall engagement for first-generation college students compared to their
continuing-generation peers. The findings suggested that there were not any statistically
significant differences in course success or levels of student engagement for first-

generation college students compared to their continuing-generation counterparts.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Ask any higher education leader in the country and they will declare that student
success is a priority. Student success can be defined as attaining an educational objective
(Kuh et al., 2007). A standard measure of student success is successful course
completion. Successful course completion for this study is measured by receiving a final
grade of C- or higher in a given course subject. The dramatic increase in online courses
and degree programs have gained notoriety over the past 20 years and contributed to the
improvement in student success. Online learning was defined as “the use of the Internet
to access learning materials; to interact with the content, instructor, and other learners;
and to obtain support during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to
construct personal meaning, and to grow from the learning experience synchronously and
asynchronously”. (Anderson, 2008, p.4). According to NCES (2018), in Fall of 2018
undergraduate enrollment in online courses exceeded 5.7 million students. In the Fall of
2018, there were more than 5.7 million undergraduate degree seeking students enrolled in

online courses (NCES, 2018b).

Online learning opportunities have increased access for non-traditional students
such as first-generation college students (Seay, 2006; Stone & O'Shea, 2016). Non-
traditional students are defined as “students who meet one of seven non-traditional
characteristics: delayed enrollment into postsecondary education; attends college part-
time; works full time; is financially independent for financial aid purposes; has
dependents other than a spouse; is a single parent, or does not have a high school

diploma” (Choy, 2002, p.2). Also, non-traditional students are defined as “students who
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are usually age 25 or older” (Choy, 2002, p.1). First-generation college students are
defined as “students whose parents or guardians have not completed a college degree”
(Choy, 2001, p.1). Specifically, for this study, first-generation college students will be
defined as students whose parents haven’t completed at least a bachelor’s degree. While
there is a recognizable overlap between first-generation college students and non-
traditional student populations, it is essential to note that not all first-generation college
students are non-traditional students. In 2018, approximately 54% of first-generation
college students were also classified as non-traditional adult learners (25 years old or

older) (NCES, 2018b).

Online course enrollment has rapidly shifted toward a wave of non-traditional
aged students, including first-generation college, and returning student populations (llgaz
& Gulbahar, 2017). Higher education institutions should acknowledge and respond to
first-generation college students' experiences, as this impacts overall student enrollment,
student engagement, and student success metrics. First-generation college students
continue to be a significant student population in higher education institutions across the
United States. The U.S. Department of Education noted that in 2018, more than one-third
of undergraduate students in U.S. colleges and universities were first-generation college

students.

Statement of Problem

As first-generation college students enroll in postsecondary institutions, they are
met with multiple and unique challenges which may serve as a disadvantage to their
academic success in distance (online) learning environments. These additional barriers

may impact their student engagement and, therefore, inhibit their successful course
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completion (Saenz et al., 2007). First-generation college students are considered an
academically at-risk student population. At-risk students have risk factors that include
background, individual, or environmental characteristics such as race or ethnic origin,
health, family obligations, academic preparedness, mindset, and transportation difficulties
(Horton, 2015). As a result of the risk factors associated with being a first-generation
college student, first-generation college students tend to have lower student engagement
than their continuing-generation peers (Pascarella et al., 2004), impacting their success in
online courses. According to Kuh (2003), student engagement is “the time and energy
students devote to educationally sound activities” (p. 25). More specifically, and in this
study, student engagement is “the extent to which students actively engage by thinking
and interacting with the instructor and other students in the course, as well as interacting
with the content of a course” (Dixson, 2015, para 3). When students don't have the
necessary skills to engage in a course, they may withdraw from courses or receive failing
grades. Excessive withdrawals or failing grades can have a lasting impact on a student’s

grade point average (G.P.A.), which negatively impacts their ability to graduate.

First-generation college students enroll in online courses because online courses
provide more flexibility to accommodate work schedules and family responsibilities
(Jehangir, 2010; Lippincott & German, 2007). Online learning is perceived as convenient
and easily accessible. However, there hasn't been equitable attention to address student
engagement and outcomes, specifically online student engagement and course success
rates for first-generation college students compared to their continuing-generation
counterparts. Continuing-generation college students are classified as “students who have

a parent (or guardian) who graduated from college with a bachelor's degree” (Giancola et
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al., 2008, p.2). Most research studies do not differentiate between first-generation and
continuing-generation college students and do not take into consideration the unique
characteristics of first-generation college students. Although first-generation college
students experience more challenges with successful online course completion (defined
as earning a C- or higher in a given course), they have a history of enrolling in online
courses at higher rates than their continuing-generation peers due to other commitments
(employment, family, caregiver responsibilities) that prevent them from coming to
campus (Allen & Seaman, 2015). According to the National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES, 2018a), during the 2011-2012 academic year, approximately 8%-10%
of first-generation college students enrolled in distance learning courses. In comparison,
their continuing-generation student counterparts only accounted for 5% of students who
enrolled in distance learning classes (NCES, 2018a). First-generation college students
may pursue online learning because they assume that it will better align with their

established schedules (Seay, 2006; Jehangir, 2010).

Successful online course completion remains a challenge for students enrolled in
postsecondary institutions. Despite the appeal, flexibility, and convenience of online
learning for first-generation college students, researchers have found that a higher
percentage of students taking online courses tend to withdraw from them at a higher rate
than students enrolled in on-campus courses (Frankola, 2001; Oblender, 2002). Boston et
al., (2011) noted that the successful course completion rate for online courses is 20%
lower than its face-to-face counterparts. Consistent with these findings, other researchers
have found that online courses have high unsuccessful course completion rates that range

from 10% to 90% as compared to traditional courses offered in the on-campus classroom
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setting (Croxton, 2014; Jaggers & Xu, 2010; Xu & Jaggers, 2011,You, 2016). Seay
(2006) pointed out that successful online course completion, specifically in general
education courses, can severely impact students' academic planning toward timely degree
completion. An examination of the factors contributing to student engagement and
successful online course completion is essential to support institutional strategic goals of

timely course completion and degree attainment.
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine the difference between first-generation and
continuing-generation undergraduate student engagement and success in a 100% online
Jr. Level English course at a university located in the Midwest region. The following

questions will guide our research:

1. Are first-generation college students less likely to complete a 100% online Jr.
Level English course as compared to their continuing-generation peers?

2. s there a significant difference in success (self-reported final course grade of C-
or higher) for first-generation and continuing-generation college students in a
100% online Jr. Level English course?

3. Is there a significant difference in student engagement levels for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students who enroll in a 100% online Jr. Level
English course?

4. s there a significant difference in the relationship between student engagement
and success (self-reported final course grade of C- or higher) for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students in a 100% online Jr. Level English

course?
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To meet the varied needs and demands of an evolving student population that is
increasingly shifting to online learning, we must take a closer look at factors impacting
student engagement for first-generation college students. First-generation college student
status is an essential factor that should be considered when examining student
engagement and successful online course completion rates. First-generation college
student status allows students to identify if they’re first-generation or continuing-
generation students. First-generation college student profiles will “continue to evolve
(i.e., increasing overrepresentation of students from lower-income households, less social
capital, and diverse levels of academic readiness), and concern for their college success
will remain high” (Bransberger & Michelau, 2016; as cited in Dong, 2019, p.18). First-
generation college students may lack the awareness of the importance of student
engagement. The first-generation college student status is relevant to student engagement
because first-generation college students lack knowledge regarding the benefits of
engagement opportunities (i.e., research opportunities, building relationships with faculty
and staff, student involvement, etc.) (Yee, 2016). The lack of student engagement can
provide additional barriers to successful course completion. First-generation college
students are less likely to utilize academic support. They’re also less likely to
communicate with professors when they experience course content challenges (i.e.,
tutoring, supplemental instruction, attending office hours, or peer support) (Dumais et al.,
2013). In this study, we planned to gain insight into the factors that impact first-
generation college student engagement and successful course completion. A
comprehensive understanding of the profiles of first-generation college students as

learners in the online environment and the supports they need to be successful can aid
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postsecondary administrators and faculty to develop holistic best practices to support

student engagement for this group of learners.

Significance of the Study

Online learning has become a significant part of the strategic plan to increase
enrollment and college access (Crawley, 2012). Allen & Seaman (2013) noted that more
than 65% of U.S. higher education institutions believe that online education is necessary
to sustain and continue progress toward their strategic planning goals to increase
enrollment. During the Fall of 2018, there were more than 5.7 million undergraduate
students enrolled in any distance learning course at degree-granting institutions (NCES,
2018b). Despite this increase, successful online course completion remains a significant
concern. It is estimated that 40% to 80% of online students withdraw from online courses
(Smith, 2010). Online courses continue to have low completion rates, which need to be
addressed by examining why online learners withdraw or fail and what can be done to
eliminate or mitigate these causes. If these high withdrawal or failure rates are not
addressed, first-generation college students may have difficulty succeeding in online
courses or may not enroll in online courses at all. As a result, this could lead to a decrease

in enrollment and an overall decline in tuition revenue.

The postsecondary institution in this study is a public university in the Midwest
region of the United States. There are profound financial implications that impact online
learning at the research site. Many public postsecondary institutions receive a large
portion of their funding from their state, thus, when that funding decreases it can severely
impact the institution’s ability to provide educational offerings and student support

services. Over the past several years, the institution has received reductions in state
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allocations that could support funding academic initiatives. To account for the shortfall in
state funding, this institution has increased their online course and degree offerings,
which have provided additional tuition revenue for the institution. If there is a decrease in
online enrollment due to course completion challenges, it can have severe recruitment,
persistence, and student retention implications. This study can support and inform fiscal
operations, strategic planning, and aid in the creation of initiatives to enhance student
engagement in online courses. Wojcjechowski and Palmer (2005) stated that the online
learning structural configuration requires students to be accountable to facilitate their

own learning.

As a result, it is equally important to understand the characteristics of first-
generation college students and factors that can lead to their successful experience and
student engagement in online courses. Student engagement impacts successful course

completion, which impacts retention and graduation rates.

Social Justice Implications

Completing a college degree is one of the most significant pathways that leads to
opportunity, social mobility, and economic progress (Carey, 2004).Education can change
the career trajectory of first-generation college students (Gray, 2013). One of the
challenges is that completing a college degree is more complicated than it sounds. This
concept is especially true for students who will be the first in their family to embark upon
this journey (Harding, 2008) as they may lack the resources and or knowledge necessary

to successfully navigate the college process.
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Although access to higher education has drastically increased over the last 60
years, there is still a disproportionate achievement gap for underrepresented students,
including first-generation college students. As online learners, first-generation college
students, when compared to continuing-generation students, are not as academically
prepared (Chen, 2005) as their counterparts. Chen (2005) noted that there were
differences when comparing first-generation college students to their continuing-
generation peers. First-generation college students embark upon college less prepared,
earn lower grades, and are more likely to withdraw. His research confirmed that at least
55% of first-generation college students were underprepared for college, as compared to
27% of their continuing-generation peers, therefore, the students entered college with the

need for academic support in the form of developmental courses.

Another factor contributing to course withdrawal for first-generation college
students is family income (Jaggars, 2012). In 2005, the National Longitudinal Survey
(NLS) revealed that first-generation undergraduate students' family income is
substantially lower than the family income of continuing-generation students (Chen,
2005). First-generation college students who experience financial barriers may struggle to
afford college tuition and the technology tools necessary to be successful in online
courses such as high-speed internet and laptops. It is important to note that although 66%
of all adults have broadband connections at home, only 45% of families with an income
below $30,000 have broadband connections (Smith, 2010). It is safe, therefore, to assume
that factors such as academic under-preparedness, low income, and access to technology
can significantly make online learning more challenging for first-generation college

students as online learners.
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The next section examines the effects of the global pandemic, COVID-19, and its
impact on first-generation college students’ abrupt transition to online learning. Also, the
barriers experienced by first-generation college students, including inadequate access to

online courses, financial hardships, and mental health challenges will be discussed.

Impact of COVID-19 on First-Generation College Students
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, many higher education institutions

shifted their courses to the online platform. While this impacted all students, it created
additional barriers for first-generation college students who were already at a
disadvantage. According to research conducted by Soria et al. (2020), COVID-19 was
more impactful for first-generation college students as compared to continuing-
generation college students. The COVID-19 pandemic negatively impacted first-
generation college students who enrolled in large public research universities that
transitioned to online learning and were compelled to adapt to online instruction. Soria et
al. (2020) stated that “first-generation college students encountered challenges when
adapting to online learning, which may have contributed to an unsuccessful course
completion rate for first-generation college students who completed courses in the online
learning environment” (Soria et al., 2020, p.7). Additional factors such as lack of access
to technology and unfamiliarity with technology contributed to first-generation college
student challenges with online learning.

Soria et al. (2020) conducted a Student Experience in the Research University
(SERU) Consortium survey to 28,198 undergraduate students during the of summer 2021
at nine universities in the United States. The purpose of their study was to explore first-
generation college students’ experiences during COVID-19 (Soria et al., 2020). An online

survey was utilized to collect data, 26 percent of the student respondents (n = 7,233) were
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first-generation college students (those whose parents have not earned a bachelor's
degree).

The researchers found that first-generation college students experienced more
challenges navigating the online learning platform which made it more difficult for them
to successfully complete online courses than continuing-generation college students
(Soria et al., 2020). Factors such as a lack of proper technology, high-speed internet, and
computers made it more difficult for first-generation college students to complete online
courses. Fifty-seven percent of first-generation college students were students from low-
income family backgrounds as compared to 12% of continuing-generation college
students. The lack of finances made it more difficult for first-generation college students
to purchase high-speed internet or proper technology to navigate online courses and

successfully adapt to online learning (Soria et al., 2020).

Access to online courses
First-generation college students had a challenging time adjusting to virtual

learning environments. First-generation college students were less likely to attend
meetings during scheduled virtual class times due to a lack of internet access (Soria et al.,
2020). The students also missed virtual meetings due to other family obligations, such as
work or childcare. Forty-four percent of first-generation college students adapted well or
very well to online instruction when compared to 52% of continuing-generation college
students (Soria et. al., 2020). Additionally, the researchers also reported that first-
generation college students, when compared to continuing-generation students, lacked
familiarity with the necessary technology tools essential for online learning. These factors
might have contributed to the students' inability to attend virtual meetings or access their

learning management systems. These factors may have also contributed to the challenges
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that first-generation college students experienced when they transitioned to online
learning, consequently lowering the successful online course completion rate for these

students during the COVID-19 pandemic (Soria et al., 2020).

Financial Hardships

Financial hardship is one of the major factors that disproportionately negatively
impacted first-generation college students when they enrolled in online classes (Soria et.
al., 2020). Results from the survey suggest that first-generation college students
experienced more financial problems during the COVID-19 pandemic (Soria et al.,
2020). An overwhelming majority of first-generation college students (87%) reported
experiencing some type of financial difficulty during the COVID-19 pandemic (Soria et.
al., 2020). Continuing-generation college students were less likely to experience the loss
or reduction of income from family members (32%) when compared to their first-
generation college student peers (52%) (Soria et al., 2020). Additionally, first-generation
college students were also more likely than continuing-generation college students to
have experienced increased living expenses (39%) and unexpected increases in

technology expenses (27%) (Soria et al., 2020).

Mental Health

First-generation college students were more likely to experience challenges
impacting their mental health during the pandemic as compared to continuing-generation
college students (Soria et al., 2020). Soria et al (2020) highlighted the work of Stebleton
et al., (2014) regarding mental health disparities. They asserted that disparities in mental
health existed pre-pandemic for first-generation college students compared to their
continuing-generation counterparts. In order to assess the well-being of first-generation

college students during the COVID-19 pandemic, Soria et al. (2020) used the Patient
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Health Questionnaire-2 (PHQ-2). The PHQ-2 is a two-item scale designed to evaluate
common depression symptoms (Kroenke et al., 2003) and the Generalized Anxiety
Disorder-2 (GAD-2) is a two-item scale that is designed to screen students for
generalized anxiety disorder symptoms (Kroenke et al., 2007). Based on these evaluation
methods, first-generation college students were more likely to experience mental health
challenges during the pandemic compared to continuing-generation college students. The
results suggest that first-generation college students are 6% more likely to screen for
generalized anxiety disorder compared to continuing-generation college students (Soria et
al., 2020). Addressing mental health is particularly important for first-generation college
students who take online courses in order to improve their online learning success rate.
As a result of mental health challenges such as anxiety, students who have a lack of
confidence or fear of failure may feel unfit in the online learning environment (Canning
et al., 2020). If these mental health challenges remain unresolved, students who have self-
doubts or a sense of failure may choose to drop their online courses or withdraw from
college altogether.

The following sections will describe the local context of this study and provide
information on enrollment trends of undergraduate degree-seeking students, online course
enrollment for undergraduate students, and data related to the online Jr. level English
course, which is the course that will be explored to understand the differences in
successful course completion rates and student engagement for first-generation and

continuing-generation college students.


https://www.hiv.uw.edu/page/mental-health-screening/phq-2
https://www.hiv.uw.edu/page/mental-health-screening/gad-2
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Local Context of Study
This study will be conducted at a Midwest public university in a metropolitan
area, herein referred to as Midwest Public University (MPU). The university offers
undergraduate and graduate programs. During Fall 2019, there were 6,992 undergraduate
degree-seeking students enrolled at the research site, and undergraduate students account
for 70% of the university's student population (Anonymous, 2019). First-generation
college students accounted for 33% (2,336) of all undergraduate students enrolled during

the Fall of 2019 (Anonymous, 2019).

More than 75% of the undergraduate student population at MPU received
financial aid funding through grants, loans, or work-study (Anonymous, 2019). In-state
undergraduate tuition is approximately $12,000 annually for full-time commuter students.
There is an additional $65.00 cost per credit hour for hybrid (blended) courses as well as
asynchronous courses that are defined as 100% online courses. Online course fees were
waived during the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, if a student
was enrolled in 12 credit hours of either hybrid or fully online coursework, they would
pay an additional $780.00 per semester. The university is conveniently located in a
metropolitan area, has reputable programs, and is affordable, attracting a diverse

population of students from different backgrounds.

As of Fall 2019, the average age of undergraduate and graduate students in
combination was 27.4 years. The average age of all undergraduate degree-seeking
students was 25.3 years, and 50% of all undergraduates ranged in age from 21 to 27.

Most of the undergraduate student population (75%) were transfer students. More than
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75% of the total students enrolled at the research site reside in the metropolitan area,

including 83.9% of the undergraduate students.

Enrollment Trends of Undergraduate Degree-Seeking Students

During the Fall 2019 term, undergraduate degree-seeking students (n= 6,992)
enrolled in an average of 12 credit hours. Full-time undergraduate degree-seeking
students (4,834) enrolled in an average of 14 credit hours during the semester. Part-time
undergraduate degree-seeking students (2,158) enrolled in an average of six credit hours
during the Fall 2019 semester. Throughout the Fall 2019 semester, first-generation
college students (2,336) enrolled in an average of 11 credit hours (Anonymous, 2019).
Full-time undergraduate degree-seeking first-generation college students (1,574) enrolled
in an average of 14 credit hours for the semester. At the same time, part-time
undergraduate degree-seeking first-generation college students (762) enrolled in an
average of seven credit hours for the semester (Anonymous, 2019).

Online course enrollment for undergraduate students

More than 59% (4,158) of undergraduate degree-seeking college students were
enrolled in at least one online class in Fall 2019. First-generation college students
accounted for 1,533 undergraduate students who enrolled in at least one online course.
The institution offers undergraduate degrees that can be fully completed online. There
were 851 undergraduate students (12%) who exclusively enrolled in online classes. In
Fall 2019, 341 first-generation undergraduate degree-seeking college students completed

courses entirely online.
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Online Jr. Level English Course Summary

The online Jr. level English course in this study is an upper-level intensive writing
course. It builds upon knowledge from the 1000 level First-Year Writing course. The
objective of this course is to enhance students' analytical skills. Students develop
proficiency in the course content through the successful completion of a series of
academic readings, writing, reasoning, and documentation. The skills and knowledge
acquired in this course can improve students' communication and persuasive skills. This
course is included in the university's general education requirements. During Fall 2019,
there were 12 online sections of the Jr. Level English course. Two hundred twenty-two

(222) students were enrolled across the 12 sections of the online Jr. Level English course.

Assumptions, Delimitations, & Limitations

Assumptions are generally understood as “beliefs, expectations, or considerations
that are taken for granted about how the world works” (Nkwake & Morrow, 2016, p.97).
The researchers in this study anticipate the presence of prescriptive and external
assumptions. The researchers define prescriptive assumptions as those assumptions that
are expected to happen within a particular situation, and external assumptions are those
conditions that happen outside of the scope of the research study (Nkwake & Morrow,
2016). There is a prescriptive assumption that online instructors have received training on
how to design and teach the course content online. Also, there is a prescriptive
assumption that each online section of Jr. level English uses the same curriculum and
grading scale to measure student performance. Lastly, the researchers have a prescriptive
assumption that online sections of the Jr. Level English course would be taught during

the Spring 2021 semester for the purposes of data collection. Historically, at least 10
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sections of 100% online Junior level English courses were offered each semester at the

research site during the last three years.

One external assumption is that participants in the study would provide honest
responses. The researchers assume that students will be transparent regarding their
perceptions and experiences related to student engagement, successful course completion
as measured by their self-reported final course grade, and factors that impacted their
course success. Another external assumption is that the same participant who participated
in the survey would be identical to the participant who was enrolled in the online course
and used the corresponding student identification number. There is also an external
assumption based on previous research on student engagement that all continuing-
generation college students are aware of the advantages of both academic and social
engagement (Dumais et al., 2013; Moore, 2014; Soria & Stebelton, 2012; as cited in Yee,
2016).

Delimitations of the Study

This study was delimited to participants who are upperclassmen degree-seeking
students who are enrolled in a 100% online section of a Jr. level English course. The
participants were identified based on their enrollment in online sections of the designated
course. The target population for this study has earned at least 56 credit hours.
Researchers of this study will explore the differences in course completion outcomes for
first-generation and continuing-generation college students in a 100% online Jr. Level
English course. This study also examined students' perceived course engagement and

course success.



26

Limitations of the Study

Participants can misinterpret definitions of first-generation college students. As a
proactive measure to address potential misinterpretation, the researchers determined that
first-generation college students' institutional definition would be shared with participants
to guide their responses. The researchers received approval from the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) to request course completion data for first-generation and continuing-
generation college students who completed online sections of the Jr. level English course.
In order to attempt to correlate student engagement with successful course completion,
the researchers collected self-reported data. The researchers are aware of the risk that
students may exaggerate (i.e., present outcomes that are better) self-reported course
outcomes data (Price et al., 2004). Additionally, the researchers understand that students’
perceptions of student engagement are subjective. Finally, the researchers observed a
small sample of upper-level first-generation college students, so the findings may not be
generalizable to all first-generation and continuing-generation college students enrolled at

the research site.

Chapter Summary and Organization of the Study

Chapter 1 introduced the study and introduced the statement of the problem,
purpose of the study and research questions. Next, the significance of the study was
explained, and social justice implications were discussed. Subsequently, the impact of
COVID-19 on first-generation college students and the shift to online learning was
examined. Also, an overview of the local context of the study was provided. Finally, the
researchers identified the assumptions, delimitations, and limitations of this study.

Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature that will begin with an overview of the two
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theories that comprise the theoretical framework. The first theory is the Community of
Inquiry (Col) model which will be used to conceptualize student engagement. The second
theory is social capital which will address the stark disadvantages of first-generation
college students' lack of knowledge and resources to navigate higher education settings.
The remaining literature will focus on the following: (a) characteristics of first-generation
college online students, (b) online course completion, (c) first-generation college students
in online courses; and (d) online student engagement. Chapter 3 describes the research
design, methods of data collection, and methods of data analysis. Chapter 4 describes the
results of the data collection. Chapter 5 includes the plan of action and recommendations
for executive leadership to improve student engagement and success in online courses for

first-generation and continuing-generation college students.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Online learning has become a significant part of the strategic plan to increase
enrollment and college access (Crawley, 2012). Allen & Seaman (2013) noted that more
than 65% of U.S. higher education institutions believe that online education is necessary
to sustain and continue progress toward their strategic planning goals to increase
enrollment. During the Fall of 2018, there were more than 5.7 million undergraduate
students enrolled in any distance learning course at degree-granting institutions (NCES,
2018b). Despite this increase, successful online course completion remains a significant
concern. It is estimated that an average of 60% of online students withdraw from online
courses (Smith, 2010). Consistent with these findings, other researchers have found that
online courses have high unsuccessful course completion rates that range from 10% to
90% as compared to traditional courses offered in the on-campus classroom setting
(Croxton, 2014; Jaggers & Xu, 2010; Xu & Jaggers, 2011; You, 2016). First-generation
college students enroll in postsecondary coursework with multiple and unique challenges
that could interfere with their success in online courses. Chen’s (2005) research
confirmed that at least 55% of first-generation college students were underprepared for

college, as compared to 27% of their continuing-generation peers, therefore, the students
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entered college with the need for academic support in the form of developmental courses.
First-generation college students embark upon college less prepared, earn lower grades,

and are more likely to withdraw (Chen, 2005)

The purpose of this study was to examine the difference between first-generation
and continuing-generation undergraduate student engagement and success in a 100%
online Jr. Level English course at a university located in the Midwest region. There are
profound financial implications that impact online learning at the research site. The
institution, referred herein as Midwest Public University (MPU), is a public university in
the Midwest region that offers undergraduate and graduate degree programs. Since MPU
IS a public institution, a large portion of their funding allocations is received from the
state government, and over the last several years, MPU has been impacted by reductions
in state allocations. Like most other higher education institutions in the U.S., MPU
invested in online learning as a strategic initiative to address this financial shortfall.
During Fall 2019, 59% of undergraduate students enrolled in at least one online course,
and nearly 40% (1,553/4,158) of those students were first-generation college students

(Anonymous, n.d.).

“First-generation college students are students whose parents or guardians have
not completed a college degree” (Choy, 2001, p.1). More specifically, in this study first-
generation college students are defined as students whose parents haven’t completed at
least a bachelor’s degree. In contrast, “continuing-generation (CGS) college students in
this study are defined as students who have a parent (or guardian) who graduated from
college with a bachelor's degree” (Giancola et al., 2008, p.2). While first-generation

college students seek out online learning opportunities that provide flexible learning
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options, they are considered an academic at-risk student population (Horton, 2015). At-
risk students are students who have risk-factors that include background, individual, or
environmental characteristics. (i.e., race or ethnic origin, health, family obligations,
academic preparedness, mindset, transportation) (Horton, 2015). As a result of the risk
factors directly linked with characteristics of being a first-generation college student,
first-generation college students tend to have lower student engagement as compared to
their continuing-generation peers, which impacts their success in online courses
(Pascarella et al., 2004). For the purposes of this study, student engagement is defined as
“the extent to which students actively engage by thinking, talking, and interacting with
the content of a course, the other students in the course, and the instructor” (Dixson,

2015, para 3). Successful course completion is obtaining a grade of C- or higher.

If there is a decrease in online enroliment due to the lack of student success, it can
severely impact recruitment, persistence, and student retention. In this study, the
researchers examined the difference between first-generation and continuing-generation
undergraduate students’ engagement and success in a 100% online Jr. Level English
course. This study can support fiscal operations and strategic planning for online learning
by providing factors that contribute to online success and increase persistence for first-
generation college students who enroll in online courses. This research will provide
information that can be used to develop effective services that support online students'
needs. These findings could further inform institutional leaders as they implement
support services designed to improve student engagement and success for first-generation

college students.
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In order to gain a holistic understanding of the factors that contribute to student
success and engagement for first-generation and continuing-generation college students

in an online Jr. level English course, the following questions will be examined:

Research Questions:

1. Are first-generation college students less likely to complete a 100% online Jr.
Level English course as compared to their continuing-generation peers?

2. s there a significant difference in success (self-reported final course grade of C-
or higher) for first-generation and continuing-generation college students in a
100% online Jr. Level English course?

3. Is there a significant difference in student engagement levels for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students who enroll in a 100% online Jr. Level
English course?

4. s there a significant difference in the relationship between student engagement
and success (self-reported final course grade of C- or higher) for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students in a 100% online Jr. Level English

course?

The online learning structure encourages students to take responsibility for their
learning. Given the additional barriers that characterize the experiences of first-
generation college students, it is necessary to explore the course outcomes, perceptions,
and characteristics of first-generation college students who enrolled in online courses in
order to eliminate potential obstacles that first-generation college students may encounter
in the online environment where self-regulation is expected. Past research findings have

suggested that first-generation college student status has an adverse impact on student
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engagement for these learners as compared to continuing-generation college students.
Also, there is limited research available regarding first-generation students’ college
experiences and the way those experiences compare to the experiences of students who
have one or more college-educated parents (Pike & Kuh, 2005). From this study the
researchers will gain insight regarding the factors that contribute to student engagement
and success for first-generation and continuing-generation college students enrolled in a

100% online Jr. level English course.

Theoretical Framework
The Community of Inquiry (Col) Model and Social Capital Theory served as the

theoretical frameworks for this study. Both frameworks allowed the researchers to
holistically compare first-generation and continuing-generation college students’
engagement and success in an online general education course.
Kuh’s Theory of Student Engagement

The Community of Inquiry (Col) Model is grounded in Kuh’s (2003) theory of
student engagement and its impact on student success. According to Kuh (2003), “student
engagement represents the time and effort students devote to activities that are
empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what institutions do to induce
students to participate in these activities” (Kuh, 2003, p. 25). Engagement consists of
“time and energy in educationally purposeful tasks: studying, interacting with their peers
and teachers about substantive matters, applying what they are learning to concrete

situations and tasks, and so forth (Pace, 1990 as cited in Kuh, 2009, p.6).
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Community of Inquiry (Col) model

Social presence, teaching presence, and cognitive presence are all grounded in the
Community of Inquiry framework. These three components are needed to effectively
enhance participatory engagement between students and faculty in the online learning
environment (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in Dixson, 2015). Social presence is a
learner’s ability to be congenial, share more information than what’s required rather than
“just the facts,” and feel they have tangible human interactions with people in online
learning settings (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in Dixson, 2015). Social presence is a
critical factor in online student engagement because students must interpersonally
connect with their peers through an expression of attitudes and emotions (Garrison &
Arbaugh, 2007 as cited in Dixson, 2015). At the core of social presence is an emotional
sense of belonging and students’ self-perception of their involvement as part of a safe
and trusting learning community (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007 as cited in Dixson, 2015).
Cognitive presence is the degree to which student learning starts based on a cue and
subsequently transitions from reflection and discourse to idea exploration, integration,
and problem resolution (Dixson, 2015; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007 as cited in Dixson, p.3,
2015). Teaching presence implies that it is the responsibility of the instructor to develop a
course curriculum that enhances student learning in order to facilitate and promote
critical thinking and direct instruction (Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Garrison et al., 2000
as cited by Dixson, 2015). Teaching presence is intended “to support and enhance social
and cognitive presence to realize educational outcomes” (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 90).
The Community of Inquiry (Col) model emphasizes “the need for student engagement
with content, other students, and the instructor” (Dixson, 2015, para 11) in an online

environment to ensure that students are successful. A major demographic factor that
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impacts student engagement with their peers, the instructor, and the online environment is

social capital.
Social Capital

This study used Bourdieu’s (1986) framework of social capital as the second
theory in the theoretical framework for this study. Social capital is defined as “privileged
knowledge, resources, and information received through social networks” (Bourdieu,
1986, p. 248). “Comparisons between first-generation college students to their peers
provide evidence concerning the distinct disadvantages of first-generation students before
college years, during college years, and after college years” (Gofen, 2009, p. 105). Social
capital is a significant indicator of success in the postsecondary education environment
because it can inform students’ engagement (academic and social) (Pascarella et al.
2004). More specifically, social capital impacts a student’s ability to engage and be
successful due to a student’s academic preparedness, college transition experience, family
support, and understanding of campus rules and culture. (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). First-
generation college students’ “do not possess the same levels of social capital as their non-
first-generation peers, they are likely to face more challenges in navigating the university
and in becoming fully engaged in their academic pursuits” (Soria & Stebleton, 2012, p.
673). Some examples of student engagement experiences include “participating in
advising, tutoring, and mentoring by faculty and peers” (Engle & Tinto, 2008, p.4).
Students who lack social capital are not aware of the advantages that student engagement

can bring to their overall experience and success.
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Connection of Theoretical Framework to this Study
A major challenge of online learning is that online students may feel isolated due

to a lack of social presence in online learning, negatively impacting their engagement.
Students who lack social capital, such as first-generation college students, may perceive
the online learning environment as a static environment that lacks interactivity between
students and instructors. Online students may also feel that the learning environment is a
self-taught academic space in which instructional materials are available to students for
self-paced learning (Dixson, 2005). As mentioned above, Bourdieu’s (1986) social
capital theory explains the impact of first-generation college student status on student
engagement, and the Community of Inquiry (Col) model of student engagement is
composed of three elements: social presence, teaching presence, and cognitive presence
(Dixson, 2005). The Col model provides an understanding of the most significant
components of the learning environment which impact student engagement. It is critical
to note the relationship between the lack of social capital for first-generation college
students that influences their engagement levels, particularly in online courses.
Ultimately, first-generation college student status impacts social capital, which impacts
student engagement and student contributions to online course success. The subsequent

sections will present the literature review for this study.

Characteristics of First-Generation College Students

As postsecondary access continues to increase, campuses will be comprised of
more students who never considered continuing education beyond high school (Crawley,
2012). Some of these diverse student populations that are enrolled in online learning are
first-generation college students. First-generation college students are classified as

students whose parents or guardians have not completed a college degree (Choy, 2011).
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More specifically, students whose parents haven’t completed at least a bachelor’s degree
comprise the first-generation college students in this study. Due to a lack of social capital,
most first-generation college students lack the support as well as knowledge regarding the
function of the postsecondary education system. When compared to continuing-
generation college students, first-generation college students tend to be less prepared
while enrolled in college (Thayer, 2000). In addition to a lack of social capital and being
underprepared to undertake the rigors of postsecondary enrollment, first-generation
college students exhibit other characteristics that negatively impact their course

completion and educational success.

First-generation college students typically come from lower-income families, are
affiliated with an underrepresented ethnic minority group such as African American or
Latino and may come from a home in which English is not the first language (Harding,
2008). Additionally, first-generation college students tend to enter college for the first
time at 24 years of age or above, and this group is referred to as non-traditional adult
students (Harding, 2008). As adult students, they are married, might attend college part-
time, and tend to work full-time (Harding, 2008). These factors are positively associated
with why first-generation college students prematurely withdraw from college courses
(Adelman, 2006) and are twice as likely to leave college before their second year

(Harding, 2008).

Research literature suggests that these additional risk factors not only create
barriers to success, but these risk factors may also place them at a higher risk as online
learners (Crawley, 2012). It is essential to note that each risk factor to which first-

generation college students are susceptible may contribute to a decreased successful
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course completion rate. Higher education institutions should aim to understand the impact
of first-generation college student characteristics on course completion and success.
Understanding first-generation college students' characteristics will help higher education
leaders to determine the interventions and resources that are needed to support first-
generation college students, and especially those first-generation college students who

enroll in online classes.

Online Course Completion

Online learning was defined as “the use of the Internet to access learning
materials; to interact with the content, instructor, and other learners; and to obtain support
during the learning process, in order to acquire knowledge, to construct personal
meaning, and to grow from the learning experience synchronously and asynchronously”
(Anderson, 2008, p.4). The expertise of online course delivery in postsecondary
institutions has massively increased since the twenty-first century. In 2003, only “15.6%
of undergraduate students enrolled in online courses, and 4.9% of undergraduate students
chose 100% online programs” (NCES, 2018a, p. 1). For example, Ohio State University’s
online enrollment has increased by 73%, and online enrollment at the University of
Arizona has increased by 75% from 2015 to 2018 (Lederman, 2019). However, the
researcher noted that online students were less likely to graduate within eight years,
especially those students who enrolled entirely online. While undergraduate student
completion rates are 20% to 60%, students who only enrolled in online courses

experienced a dismal completion rate of 13% to 48% (Lederman, 2018).

Because institutional leaders are often concerned about the academic performance

of students who are enrolled in online courses, college preparedness is paramount to
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ensure student success in an online environment (Peterson & Bond, 2004 as cited in
Figlio et al., 2013). Therefore, underprepared students would be better served to take
face-to-face courses according to the research (Peterson & Bond, 2004 as cited in Figlio
et al., 2013). Students who enroll in online courses may not have direct access to services
that can directly address transition issues related to executive functioning (i.e., planning
and organization skills learning strategies, and metacognition) required for online student
success (Metzler, 2014). These issues are exacerbated for first-generation college

students who only enroll in online courses.

Postsecondary institutions should recognize that they have a commitment to
ensure that students persist to graduation once they are accepted for admission. To be
active in their students’ success, postsecondary institutions must be familiar with their
student profiles, factors that could contribute to their success, and risk factors that
threaten course completion (Kuh, 2008). Persistence is defined as “a student-initiated
decision to maintain continuous enrollment measured through a series of status-to-status
ratios” (Mortenson, 2012, p.23). Researchers have highlighted eight key risk factors that
impact course completion, college persistence, and graduation: academic preparedness
for college-level coursework, delay in college admission immediately after high school,
maintains part-time enrollment, have other responsibilities, such as caregivers or parents,
are financially independent, works at least 30 hours per week, and holds first-generation
college student status (Berkner et al., 1996; Carroll, 1989; Horn & Premo, 1995 as cited
in McCormick & Horn, 1996). It is critical for institutions to know that students with at

least two of these major risk factors are more academically at-risk to withdraw from
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college than their peers (Choy, 2001; Muraskin et al., 2004; Swail et al., 2003 as cited in

State of Higher Education Executive Officers, 2005).

As compared to face-to-face courses, online courses continue to experience high
withdrawal rates, which decreases course completion and persistence rates. Park and
Choi (2009) conducted a study at a Midwestern university to examine elements that
impact student withdrawal in online courses. The purpose of their research was to
determine whether student characteristics such as first-generation college student status
impacted student success in online courses. Park and Choi (2009) study identified
characteristics such as age, gender, educational level, external factors (i.e., family and
organizational supports), and internal factors (i.e., satisfaction and relevance as sub-
dimensions of motivation) (p. 207). Their study participants were non-traditional adult
learners who enrolled in a large Midwestern university's job-related online courses. Data
was collected from Fall 2002 to Summer 2005; 18 distance courses were examined, with
378 learners registering and 204 learners completing (withdrawal rate = 46.0%). From
Fall 2005 to Summer 2007, three online courses were offered three times, and 107 out of
234 participants completed the courses (withdrawal rate = 54.2%). The study's
researchers concluded that 2 there was an 8% increase in withdrawal rates after changing

to a new learning management system (Park & Choi, 2009).

Further analysis was conducted using the online survey, which included the
learners’ ages, gender, educational level, perceptions of family support, perceptions of
organizational support, and motivation in terms of satisfaction and relevance (Park &
Choi, 2009). Of the 147 participants, 66.7% (n=98) were persistent learners while 33.3%

(n=49) withdrew; 71.4% (n=105) were female, while 28.6% (n=42) were male. More
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than one-half of the participants were non-traditional students. Several students also
received prior college education (n=79) (Park & Choi, 2009). Organizational support and
relevance were statistically significant predictors of learners' decision to withdraw or
persist to completion in online courses (Park & Choi, 2009, p.214) . The result implies
that learners are more likely to withdraw from college when they do not receive the
academic support needed to enhance their ability to learn. For instance, adult learners
should have the flexibility to take time off from their jobs and receive encouragement
from their colleagues to engage in learning activities that contribute to successful course
completion. The results also imply that learners who perceive that the course is relevant
to their job or life are less likely to withdraw. Adult learners tend to prefer knowledge that
is relevant outside of the classroom. Therefore, online courses should be structured to
include learning objectives and outcomes that are applicable in real life scenarios and
contexts (Park & Choi, 2009). The results imply that a decrease in withdrawal rates can
stem from course enhancements by curriculum designers or instructors find ways to
enhance the course (Park & Choi, 2009) and engage students. The authors also
recommended that adult learners need to be supported by their employers to pursue

personal professional development opportunities through their higher education pursuits.

Other factors contributing to high withdrawal rates for online courses are a lack of
direction and information before course enrollment (Crawley, 2012). Crawley (2012), an
online instructor and an online course developer, researched various colleges to gain
useful knowledge of online students' support services and deliver services to improve
academic success. Crawley (2012) defined online student services as, “all administrative

academic and personal services that online learners need from their institution from their
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first institutional contact to the last interaction that they have with that institution” (p.10).
According to her findings in her extensive research on supporting students, Crawley
(2012) indicated that one reason which contributed to high withdrawal rates in online
courses is that institutions might not have support services that appeal to online students.
Additionally, since online students do not come to campus, they are sometimes unaware
of departments and services available to support their success. Course instructors may be
the only person at the institution, outside of their peers, that they contact. The lack of
access to support services may serve as a barrier to their success, and eventually,
students' frustrations, leading to withdrawal (Crawley, 2012). Based on online students'
expectations, Crawley (2012) suggests that supporting online students should be a
collaborative effort of faculty, staff, and technology services to design, develop, and
deliver services to facilitate students' success and persistence toward completion for

online students.

Wavle and Ozogul (2019) investigated the impact of online course outcomes on
degree completion using existing graduation outcomes, course enrollment trends, and
student grades for undergraduate students at a multi-campus institution. The purpose of
their study was to determine the impact of online learning on successful degree
completion The researchers controlled for student demographics, individual
characteristics (e.g., age, first-generation college student status, socioeconomic status,
SAT/ACT scores, and first semester GPA), and institution type (traditional flagship,
urban research, and regional). The researchers’ findings indicated that by taking at least
one online course undergraduate students were more likely to successfully complete their

degrees regardless of institution type or student characteristics.
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As the student characteristics of higher education continue to change, the changes
are also documented in online enrollment in postsecondary education courses.
Undergraduate students who maintain full-time employment, with parental and family
responsibilities, have veteran status, and students with disabilities were also more likely
to enroll in online courses (Ortagus, 2017). Online courses increase college access and
enrollment for at-risk and non-traditional students, such as first-generation college
students. Online learning is beneficial to first-generation college students because if they
complete at least one online course during their study program, they are more likely to
complete their degree, which will advance their careers (Wavle & Ozogul, 2019). First-
generation college students may choose online learning because in addition to their
flexibility, virtual learning helps reduce some of the obstacles or challenging experiences
that arise from cultural and ethnic differences for first-generation college students (Lei &
Gupta, 2010).

First-Generation College Students Online

Online learning has also presented new opportunities for first-generation
college students to attend college and progress towards degree completion. Pontes
and Pontes (2012) conducted a research study to determine whether online first-
generation low-income college students were likely to make more significant
academic progress than similar students enrolled in on-campus courses. Their study
used data from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS) of 2008
from about 114,000 undergraduate students in the US. The findings of this study
showed that first-generation college students from lower socio-economic statuses

who enrolled in online courses were significantly less likely to have an enroliment
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gap in 2008 than first-generation college students from lower-socio-economic
statuses who didn’t enroll in online courses. The results from a large nationally
representative sample suggested that providing first-generation college students who
have a lower household income threshold with greater access to online classes may
increase course completion rates which leads to an increase in degree completion
rates for first- generation college students (Pontes & Pontes, 2012). Additionally, due
to online learning access, these students were also more likely to enroll part-time.
The authors also noted that first-generation college students from lower socio-
economic statuses might be more likely to value the flexibility and convenience of
online classes, which allows them to maintain continuous enrollment toward degree

completion for the entire academic year (Ponte & Pontes, 2012).

Dumais and colleagues (2013) examined the differences between first-generation
and continuing-generation college students regarding the barriers, institutional supports,
and other factors that impact their online course completion in their mixed-methods
study. Data used for the Dumais and colleagues (2013) study was taken from more
extensive research on adult learners' educational attitudes in Louisiana. The more
extensive study was conducted through the Center for Adult Learning in Louisiana
(CALL), a statewide initiative to increase adult learners' degree completion at public
institutions throughout the state (Dumais et al., 2013). Telephone and online surveys
were used to obtain information on participants’ educational history, online educational
experiences, access to student services, work-life balance s, and level of perceived
support from employers , (Dumais et al., 2013). Three hundred-eight CALL participants

fully completed the survey (Dumais et al., 2013). Dumais and colleagues (2013) reported
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that first-generation college students accounted for 152 survey respondents while
continuing-generation students accounted for 150 survey respondents. Six respondents
didn’t provide information on their parents’ education level (Dumais et al., 2013). In
addition, all participants were asked if they would continue with the study by agreeing to
engage in a follow-up interview. Ultimately, 30 interviews took place from March
2011through through May 2011 (Dumais et al., 2013). Interviews included 10 open-
ended questions inquiring about adult learners’ original interest in CALL, “past
educational experiences, family and friends’ feelings about college, their feelings about
fitting into college and desire for a degree, the kinds of knowledge the student attained in
several domains, the institutional supports and barriers to student success, and their best

memory/favorite experience with CALL” (Dumais et al., 2013, p.103).

When Dumais & colleagues (2013) controlled for student characteristics and
academic achievement, their findings suggested that continuing-generation college
students were more academically engaged than their first-generation college student
peers. Sense of belonging on campus was the only variable that was consistently and
positively predictive of academic engagement (Dumais et al., 2013). Dumais &
colleagues (2013) also found that first- and continuing-generation adult online learners
expressed similar perceptions about some components of online learning. Both groups
equally shared concerns about their ability to complete virtual group assignments, a
common challenge in the online learning environment. The researchers' findings further
support the need for training and curriculum design to facilitate team-based activities in

online courses.
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Stone and colleagues (2016) conducted a qualitative research study financed by
the Australian Office of Learning and Teaching to investigate the experiences of 87 first-
generation undergraduate students in the Open Universities online program. The
qualitative methodology included in-depth interviews and surveys with open-ended
questions. Forty-three students were interviewed, and 44 students completed an online
survey. The researchers used in-depth semi-structured phone interviews to explore the
same themes as the interviews and the students’ experiences at the institution.
Demographic information was collected from each respondent, including age, gender,
relationship status, and dependent status. The overwhelming majority of participants
(n=71) were non-traditional students, ranging from 26-61 or older. Females were
primarily represented in 82% of survey respondents (n= 36) and 79% of interviewees (n=
34). Sixty-eight percent of survey respondents reported that they worked full or part-time

(Stone et al., 2016).

Most participants decided to enroll at Open Universities Australia (OUA) because
they were motivated to have a better life for themselves and their families (Stone et al.,
2016). Themes for career and employment, using higher education as a catalyst for
change, and pursuing an unfulfilled dream of education emerged from survey respondents
and interviewees. Participants chose online studies because of their flexibility without
interrupting work or family obligations (Stone et al., 2016). Also, participants found the
open admissions policy at OUA to enter higher education that they may not have access

to otherwise.

Despite online learning growth, institutions' primary concern is to address course

completion and first-generation online college students' needs. Stone et al., 2016 found
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that although first-generation college student participants responded favorably regarding
the benefits of online learning and college access at an open-enrollment institution, there
is a need to continue to study how institutions can provide proactive support for online
learners. It is necessary to research the barriers and success strategies first-generation
college students identify that support success in online learning (Stone et al., 2016). A
further consideration for research on first-generation college students' experiences in
online courses should continue to provide a diverse perspective internationally. This
study provides a limited scope of first-generation college student experiences at an open-
enrollment institution in Australia. The results from the study may not be generalizable
for first-generation college students enrolled at open-enrollment online institutions

internationally.

Online Student Engagement

The online learning environment requires a significant degree of self-regulation.
Online learning environment is very largely self-driven and dependent on the learners’
ability to manage academic responsibilities, with fewer props than those available in
face-to-face classes (Bawa, 2016, p.4). As such, student engagement is a critical
component for online course success. Some examples of student engagement include
“participating in advising, tutoring, and mentoring by faculty and peers” (Engle & Tinto,
2008, p.4). First-generation college students comprise one of the groups who lacks social
capital and may not comprehend the advantages of student engagement, overall

experience, and student success (Engle & Tinto, 2008).
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Howland and Moore (2002) recognized the impact of online learning and the
student experience and the need to improve course design and delivery. They conducted a
qualitative study which explored the perceptions and experiences of students enrolled in
online courses. Participants were asked to respond via email to answer 12 open-ended
questions. The results from 48 online students who participated in the survey identified
that self-management, self-reliance, and accurate expectations of learner responsibilities
were critical elements for successful online learning experiences. Students who reported
positive attitudes about their online course experience felt that the online courses helped
them to be more proactive and became more independent self-learners. However, the
study also revealed that some students questioned their ability to understand the
expectations of assignments and felt that they needed the verbal feedback provided
through on campus instruction (Howland & Moore, 2002). Online students stated their
desire to feel like they are "important and valued participants in the class,” even though
they are separated from instructors and other participants by distance and time (Howland
& Moore, 2002, p. 192). The findings from the study imply that online courses should be
accommodating for those who need additional support for learning and feedback
(Howland and Moore, 2002). Feedback is essential in online education because some
students questioned their ability to understand expectations of assignments and felt that
they needed verbal instruction that on campus courses provides (Howland & Moore
2002). The researchers recommended that program developers and educators work as a
team with online students because online students desire to communicate with educators
and students through organized group chat sessions (Howland & Moore, 2002).

Moreover, the authors also recognized that as more institutions continue to expand for
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different types of students, instructors must incorporate strategies that maintain student
engagement without increasing the amount of work for the faculty and decreasing course
rigor. Online courses can provide an alternative option to deliver instruction for students
who have traditional perceptions from their experiences in face-to-face learning

environments.

Mupinga et al., 2006 conducted a study to explore the student engagement needs
of students taking online courses. Communication with professors, instructor feedback,
and technology support were the top three needs with a high rate of reoccurrence from
the open-ended question responses (Mupinga et al., 2006). Most (83%) of the online
students anticipated that professors would initiate communication. For instance, students
voiced the need for coaching guidance through assignments or well-defined expectations
on assignments and grading. This consistent communication with the professor assured
students that they had submitted all assignments and that they were a part of an online
community (Mupinga et al., 2006). Students valued instructor feedback, indicating it was
essential for online student success. As such, 79% of the students expected timely graded
feedback on a regular basis (Mupinga et al., 2006). Most students (93%) wished for
technical support with logging on to the university network and navigating through the
learning management system (Mupinga et al. 2006). The students conveyed a request for
“a singular course management platform, that is accessible and easy to navigate for all

online courses” (Mupinga et al.,2006, p. 187).

Mupinga et al. (2006) recommended that institutions determine students’
instructional and technological needs, such as students’ learning styles, ability to navigate

technology, assess previous knowledge of the subject matter, and motivation prior to
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enrolling in a class to adequately address their students' needs. Mupinga et al. (2006)
especially emphasized the importance of social presence via faculty-student interaction
and student-student interaction. Communication with peers and professors could foster a
sense of belonging in online learning settings and reduce disconnectedness (Mupinga et

al. 2006).

For online courses, student success and satisfaction have been viewed as
synonymous terms (Dahl, 2004). Moore (2014) examined “student success, failure,
withdrawal, and satisfaction in online Public Relations (PR) courses based on instructor-
student interaction, student-student interaction, and instructor presence” (p. 271). The
study took place at a large Mid-Atlantic university using data from Summer 2009 to Fall
2010. Data was collected from online PR courses including, Introduction to PR, PR
Writing, Applied PR, and Capstone in PR (Moore, 2014). There were 23 online course
sections of PR in Summer 2009 and 28 sections of PR online course offerings in Fall
2010 (Moore, 2014). Twelve online instructors taught online PR courses in Summer 2009
and fourteen instructors for Fall 2010 (p. 276). Seven of the Summer 2009 instructors
returned in Fall 2010 (Moore, 2014). All courses had the same course notes, readings,
written assignments, and discussion topics. (p. 276). There was an expectation in Fall
2010 that online PR instructors would increase the amount of instructor-student

interaction.

The researcher used independent samples t-test to confirm considerable variation
in the number of comments from Summer 2009 to Fall 2010 (p. 277). Data was collected

from the institution’s course evaluations, final grades from students, and communication
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records for the learning management system (Moore, 2014). Data analysis for the study
consisted of t-tests and multiple regression analysis. Moore (2014) found that online
course completion's most significant predictors were self-discipline and peer to peer
interaction. Instructor to student interaction, instructor presence, nor student satisfaction
had a substantial relationship with successful course completion (Moore, 2014).
Implications for additional research suggested that on-campus sections of PR courses are
examined, investigating PR instructor interactions' quality and the separation of

evaluating technology apart from the course experience (Moore, 2014).

Online Student Engagement Scale (OSE)
Student engagement has reoccurred as a “fundamental concept that supports

student success in online learning” (Dennen et al., 2007; Kehrwald, 2008; Robinson &
Hullinger, 2008; Shea et al., 2006; Swan et al., 2000 as cited in Dixson, 2015, p.2).
Building online learning atmospheres that are cohesive and interactive can help address
specific barriers faced by online students. When students are actively engaged in online
learning communities, it decreases opportunities for students to feel isolated, creating
occasions for students to develop connections with the instructor and other students
(Young, 2006; Lewis & Abdul-Hamid, 2006; Ortiz Rodriguez et., al 2005; Russo &
Campbell, 2004; Song & Singleton, 2004, Gaytan & McEwen, 2007, as cited in Dixson,
2015). According to researchers, online courses can be as valuable and meaningful as
traditional on campus courses (Maki & Maki, 2007; Robertson et.al, 2005; Zhao, Lei et.
Al., 2005 as cited in Dixson, 2015). Given the current increase in online learning,
institutions must create and assess the effectiveness of research methods to measure

many attributes of the online teaching environment to advance research about online
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learning (Roblyer & Wiencke, 2004). According to Dixson (2015), student engagement is
defined as “the extent to which students actively engage by thinking, talking, and
interacting with a course's content, the other students in the course, and the instructor”
(para 5).

“Student engagement is critical to student learning, especially in the online
environment, where students can often feel isolated and disconnected” (Dennen et.al
2007; Kehrwald, 2008; Robinson & Hullinger, 2008; Shea et.al., 2006; Swan et.al 2000
as cited in Dixson, 2015, p.1).

In 2012, Dixson (2012) created the OSE using a four-step process: “reviewing existing
measures of student engagement; conducting a focus group to discuss how those
measures would need to be changed for the online environment; creating a pilot of that
initial instrument; and performing a test of the instrument” (Dixson, 2015, p. 5). Dixson
used the OSE to measure student engagement in the online course. The Community of
Inquiry (Col) model was used as a theoretical framework to test whether OSE
substantially and conclusively correlates with examining learning activities in an online
course and whether the OSE substantially correlates with application learning activities in
an online course (Dixson, 2015). Students were recruited to participate in a study about
their experience with online learning via email from online communication instructors at
a Midwestern University’s regional campus. Five upper-level undergraduate courses were
represented in the study, of which there were 13 sections that included 23 female and 11
male respondents. The survey was facilitated through Qualtrics using a 5-point Likert
scale. The OSE assessed student perceptions of behaviors, thoughts, or feelings that were

characteristic of them in an online course. Students were asked to indicate which
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variables, behavior, thought, or feeling, was characteristic of them. Data analysis
consisted of running two independent Pearson’s correlations: one between the OSE and
the number of observation learning behaviors and the second between the OSE and the
application learning behaviors (Dixson, 2015, p. 8). Dixson (2015) concluded that there
is a significant relationship between the OSE scale and learning behaviors. The presence
of the relationship between learning behaviors and the OSE scale strongly supports the
validity of the scale in measuring students’ engagement. The study provided evidence
that there is a relationship between self-reports and observable (by a learning
management system) learning behaviors, which validates the scale with fact-based data
about behaviors. Passive learning activities such as reviewing posts, e-mails, or course
content alone is not enough to be “engaged” in the course (Dixson, 2015). These findings
then support the notion that increasing the number of passive learning activities is less
significant to student engagement unless more active learning strategies are employed
(i.e., posting in the discussion forums, answering e-mails, and other application learning
behaviors). Online learning can be as valuable and meaningful as face-to-face learning as
long as students effectively interact about course content with their peers, maintain active
communication with instructors, and incorporate feedback with the course material
(Dixson, 2015). The OSE is a useful tool to measure online student engagement because
it provides information beyond what can be obtained from a course management
software. The course management software is comprised of course activity data which
includes e-mail activity, discussion posts, and the completion of written assignments
including quizzes. Findings from the Dixson (2015) study supports the benefits of OSE as

it contributes to research in online course development as a useful method to inform
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instructors about their students’ level of engagement based on the student’s degree of
activity in the course (Dixson, 2015). Finally, the OSC can provide evidence of teaching
effectiveness. Social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence are necessary to

support online student success and engagement (Dixson, 2015).

Academic and Social Engagement
One of the challenges faced by online courses as compared to on campus courses

is the assumption that there are no engagement benefits (i.e., automatic connection). Due
to the lack of face-to-face instruction, professors and students do not have the ability to
interpret nonverbal communication and real-time interactions (Holzweiss et.al 2014).
Furthermore, faculty are also concerned that online courses may not allow their students
to fully engage in meaningful learning environments and become critical thinkers
(Huang, 2002). Online learning “is a popular form of education being adopted at both
undergraduate and graduate levels in higher education” (Sato and Haegele , 2019, p.181).
As a result, there is a need for online courses to provide practical learning experiences

and activities that support the recruitment and retention of college students (Bryan, 2014).

Due to the lack of research on the effectiveness of online course development,
Sato and Haegele (2019) examined academic and social engagement among physical
education majors enrolled in an online kinesiology course. The authors used the theory of
transactional distance to examine the impact of online courses. This theory posits
“physical distance between the teacher and students, which is inherent to distance
learning, “leads to a communication gap, a psychological space of potential
misunderstandings between the instructors and the learners” (Moore & Kearsley, 2005, p.

224 as cited in Sato and Haegele, p. 182).
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Moore (1997) explained that “there are three essential variables necessary to
establish a high or low transactional distance and interaction level: teachers and students
engaging in distance learning need to consider dialogue, structure, and learner autonomy”
(Moore, 1997, p. 95). A qualitative explanatory case study design was conducted at
Midwestern University (MU). There were seven participants (5 female and 2 male ) who
were practicum students enrolled in an online Kinesiology course who completed two
open-ended question interview sessions with the lead researcher. All students who
participated in the study were expected to engage in the course each week via modules
that included quizzes, videos, PowerPoint lectures, chapter summaries, exams, and
writing assignments. The researchers collected data via interviews, which they cross-
tabulated with discussion board posts and writing assignments. Sato and Haegele (2019)
found that students’ experiences in face-to- face courses (i.e., social interaction and
student advocacy) supported their transition to online learning. Students thought
instructors helped them by providing detailed feedback and midterm evaluations, which
showed their progress. Sato and Haegele (2019) findings also suggest that students were
more engaged when they actively asked guestions in the online course format. Two
students of color identified online courses as a resource to alleviate some of the biases of
racial or gender discrimination. Despite this additional social and teaching presence,
students still struggled with transitioning from face-to-face instruction. These were found
to be lacking adequate writing and critical thinking skills, written communication the
only form of communication, and being overly concerned with providing politically
correct responses. The results of the Sato and Haegele (2019) study concluded that

practicum teaching students could have valuable experiences when enrolled in online
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Kinesiology courses. The authors recommended that online instructors incorporate small
group learning activities, as they are more constructive than whole-group discussions in
online courses (Sato and Haegele, 2019). According to Lewis et al. (2015), small group
activities provide feedback while also promoting social engagement. Based upon the fact
that the students lacked adequate writing and critical thinking skills, the authors
recommended that instructors confer with students who lack these skills and suggest that
they contact the academic or technology support centers that can provide the necessary
assistance (Sato and Haegele, 2019). Staff members who serve in student support services
roles can contribute to academic skill development among students who are enrolled in

online courses.

First-Generation College Student Engagement
Research suggests that students from diverse backgrounds benefit from various

student engagement activities. Based on student characteristics and demographics, some
students benefit more than others from certain activities (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
First-generation college students usually come from families with a lower socio-
economic status and they were less academically engaged than their continuing-
generation college student peers in high school (Terenzini et al., 1996). Continuing-
generation college students are defined as “students whose parents or guardians earned at
least one baccalaureate degree” (Giancola et al., 2008, p.2). According to Kuh (2009),
student engagement is composed of the time and effort that students dedicate to behaviors
that are directly linked to student success (i.e., faculty and peer interactions and student
involvement) (Kuh, 2001, 2003, 2009). Both in-class (academic) and out-of-class (co-
curricular) engagement activities are essential to student success in academia (Kuh,

2009).
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Most of the research on first-generation college students has indicated that first-
generation college students are less likely to develop relationships with faculty members
than their continuing-generation peers. They also work more hours, which impacts their
ability to engage with others (Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Terenzini et al., 1996). Also,
first-generation college students are less inclined to initiate and maintain strong
relationships with students and engage in peer learning opportunities. (Billson & Terry,
1982; Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Terenzini et al., 1994 as cited in Pike and Kuh 2005).
To address these achievement gaps in student engagement, a quantitative study by Pike
and Kuh (2005) examined the differences in student characteristics , college experiences,
and learning outcomes of first- and second-generation students. Astin’s (1970) input-
environment-output (I-E-O) model of college effects and Pascarella’s (1985) model of
environmental influences on college outcomes were used as conceptual models for the
study (Pike and Kuh 2005). Student engagement and integration of experiences are the
emphasis of this conceptual model. Data analysis was conducted by using multigroup
structural equation models with latent variables. The latent variables were employed to
analyze relatively objective estimates of the effects in the model. Multigroup modelling
identified the relationship between group membership and the effects of student
characteristics and engagement on learning outcomes. The researchers would then
measure variation s in the degree of engagement and learning for first- and second-
generation students and determine whether the differences were a correlation based on

first-generation college student status.

One thousand one hundred twenty-seven (1,127) students were selected to

complete the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ). There were 439 (39%)
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survey respondents who identified as first-generation college students and 688 (61%)
were second-generation college students. There was representation from various types of
higher education institutions. Thirty-two percent (32%) of the respondents were from
Doctoral/Research universities 30% were from Master’s institutions, 27% attended
Liberals Arts colleges, and 11% were from four-year universities. Although the majority
of the participants were female (66%), members of underrepresented minority groups
only accounted for 16% (5% African American, 3% Asian/Pacific Islander, 4%
Hispanic/Latino, 2% Native American, and 2% Multiracial or Other) of the total number
of survey respondents). Approximately 85% of the students lived on campus, and two-
thirds aspired to complete post-baccalaureate degrees. The goodness-of-fit statistical
analysis results revealed that the baseline measurement model, which included factor
means for the latent variables, provided an adequate representation of the observed data
(%2 =890.753; df =317; p <0.001) (Pike and Kuh, 2005, p. 283). Good fit was
confirmed by both the RMSEA coefficient of (0.058), and the SRMR coefficient (0.061
and 0.048). Results from the study confirmed that there were significant differences in
terms of student characteristics, college experiences, and learning outcomes between
first- and second-generation college students. Although there was limited male
representation, first-generation college students were significantly more likely to be
males from underrepresented minority groups. Other findings on examining the factor
mean for the college-experience indicated that first-generation college students were
significantly less engaged both academically and socially as compared to their second-

generation peers. First-generation college students were more likely to have negative
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perceptions of the college environment compared to their continuing-generation peers

(Pike and Kuh, 2005).

Institutional goals should include prioritizing improving the level of student
engagement for first-generation college students who are considered members of an
academically at-risk population in higher education (Coates & Ransom, 2011). The
findings from this study suggest that “low levels of engagement are an indirect result of
being the first in one’s family to go to college and are more directly a function of lower
educational aspirations and living off campus” (Pike and Kuh, 2005, p. 290). First-
generation college students are often less engaged, and they may struggle with
integrating into their campus communities. First-generation college students also
perceive the college environment as less supportive, and they are more likely to make
less progress in their learning and intellectual development. Based on these study
findings, Pike and Kuh (2005) recommend that institutions provide academic support
services to mitigate the challenges that first-generation college students may encounter to
increase their likelihood for more student engagement and successful integration into the

campus community (Pike and Kuh, 2005).

Soria & Stebleton (2012) examined differences in academic engagement and
retention of first-year first-generation and continuing-generation college students at a
large public research university in the United States (p. 673). The Student Experience in
Research University (SERU) online survey was used to collect data on the undergraduate
student experience for participants who were enrolled during the Spring 2010 term. First-
generation college students accounted for 401 participants, while continuing-generation

college students accounted for 1,167 participants who completed the entire survey. First-
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generation college students were more likely to be students “6 from underrepresented
minority groups and have lower socio-economic status, and as a result, the researchers

decided to control those variables (Soria & Stebleton, 2012).

The academic engagement variables in this study were taken from central survey
items. Those items inquired about the occurrence of their participation in *? educational -
related activities during the school year (i.e., contributing to class discussions, asking
questions, and connecting content from other courses) (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). A
likert-scale was used to rank items from 1 to 6 (‘never’ to ‘very often’), and the average
scores in the data analyses. The study also examined control variables for student r
perceptions of campus climate and their sense of belonging if they corelate with
retention and engagement (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). The study results suggested that
first-generation college students are more likely to drop courses or withdraw completely
than their continuing-generation peers, even when controlling for additional factors. First-
generation college students were more likely to be less academically engaged than their
continuing-generation peers when controlling for other variables.

Yee’s (2016) ethnographic study investigated undergraduate students' academic
engagement strategies from different social classes throughout their freshman and
sophomore years of college. The researcher conducted a longitudinal study that included
semi-structured interviews, participant observations, and transcript analysis (Yee, 2016).
The study took place at a public university referred to as Central University. Yee (2016)
chose a public university to capitalize on diversity amongst social class and race.
Participants were recruited during the summer at New Student Orientation to focus on

incoming freshmen throughout their sophomore year. Purposeful selection was used to
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confirm diversity social class of the participant pool (Yee, 2016). For this study, social
class was defined as the parent education since the participants knew that information
(Yee, 2016). The study consisted of two phases of interviews and observations. The first
phase included thirty-four students (N=19 first-generation; N=15 middle-class-continued
generation) who were interviewed, then eight students were then chosen for the second
phase, which included longitudinal participant observations (Yee, 2016). The semi-
structured interview questions included topics of college expectations, inconsistencies

% ¢

between students’ “expectations and experiences, decision-making processes around
courses and majors, and evolving beliefs, skills, and strategies for achieving academic
success” (Yee, 2016, p. 838). The participant observations took place as students attended
classes, studied, met with campus constituents (faculty & staff), and spent time with
friends throughout the 2011-2012 academic year (Yee, 2016). Data were collected from
July 2011 through May 2013 (Yee, 2016). The researcher attempted to immerse in the
student community by not providing mentor advice and focusing on forging bonds to
build an authentic rapport with the participants (Yee, 2016).

Yee (2016) indicated that interview transcripts and field notes from observations
were read multiple times, after which they were coded deductively and inductively using
Atlas.Ti. Both first-generation and middle-class college students recognized the need to
be active participants in their coursework, but they engaged differently (Yee, 2016). The
concept of interaction was central to middle-class students’ academic success. Interactive

academic engagement strategies (i.e., attending office hours, communication with the

professor/teaching assistants to seek clarity, submitting drafts of assignments before their
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due date, building casual rapport with faculty, and using campus resources) were
highlighted as crucial engagement strategies by middle-class students.

In contrast to continuing-generation college students, their first-generation college
student counterparts valued independent engagement strategies. First-generation college
students believed that it is their responsibility to succeed (Yee, 2016). There was a
common theme of relying on themselves. When faced with obstacles, they attempted to
solve the problem independently (i.e., re-reading chapters and other labor-intensive
independent study strategies). First-generation college students seemed to avoid
interaction, or if they encountered a negative experience when seeking assistance, they
were less likely to do so again (Yee, 2016). The researcher suggested that higher
education practitioners should broaden the concept of engagement to promote equal

recognition of all undergraduate students' engagement strategies (Yee, 2016).

Chapter Summary

Chapter 2 introduced the student engagement theory, and two theoretical
frameworks for this study (Community of Inquiry and Social Capital) were examined.
The relevancy of the theoretical frameworks to this study was explained, and a review of
the literature was provided. The literature reviewed in this study contributes to several
aspects of the proposed research, primarily focusing on student engagement in online
environments and first-generation college students' engagement and performance levels
as compared to their continuing-generation peers. Since the purpose of this study is to
compare first-generation and continuing-generation college student success and
engagement in an online Jr. level course, the literature reviewed in this chapter is

appropriate. There has been minimal research focused on first-generation online college
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students’ levels of engagement and course outcomes in an upper-level general education
course within the same study. Previous literature has supported a need for ongoing
research that focuses on students’ perception of online learning coupled with course
outcomes. This study will address this gap in the current literature. Chapter 3 will

present the methodology of this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Online course offerings are becoming commonplace in higher education. In Fall
2018, were “5.7 million undergraduate degree seeking students enrolled in online courses
across the United States” (NCES, 2018b, p.1). With an increase in online education, it is
necessary to conduct research that supports student success in online learning specifically
for one of the most academically at-risk student populations, first-generation college
students (Crawley, 2012; Majer, 2009; Park & Choi 2009; Seay, 2006; Stone et al.,
2016). Subsequently, the purpose of this mixed methods exploratory study is to examine
the difference between first-generation and continuing-generation undergraduate student
engagement and success in a 100% online Jr. Level English course. The researchers
chose the term continuing-generation college students to capture all students who have a
parent (or guardian) who graduated from college with a bachelor's degree (Giancola et

al., 2008, p.2).

Mixed Methods Design

...A mixed methods research “design is defined as a type of analysis that involves
collecting quantitative and qualitative data, integrating the two forms of data, and
using a theoretical framework” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 215). Mixed
methodology “emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s in its current form
based on work from individuals in diverse fields such as evaluation, in education,
management, sociology, and health sciences” (p. 215). A convergent mixed
methods approach was selected because it “allows the researchers to capitalize on
the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, which minimizes
limitations when using one single methodology” (p. 216). This method is a
beneficial strategy to leverage a holistic understanding of research problems and
research questions at a procedural level. When comparing differences,
perspectives are drawn from quantitative and qualitative data. The qualitative data
expands upon the quantitative results through data analysis. Mixed methods
designs “develop better-contextualized measurement instruments by first
collecting and analyzing qualitative data and then administrating the instruments
to a sample and developing a complete understanding of changes needed for a
marginalized group through the combination of quantitative data” (p. 216).
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This study utilized a convergent mixed method design rather than a qualitative

design or mixed methods design.

...A convergent mixed methods design “is a type of design in which qualitative and
quantitative data are collected in parallel, analyzed separately, and then merged”
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 216). The mixed methods design “relies on the idea that
quantitative and qualitative data provide different types of data interpretation
meanings”(p.217). Detailed views of participants' experiences are measured qualitatively,
whereas the scores on instruments are measured quantitatively (p. 217).

This study's primary purpose was to examine the differences in student
engagement and course completion outcomes for first-generation and continuing-
generation college students in a 100% online Jr. level English course at a Midwest public
university. The quantitative methodology will also support a geographically dispersed
online student population and generate a large sample size for statistical purposes.
According to Creswell & Creswell (2018), “quantitative research approach may include
“(a) identification of factors that influence an outcome, (b) the utility of an intervention,
or (c) understanding the best predictors of outcomes, then the quantitative approach may
be best” (p.19).When employing quantitative analysis “the problem is best addressed by
understanding what factors or variables influence an outcome” (Creswell & Creswell,
2018, p. 104). The convergent mixed methods approach guided this study's exploration,

examining the differences in online course completion and student engagement.
Research Questions

1. Are first-generation college students less likely to complete a 100% online Jr.

Level English course as compared to their continuing-generation peers?
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2. s there a significant difference in success (self-reported final course grade of C-
or higher) for first-generation and continuing-generation college students in a
100% online Jr. Level English course?

3. Is there a significant difference in student engagement levels for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students who enroll in a 100% online Jr. Level
English course?

4. s there a significant difference in the relationship between student engagement
and success (self-reported final course grade of C- or higher) for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students in a 100% online Jr. Level English

course?

Method

Research design
This study utilized the Community of Inquiry (Col) model framework to guide the

development of the research design. Specifically, we focused on the three components of
the Col model: social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence to measure
student engagement. Generational status (first-generation or continuing-generation) was
used as the independent variable. The researchers believe that there was a need to
explore the demographic of first-generation college student status influence of successful
online course completion, particularly demographics such as age, gender, or ethnicity
(Lee & Choi, 2011; Park, 2007; Willging & Johnson, 2004, Lee et al., 2013). The
dependent variables of the study are completion status (complete or withdrew), course

success (self-reported final grade), and student engagement (Col: social presence,
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cognitive presence, teaching presence, and a total student engagement score). Successful

course completion is defined by the metric of obtaining a grade of C- or higher.

Measures
The researchers developed an online survey to measure the levels of social

presence, cognitive presence, teaching presence, and overall student engagement total.
The survey consisted of a total of 35 items that were modified based on previous studies.
The researchers consulted with the program’s faculty mentor team at the research site
during the development of the survey instrument. The researchers modified questions
from Soria & Stebleton (2012), Shah & Cheng (2019), and Dixson’s (2015) Online
Student Engagement (OSE). Some examples of the modified questions to measure

student engagement are listed below.

Some social presence survey questions are:

| feel a sense of belonging at MPU (or | feel a sense of belonging as a student at this
institution)
| enjoyed participating in my online ENGL 3100 Jr. Level English class

Some cognitive presence survey questions are:

| am able to write clearly and effectively in English
| submitted all assignments on time

| regularly accessed course materials in Canvas

Some teaching presence survey questions are:

| believe my professor had good knowledge
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The course information was useful
My professor was available to answer questions and/or had office hours

In terms of the internal reliability of survey questions, Nunnally (1978) suggested
that a “reliability coefficient represented by a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.70 or higher is
considered acceptable in most social science research situations” (p.101). In this study,
the internal reliability of the questions was assessed using Cronbach alphas. Since the
questions are based on questions from other studies, the values from those studies will
also be used for this study. An alpha of at least 0.80 is predicted for the variable “a sense
of belonging” (Soria & Stebleton, 2019) and it is predicted that the alpha will be 0.95 for
the student engagement variable (i.e., social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching
presence) (Dixson, 2015). As a result, the researchers are confident in the validity and

reliability of the survey questions to measure student engagement and sense of belonging.

Pearson’s correlation was used to establish the relationship between the variables.
Subsequently, an exploratory factor analysis will be conducted to determine which
variables should be used in the final measure. If a question has a score of .7 or higher, it

will be included in the final survey.

Participants and Setting

This study was conducted in a midsize public research university located in the
Midwest region, referred to as Midwest Public University (MPU). MPU has a diverse
population of students ranging across socio-economic status, generational status, racial
and ethnic backgrounds, and age groups studying in various degree programs. The
diversity within the student population will include first-generation college students. The

student population will consist of undergraduate degree-seeking students enrolled in a
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100% online Jr. level English course. All undergraduate degree-seeking students must

complete a Jr. level English course with a letter grade of C- or higher.

This study examined the Jr. level English course requirements for students
pursuing majors in the School of Arts & Sciences. The Jr. level English course was
selected because it is required for all undergraduate students enrolled at the research site.
Although the research site serves a large population of transfer students, all degree-
seeking students must complete a Jr. level English course before earning a bachelor’s
degree from the institution. Students who enroll in a Jr. level English course have
received at least 56 credit hours and completed a First-Year Writing course or the
equivalent at a two-year or four-year institution in the Midwest. This course is offered
entirely online as an on-campus course in a hybridized format. There are approximately
10-13 sections of the 100% online Jr. level English course. Each section of has an
enrollment capacity of no more than 20 students. Participants in this study were enrolled

in a 16-week 100% online section of the Jr. Level English course.

Data Collection

The researchers obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval to request
email addresses of students enrolled in the 100% online Jr. Level English course at the
census date of the Spring 2021 semester at research site. An online survey was used to
collect data through Qualtrics. It included demographic questions and modified items
from Shah & Cheng (2019), Dixson (2015), and Soria & Stebleton (2012). Email
messages that provide an overview of the study and a link to the survey were sent to all
students enrolled in the online Jr. Level English course during the Spring 2021 semester.

Participants were offered five $20 Visa gift cards as an incentive for completing the
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survey to encourage engagement. If the participant would like to enter the drawing for
one of five $20 Visa gift cards, they accessed a second survey at the end of the student
engagement and course outcomes survey.
Data Analysis

This study determined if there were differences in course success (self-reported
final grade), completion rates (complete or withdrew), and student engagement (Col:
social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence) between first-generation
students and continuing-generation students enrolled in the online Jr. level English course
in Spring 2021. Students will were asked to indicate their agreement with each statement
presented in the survey using a 4-point Likert scales from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4

(strongly agree).

The data analysis for this study included three statistical methods, independent
samples (two-tailed t-test), One-way ANOVA, and One-way MANOVA analysis, to
examine if the two groups of students (first-generation or continuing-generation) were
different on a set of dependent variables. For the qualitative portion of the convergent
mixed methods design, open-ended questions were designed to collect data. Qualitative
research is “an explanatory research method whereby data is collected to gain insight into
the specific meanings and behaviors experienced through the participants’ individual
experiences” (Polgar & Thomas, 2000, p. 27). The strength of qualitative research design
is “its ability to capture detailed information on the participants’ experiences in the study
that may not have been obtainable through statistical sampling techniques” (Polgar &
Thomas, 2000, p. 27). We have designed open-ended questions to collect data and gain

insight into first-generation experiences compared to continuing-generation students
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while enrolled in the 100% online Jr. level English course. We plan to analyze the
qualitative database by coding the data and categorizing into broader themes. Where
appropriate frequencies will also be provided. Otherwise, participant comments will be
provided to show insight into student engagement, course completion, and course
success.

Data analysis for each research question will consist of descriptive and inferential
statistics. Descriptive and inferential statistics were analyzed using SPSS. Two
independent samples (two-tailed) t-tests, an Analyses of Variances (ANOVA), a
Multivariate Analyses of Variances (MANOVAS), and post-hoc analyses (where needed)

were performed to answer the research questions.

Question 1: Are first-generation college students less likely to complete a 100%

online Jr. Level English course as compared to their continuing-generation peers?

An independent samples (two-tailed) t-test was performed for research question
one. The independent variable (V) was generation status, and it also contained two
descriptor levels (first-generation and continuing-generation status). There is one
dependent variable (DV), which is completion. The DV contains two descriptor levels
(completed or withdrew). “A t-test is the most basic statistical test that measures group
differences, which analyzes significant differences between two group means.
Consequently, a t-test is appropriate when the IV is defined as having two categories”
(Mertler & Reinhart, 2017, p. 15). Because the IV contains two categories and the
researchers are examining differences between the two groups, an independent samples

(two-tailed) t-test was used. An independent samples (two-tailed) t-test will be used
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because the researchers are unsure of the direction (positive or negative) of the

differences between the descriptive categories of the 1V.

Question 2: Is there a significant difference in success (self-reported final course
grade of C- or higher) for first-generation and continuing-generation college

students in a 100% online Jr. Level English course?

Research question two will require the use of an independent samples (two-tailed)
t-test. Self-reported final course grades will be used as the dependent variable. The DV
variable contained two descriptor levels: successful (final grade C- or higher) or
unsuccessful (D, F, Excused Grade (EX), Excused Failing (EX-F)). The independent
variable is generation status, and it also has two descriptor levels (first-generation and
continuing-generation status). “A t-test is the most basic statistical test that measures
group differences, which analyzes significant differences between two group means.
Consequently, a t-test is appropriate when the IV is defined as having two categories”
(Mertler & Reinhart, 2017, p.15). The researchers used an independent samples (two-
tailed) t-test because the 1V contains two categories and the researchers are examining
differences between the two groups. An independent samples (two-tailed) t-test was used
because the researchers were unsure of the direction (positive or negative) of the

differences between the categories of the IV.

Question 3: Is there a significant difference in student engagement levels for first-
generation and continuing-generation college students who enroll in a 100% online

Jr. Level English course?
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For research question three, an Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) was performed to
determine the difference between first-generation and continuing-generation college
students in regard to their levels of student engagement in a 100% online Jr. Level
English course. The independent variable is generation status, and it contained two
descriptor levels (first-generation and continuing-generation status). The dependent
variable, student engagement, included four levels: social presence, cognitive presence,
teaching presences, and a total student engagement score. An ANOVA “tests the
significance of group differences between two or more means as it analyzes variation
between and within each group” (Mertler & Reinhart, 2017, p. 15). Since the IV contains
two categories, the DV is quantitative, and the researchers are exploring the possibility of
differences between the two groups, an ANOVA was used. If the ANOVA is statistically
significant, a post hoc analysis will be used to “determine specific group differences”

(Mertler & Reinhart, 2017, p. 15).

Question 4: Is there a significant difference in the relationship between student
engagement and success (self-reported final course grade of C- or higher) for first-
generation and continuing-generation college students in a 100% online Jr. Level
English course?

For research question four, a Multivariate Analyses of Variances (MANOVA)
was performed. The independent variable is generation status, and it also contained two
levels (first-generation and continuing-generation status). The first dependent variable is
student engagement and included four levels: social presence, cognitive presence,
teaching presences, and a total student engagement score. The second dependent variable

is success (self-reported final course grade) and it contains two descriptor levels:
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successful (final grade C- or higher) or unsuccessful (D, F, Excused Grade (EX), Excused
Failing (EX-F)). A MANOVA is “used to simultaneously study two or more related DVs
while controlling for correlations among the DVs” (Vogt, 2005 as cited in Mertler &
Reinhart, 2017, p. 16). Since the 1V consists of two categories, there are two or more
DVs, and the researchers are examining differences between and within the two groups, a
MANOVA will be used. According to Mertler & Reinhart (2017) if the MANOVA is

statistically significant, a post hoc analysis should be used to determine the difference.
Ethical Considerations and Design Limitations

Researcher Positionality
Both researchers are currently employed at the research site in a full-time capacity

in student services roles. One is an Academic Advisor for the School of Social Work, and
the other is an Assistant Director of Support Services in an Academic Support unit.
Having dual roles as a staff member and researcher could present a challenge as it
pertains to this study. As student services practitioners, the researchers have access to
student records and course information they would not otherwise have as an outside
researcher. There may be times when the researchers can’t use the access granted to them
for work purposes to protect student information confidentiality for research purposes.
The researchers adjusted their perspectives to separate those roles to comply with ethical
research regulations. On the other hand, being an insider in the process provided more
insight into its culture. The researchers had more of an opportunity to build relationships
with the English department chair to gain buy in to examine course outcomes and student

perceptions of barriers and success strategies in a fully online Jr. level English course.
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Faculty and Staff Anonymity and Confidentiality
Fowler (2014) identified that “response bias is a risk associated with quantitative

research”(p.10). Response bias is the result of nonresponses on survey evaluations
(Fowler, 2014, p.10). Bias implies that if non-respondents had responded, those responses
could significantly modify the results. The researchers worked with their faculty mentor
team, our dissertation chair, the Office of Research Administration, and IRB to ensure
compliance with ethical research requirements. The standard informed consent protocol
included a one-time consent. The informed consent document stated that participants can

opt out of the process at any point in time.

Student Data
It was also necessary to address Internet-based survey methods’ ethical issues.

Baker (2012) identified several other problems with Internet-based survey methods to
consider in this study, “including the ability to securely store data, replicating responses,
and required-response items” (p.8). With permission from the IRB and the Registrar at
the research site, the researchers requested the campus email addresses of students who
were enrolled in the 100% online Jr. Level English course during the Spring 2021
semester through census. No student-level information will be shared with the researcher.
All responses to the questionnaire were anonymized. The researchers used university
servers to implement and store questionnaires and data because they are viewed as the
most secure method, but they cannot guarantee confidentiality. Survey respondents will
be required to read a cover page on the questionnaire and proceeding with the survey
means they consent to participate in the study. If participants are interested in entering the
drawing for a $20.00 Visa gift card they were directed to another survey to enter their

email address.
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The researchers were aware to some extent of the sensitive subject matter
disclosed in some survey questions inquiring about final course grades, cumulative grade
point average, and degree of student engagement. Girard (2015) stated that there is the
possibility of experiencing negative emotions when participants were asked to “recall
situations when they did not achieve a goal they set for themselves” (p. 62). A discussion

of this risk was included with informed consent procedures.

Chapter Summary

This chapter provided an overview of the convergent mixed methods research
methodology and the procedures used to collect and analyze data throughout the research
process. Overall, the research team aspires to incorporate student feedback on the
collaboratively authored survey instrument. The goal is to create a data-driven
springboard to strengthen persistence through online course completion resources and

create a lasting, comprehensive student support culture.

Chapter 4: Results
The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed higher education access, support

services, and course delivery. Although online courses existed pre-pandemic, the number
of students who will continue to gravitate to online learning will increase. (Ali, 2020;
Nambiar, 2020). Before the COVID-19 pandemic, “there were already high growth and
adoption in education technology, with global EdTech investments reaching $18.66
billion in 2019” (Li & Lalani, 2020, p.1). Some students who may have been resistant to
online learning have started to embrace the idea of enrolling in online courses as a regular
occurrence. (Li & Lalani, 2020). As a result, in the increased interest in online learning,

“higher education institutions across the globe are expected to invest more than $350
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million in online education technology by 2025 (Li & Lalani, 2020, p.1). Due to the
expected expansion of diverse student populations pursuing online course options,
institutions should continue to explore online teaching and learning practices that

promote student success.

Among the diverse students pursuing online learning are first-generation college
students. At the research site, referred herein as Midwest Public University (MPU),
which is a public university in the Midwest region that offers undergraduate and graduate
degree programs, 33% (2,336) of all undergraduate students enrolled during the Fall of
2019 were first-generation students (Anonymous, 2019). Over half (65.6%) of the first-
generation undergraduate students at MPU enrolled in at least one online class in Fall
2019. First-generation college students are defined as students whose parents haven’t
completed at least a bachelor’s degree. In contrast, “continuing-generation (CGS) college
students in this study are defined as students who have a parent (or guardian) who
graduated from college with a bachelor's degree” (Giancola et al., 2008, p.2).

While first-generation college students seek out online learning opportunities that
provide flexible learning options, they are considered an academic at-risk student
population (Horton, 2015). At-risk students are students who have risk-factors that
include background, individual, or environmental characteristics. (i.e., race or ethnic
origin, health, family obligations, academic preparedness, mindset, transportation)
(Horton, 2015). As a result of the risk factors directly linked with characteristics of being
a first-generation college student, first-generation college students tend to have lower
student engagement as compared to their continuing-generation peers, which impacts

their success in online courses (Pascarella et al., 2004). For the purposes of this study,
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student engagement is defined as “the extent to which students actively engage by
thinking, talking, and interacting with the content of a course, the other students in the
course, and the instructor” (Dixson, 2015, para 3). Successful course completion is
obtaining a grade of C- or higher. If there is a decrease in online enrollment due to the
lack of student success, it can severely impact recruitment, persistence, and student

retention.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine the difference between first-generation
and continuing-generation undergraduate student engagement and success in a 100%
online Jr. Level English course at a university located in the Midwest region. The

research questions are as follows:

1. Are first-generation college students less likely to complete a 100% online Jr.
Level English course as compared to their continuing-generation peers?

2. s there a significant difference in success (self-reported final course grade of C-
or higher) for first-generation and continuing-generation college students in a
100% online Jr. Level English course?

3. Is there a significant difference in student engagement levels for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students who enroll in a 100% online Jr. Level
English course?

4. s there a significant difference in the relationship between student engagement
and success (self-reported final course grade of C- or higher) for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students in a 100% online Jr. Level English

course?
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Overview of Theoretical Frameworks

The theoretical frameworks that guided the study include Garrison and colleagues
(2003) Community of Inquiry (Col) model and Bourdieu’s (1986) Social Capital theory.
The Community of Inquiry (Col) model was used to conceptualize student engagement.
The Community of Inquiry (Col) Model is grounded in Kuh’s (2003) theory of student
engagement and its impact on student success. Social presence, teaching presence, and
cognitive presence are all grounded in the Community of Inquiry framework. These three
components are needed to effectively enhance participatory engagement between
students and faculty in the online learning environment (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in

Dixson, 2015).

Bourdieu’s (1986) Social capital theory was used to address the stark
disadvantages of first-generation college students' lack of knowledge and resources to
navigate higher education settings. In addition, lack of social capital places first-
generation college students at a disadvantage related to their expectations of
understanding the value of student engagement (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Social capital
is defined as “privileged knowledge, resources, and information received through social

networks” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248).

Data Analysis
A convergent mixed methods research design was used to collect and analyze data

for this study. A mixed methods research design is defined as “a type of analysis that
involves collecting quantitative and qualitative data, integrating the two forms of data,
and using a theoretical framework” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 215). An online

survey including three questions that provided an “other” option to solicit open-ended
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responses was used to collect data through Qualtrics. The data analysis for this study
included two statistical methods, independent samples (two-tailed) t-test, and a one-way
MANOVA analysis, to examine if the two groups of students (first-generation or
continuing-generation) were different on a set of dependent variables. All statistical
analysis tests were conducted in SPSS. For the qualitative portion of the convergent
mixed methods design, open-ended questions were designed to collect data. The
researchers realized that there were limited open-ended responses from participants in the
study. There were only 10 open-ended responses across the three questions that included

an “other” option.

Participants

Participants were 104 participants from a random sample of 330 students enrolled
in the Jr. Level English course during the Spring 2021 semester. This is a response rate of
31%. The majority of respondents were white (63%) and identified as female (75%).
First-generation college students accounted for 42% of all respondents (n = 44) and

continuing-generation college students represented (58%) of the remaining respondents

(n =60).
Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Participants
Characteristic N %
Generational Status
First-Generation 44 42
Continuing Generation 60 58
Gender
Male 25 24

Female 78 75
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Non-binary 1 1
Age
18-24 67 64
25-40 35 34
41-60 2 2

Research Question 1: Independent samples (two-tailed) t-test results

The first research question explored if first-generation college students were less
likely to complete a 100% online Jr. Level English course compared to their continuing-
generation peers. There were only five survey respondents from the 104 total respondents
who withdrew from the course. First-generation college students represented 60% (n=3)
of the total respondents who withdrew, and continuing-generation college students
accounted for the remaining 40% (n=2). This sample was too small to determine any
statistically significant differences when comparing completion rates among first-
generation college students and their continuing generation college student counterparts
enrolled in a 100% online Jr. Level English course during the Spring 2021 term.
Research Question 2: Independent samples (two-tailed) t-test results

An independent samples (two-tailed) t-test was conducted to determine if there
was a statistically significant difference in success (final grade of C- or higher) between
first-generation and continuing generation college students in the Jr. Level English
course. Self-reported letter grades were interpreted by the following numerical values as

follows:

1=AorA-, 2=B+,B,B-,3=C+,C,C-,4=D+,D,D-,5=F

Of the 41 first-generation college students who completed the online Jr. Level

English course, 93% (n=41) of the first-generation college student respondents
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successfully completed the course with a C- or higher final grade. Comparably, fifty-
eight (n=58)continuing generation college students completed the Jr. Level English
course with a C- or higher. One continuing generation college student reported having
earned a D or D- as a final grade. There was not a statistically significant difference in the
scores for course success for first-generation (M = 1.86, SD = 1.55) and continuing
generation college students (M = 1.90, SD = 1.21) conditions; t(102)=-.134, p = .894.
These results suggest that generational status does not significantly affect success in the
100% online Jr. Level English course. Note, this result could be due to the small sample
size. A larger sample, which includes more first-generation college students, may yield a

different result.

Table 2
Group Statistics
Std. Error
Generational status N Mean Std. Deviation Mean
Final course grade First-generation 44 1.86 1.549 234
Continuing 60 1.90 1.217 .157

generation

Table 3
T-test Equality of Means

Levene’s t-test for Equality of Means t-test for Equality of
Means 95%

Confidence Interval

of the Difference

Sig. (2- Mean Std. Error Lower Higher
tailed) Difference Difference
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Final Equal
course variances .894 -.036 271 -.574 .502
grade assumed

Equal .898 -.036 281 -.597 .524
variances

not

assumed

Research Question 3: One-way ANOVA results
A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine statistically

significant differences in student engagement levels for first-generation and continuing-
generation college students who enrolled in a 100% online Jr. Level English course. The
independent variable is generation status, and it contained two descriptor levels (first-
generation and continuing-generation status). The dependent variable, student
engagement, included four levels: social presence, cognitive presence, teaching
presences, and a total student engagement score. ANOVA and descriptive statistics
analysis results of student engagement levels for first-generation and continuing-
generation students as indicated in Table 4 showed slight differences in the student
engagement level of scores. The mean social presence score for first-generation was
10.61 (SD=1.93); this is slightly lower for continuing generation college students with a
mean of 10.75 (SD 2.33). The cognitive presence mean score for first-generation college
students is 16.31 (SD 3.10), while the mean score for continuing generation college
students is 16.15 (SD 2.69), slightly lower than first-generation students. The mean
teaching presence score for first-generation college students was 17.23 (SD 2.44) was
higher than the mean for continuing generation students of 16.40 (SD 3.13), thus slightly

lower than first-generation college student survey respondents. The data analysis showed



that the teaching presence score is highest for first-generation college students with a

mean of 17.23 (SD 2.44) than all other groups' scores.

83
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Table 4
One-way ANOVA Mean and Standard Deviation scores for levels of Engagement by
Generational Status
95%
Confidence
Interval for
Mean

N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Lower Bound

Social Presence First-generation 44 10.61 1.932 291 10.03
Score

Continuing 60 10.75 2.333 .301 10.15

generation

Total 104 10.69 2.164 212 10.27
Cognitive First-generation 44 16.32 3.109 469 15.37
Presence Score L

Continuing 60 16.15 2.692 .348 15.45

generation

Total 104 16.22 2.862 .281 15.66
Teaching First-generation a4 17.23 2.448 .369 16.48
Presence Score L

Continuing 60 16.40 3.136 405 15.59

generation

Total 104 16.75 2.882 .283 16.19
Total Student First-generation 44 44.16 5.685 .857 42.43
Engagement

g8 Continuing 60 4330 6.046 781 41.74

Score .

generation

Total 104 43.66 5.883 577 42.52
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Table 5
One-way ANOVA Student Engagement Scores by Generational Status

Descriptives

95% Confidence
Interval for Mean

Upper Bound Minimum Maximum

Social Presence Score First-generation 11.20 6

Continuing 11.35 5

generation

Total 11.11 5
Cognitive Presence First-generation 17.26 5
Score L

Continuing 16.85 8

generation

Total 16.78 5
Teaching Presence First-generation 17.97 9
S

core Continuing 17.21 5

generation

Total 17.31 5
Total Student First-generation 45.89 27
Engagement Score L

Continuing 44.86 21

generation

Total 44.81 21

The one-way ANOVA was also conducted to determine whether the difference in
mean scores reaches significance in the student engagement level scores for first-
generation and continuing-generation students. The ANOVA results in Table 6 revealed

that there aren’t any statistically significant differences in student engagement levels for
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first-generation and continuing-generation college students who enroll in a 100% online
Jr. Level English course. The social presence score, cognitive presence score, and
teaching presence for both first-generation and continuing-generation scores, p>.005 for
the two groups F(1, 102) =.539, p=.465. Post hoc tests were not performed for Social
Presence Score, Cognitive Presence score, Teaching Presence score, and total student
engagement because there are fewer than three groups (i.e., first-generation and

continuing-generation) and the ANOVA was not significant.



Table 6
One Way ANOVA Mean scores between and within groups (Generational Status)
ANOVA
Sum of Mean
Squares df Square F Sig

Social Between 472 1 472 .100 .753
Presence Groups
Score L

Within 481.682 102 4.722

Groups

Total 482.154 103
Cognitive Between 718 1 718 .087 .769
Presence Groups
Score L

Within 843.195 102 8.267

Groups

Total 843.913 103
Teaching Between 17.373 1 17.373 2.114 .149
Presence Groups
Score Within 838.127 102 8.217

Groups

Total 855.500 103
Total Between 18.735 1 18.735 .539 465
Student Groups
Engagement

Within 3546.486 102 34.769
Score

Groups

Total 3565.221 103

Research Question 4: One-way MANOVA results
A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted to

determine differences in student engagement and success for first-generation and

87
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continuing-generation college students. Before the test was conducted, variables were
analyzed to determine if there were any outliers with a student engagement score of zero.
The researchers determined that the respondent sample didn’t include any outliers.
MANOVA results revealed that there wasn’t a significant difference among generational
status on the dependent variables of student engagement and course success [Wilks’ A
=.974, F(4, 99)= .673, = 1.78, p = .612]. Univariate ANOVA was conducted as a follow-
up test. ANOVA results indicated that student engagement doesn’t differ based on
generational status. Course success doesn’t significantly differ for generation status.
Table 4 presents the adjusted and unadjusted means for course success and student

engagement scores.
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Table 7

Means and Standard Deviations for Final Course Grades and Student Engagement
levels by Generational Status

Generational status Mean Std. Deviation N
Final course grade First- generation 1.86 1.549 44

Continuing- 1.90 1.217 60

generation

Total 1.88 1.360 104
Social Presence Score First-generation 10.61 1.932 44

Continuing- 10.75 2.333 60

generation

Total 10.69 2.164 104
Cognitive Presence First- generation 16.32 3.109 44
Score Continuing- 16.15 2.692 60

generation

Total 16.22 2.862 104
Teaching Presence Score First-generation 17.23 2.448 44

Continuing- 16.40 3.136 60

generation

Total 16.75 2.882 104
Total Student First-generation 44.16 5.685 44
Engagement Score Continuing - 43.30 6.046 60

generation

Total 43.66 5.883 104

Quialitative Data Analysis

The qualitative data were manually coded and analyzed separately by the
researchers. The researchers compared their analyses and created broad themes and
constructs from the qualitative findings as recommended by Creswell and Creswell
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In analyzing the open-ended question data, the three
significant constructs were course organization, the value of practical content, and sense

of belonging, which were not applicable for the Jr. Level English course.
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Three questions from the survey were designed as open-ended questions to collect
data and gain insight into first-generation college students' experiences compared to their
continuing-generation peers while enrolled in the 100% online Jr. level English course.
Data were collected from 107 participants from a random sample of 330 students enrolled
in the Jr. Level English course during the Spring 2021 semester. One hundred four
students (n=104) completed the online survey in its entirety. A total of eight (8) students
responded to the open-ended questions. Two (n=2) first-generation and, six (n=6)
continuing-generation college students provided 10 responses to the open-ended

questions.

Open-ended questions
e What other types of support would have been beneficial to you in the ENGL

3100: Jr. Level English course?
e What other learning activities, in your opinion, motivated you to learn and apply
the content from the ENGL 3100- Jr. Level English course to real-life experience?
e What other resources would have promoted a sense of belonging for you during
your participation in online learning?
Constructs from Qualitative Data Analysis
Construct 1: Course organization: There were three open-ended responses to the
question inquiring if there were other types of support that students would have
benefitted from in the ENGL 3100: Jr. Level English course. Student #14 reported that
“feedback from the professor on work before next assignment” would you have benefited
them in the ENGL 3100: Jr. Level English course during the Spring 2021 semester.

Student #21 reported that “assignments clearly outlined in the syllabus, along with due
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dates or tentative due dates” would have been of benefit. Furthermore, student
#41indicated that “honestly, I did the work that I was supposed to do to pass the class”
and “there nothing I too much got out of it” that they would have benefited from the
course. Based on these responses, the researchers created and agreed upon themes of
timely feedback, a well-developed syllabus, and the value of course content. Ultimately,
the researchers concluded that an overall construct of course organization was interpreted

from the themes.

Construct #2 The value of practical content: Students were asked about “other”
learning activities they felt motivated to learn and apply the ENGL 3100- Jr. Level
English course material to real-life experience. Student #26 reported that “literally none.
This course was a joke. It was the biggest waste of my time and money”. Student #61 and
Student #72 responded that “internal drive” was their motivation to take courses. One
student felt that ‘writing and research” motivated them to learn. Based on these
responses, the researchers developed a theme of students’ perceptions of real-world
application. The researchers then created a construct of the value of practical content

based on the students’ responses and the theme of real-world application.

Construct #3 Sense of belonging was not applicable in the Jr. Level English
course. Respondents did not feel that sense of belonging was relevant at the research site.
Student #41 stated that “I’m not invested in trying to feel like I belong.” “There wasn’t
any racism shown or discrimination, so therefore, I do not have a problem.” Other
respondents felt that nothing could have been done to promote a sense of belonging in the
Jr. Level English course that could have fostered a sense of belonging. Student #100

responded that “nothing” could have promoted a sense of belonging while in online
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learning, while student #48 felt the need for a sense of belonging was “not applicable” to
the respondent. The researchers interpreted a theme of inclusion from the responses.
Based on the student responses on their perceptions of belonging, the theme of inclusion,
the researchers created a construct that sense of belonging was not applicable in the Jr.

Level English course.

Qualitative Data Analysis Summary
The qualitative data analysis provided insight into the experiences of both first-

generation and continuing-generation students through the open-ended questions. The
researchers recognized that there were limited “other” responses (i.e., ten responses from
eight students) from 104 students who completed the survey. As a result, the researchers
acknowledge that the findings may not be generalizable for all students enrolled in the

100% online sections of the Jr. Level English course in Spring 2021.

Chapter 4 Summary

Findings from the data analysis suggest that there aren’t any statistically
significant differences in course success (self-reported final grade of C- or higher) or
levels of student engagement between first-generation and continuing-generation college
students. The results could be due to the small sample size and since the first-generation
college student group was significantly smaller than the continuing generation group (44
vs. 60 respectively). The researchers acknowledged that most survey respondents were
high achieving students who were enrolled in the Jr. Level English course (i.e., students
earning a self-reported letter grade ranging from “A” to “B-"). There is a continued need
to provide holistic student engagement opportunities for all undergraduate students at the

institution. The researchers will discuss the implementation of professional development
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opportunities to address their results from Chapter 4 for the Executive Summary in

Chapter 5.

Chapter 5: Executive Summary

Higher education institutions aspire to create a positive student experience.
Student engagement is critical to support student success. The online learning format may
provide additional challenges to prioritize student engagement. However, the
Community of Inquiry (Col) model has been proven to support student engagement
efforts in the online learning format. Moving forward, colleges and universities should
consider providing professional development opportunities for all instructional staff to

equip them with the tools to create optimum opportunities for student engagement.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to examine the difference between first-generation
and continuing-generation undergraduate student engagement and success in a 100%
online Jr. Level English course at a university located in the Midwest region. The

research questions are as follows:

1. Are first-generation college students less likely to complete a 100% online Jr.
Level English course as compared to their continuing-generation peers?

2. Is there a significant difference in success (self-reported final course grade of C-
or higher) for first-generation and continuing-generation college students in a
100% online Jr. Level English course?

3. s there a significant difference in student engagement levels for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students who enroll in a 100% online Jr. Level

English course?
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4. s there a significant difference in the relationship between student engagement
and success (self-reported final course grade of C- or higher) for first-generation
and continuing-generation college students in a 100% online Jr. Level English

course?

Overview of Theoretical Frameworks

The theoretical frameworks that guided the study include Garrison and colleagues

(2003) Community of Inquiry (Col) model and Bourdieu’s (1986) Social Capital theory.
The Community of Inquiry (Col) model was used to conceptualize student engagement.
The Community of Inquiry (Col) Model is grounded in Kuh’s (2003) theory of student
engagement and its impact on student success. Col comprises three components of
student engagement: social presence, teaching presence, and cognitive presence. These
three components are needed to effectively enhance participatory engagement between
students and faculty in the online learning environment (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in

Dixson, 2015).

Bourdieu’s (1986) Social capital theory was used to address the stark
disadvantages of first-generation college students' lack of knowledge and resources to
navigate higher education settings. In addition, lack of social capital places first-
generation college students at a disadvantage related to their expectations of
understanding the value of student engagement (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Social capital
is defined as “privileged knowledge, resources, and information received through social

networks” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248).
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Participants

Participants were 104 participants from a random sample of 330 students enrolled
in the Jr. Level English course during the Spring 2021 semester. The majority of
respondents were white (63%) and identified as female (75%). First-generation college
students accounted for 42% of all respondents (n = 44) and continuing-generation college
students represented (58%) of the remaining respondents (n = 60).
Summary of Findings

The purpose of this study was to examine the difference between first-generation
and continuing-generation undergraduate student engagement and success in a 100%
online Jr. Level English course at a university located in the Midwest region. A
convergent mixed methods research design was used to collect and analyze data for this
study. A convergent mixed methods research design was used to collect and analyze data
for this study. Participants completed an online survey which included 35 questions (see
Appendix A), of which three questions provided an “other” option to solicit open-ended
responses was used to collect data through Qualtrics. The data analysis for this study
included three statistical methods, independent samples (two-tailed) t-test, and a one-
way MANOVA analysis, to examine if the two groups of students (first-generation or
continuing-generation) were different on a set of dependent variables. All statistical
analysis tests were conducted in SPSS. For the qualitative portion of the convergent

mixed methods design, open-ended questions were designed to collect data.

The quantitative statistical analysis findings suggested that there aren’t any
statistically significant differences in course success (self-reported final grade of C- or

higher) or levels of student engagement between first-generation and continuing
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generation college students. Furthermore, the qualitative findings provided insight into
the experiences of both first-generation and continuing-generation students through the
open-ended questions. Due to the small number of responses, the researchers recognized
that there were limited “other” responses (i.e., ten responses from eight students) from
104 students who completed the survey. As a result, the researchers then acknowledge
that there is a need for future studies to investigate student engagement between first-
generation and continuing generation students in online learning. Additional research is
essential to address the disparities amongst first-generation and continuing generation
student achievement and perceptions of engagement value.
Conclusions and Recommendations
Although the findings were not statistically significant as hoped, there are still

concepts which emerged which would be beneficial in the success of first-generation and
continuing generation students in online courses. The following conclusions and
recommendations are provided based on the results of this study and serve as indicators
of what previous researchers have found support in what institutions should consider and
or excel at, in order to positively impact the success of students in online courses.
Engagement is critical for all students

Online learning is growing and will continue to be part of enrollment strategic
plan to sustain and continue progress toward their strategic planning goals to increase
enrollment in public universities (Allen & Seaman, 2013). It is critical then to examine
and learn “what engages students in order to offer effective online learning
environments” to increase student success (Dixson, 2010, p.1). Several researchers have

supported the need to examine the effectiveness of further online learning instructions to
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improve the experiences of online students. Maki and Maki (2007), as cited by Dixson
(2010), found that students were often required to do more in online courses than in a
traditional on-campus learning environment. Therefore, the authors concluded that “to be
effective online instruction required strong methodology and opportunities for students to
interact with each other and the instructor (p.1). Dixson (2010) also supported other
researchers that there is a need to examine online learning student engagement to
measure the effective online learning since online teaching is student engagement”
(Dixson, 2010, p. 1). Furthermore, research in online learning also supports that social
presence, especially on the part of instructors, is a necessary component to effective
online instruction (Dennen et al., 2007, as cited by Dixson 2010).
Benefits of the Col model for GTA

Examining the factors contributing to student engagement and successful online
course completion is essential to support institutional strategic goals of timely course
completion and degree attainment. This information will equip and empower higher
education institutions to address the engagement gap in on-campus and online courses.
MPU will be able to apply the findings from this study to support faculty and Graduate

Teaching Assistant development in the following ways:

Col model can educate and inform the practice of GTA
The Community of Inquiry (Col) model is grounded from Kuh’s (2003) theory of

student engagement and its impact on student success. Social presence, cognitive
presence, and teaching presence are the three central components of the Col model. Each
component is necessary to effectively enhance participatory engagement between
students and faculty in the online learning environment (Garrison et al., 2000 as cited in

Dixson, 2015). Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTA) are often assigned to large-lecture-
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based, online, and high-challenge courses (i.e., high D, F, W) at the research site.
Informing the teaching practice for GT As through the Col model could significantly
impact the overall course experience and sense of belonging for undergraduate students at
MPU. The holistic engagement framework of the Col model could lend itself to capitalize
on both the instructor’s and GTA’s strengths for engagement. Introducing and continuing
the curriculum for the Col model with GTA could not only provide a professional
development opportunity for GTA, but it can also enhance the overall student experience

at MPU.

GTAs involvement on campus
Graduate Teaching Assistants are often assigned to support diverse instructional

modes (i.e., Lecture-based, Recitation, Seminar and Discussion (RSD) Labs, Online,
Hybrid). GTA are assigned to academic units across disciplines. In addition, the GTA
assists with historically challenging courses (i.e., high D, F, W) for students to
successfully complete (students earn a final grade of C- or higher) have implemented

Graduate Teaching Assistants to support successful course completion.

Professional Development opportunity for GTA
MPU provides a Teaching Assistant Academy (TAA) facilitated through the Center

for Teaching and Learning (CTL) as a development and training opportunity for graduate
teaching assistants across all disciplines during August before the fall semester starts. The
CTL is instrumental in supporting faculty professional development of all who teach and
learn at MPU. Through a one-day-long professional development conference for all
Graduate Teaching Assistants and Graduate Instructors, MPU provides resources through
specialized sessions on succeeding in graduate school and teaching strategies on

successful teaching and learning. The researchers plan to introduce the Col model as a
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framework in the Giving Effective Feedback to promote Learning session during the
TAA to promote best practices for teaching. During the Giving Effective Feedback to
promote Learning session, participants would receive an overview of the model and
explain why it would be beneficial for MPU’s student population. Next, participants
would be placed in small groups/breakout rooms via Zoom to discuss faculty case studies
and their classroom experiences. The participants will discuss strategies to incorporate

the Col model to support student engagement and learning in the course.

Col model can provide holistic engagement opportunities for professors and GTA to
capitalize on each other’s strengths
The holistic engagement framework of the Col model could lend itself to

capitalize on both the professor’s and GTA’s strengths for engagement. This approach
would embrace a strengths-based model for engagement. For example, if the professor is
competent with teaching and cognitive presences, the GTA could focus on social
presence engagement interactions within the course. In addition, it provides measurable
objectives and outcomes for the GTA’s role as it contributes to course instruction. GTA
can assess student engagement perceptions throughout the semester to provide real-time

engagement strategies based on the students' needs.

Minimum/no cost
There would not be any additional cost for funding to support the curriculum

development and instruction for the Col model for GTA. GTA receive monthly pay
stipends from their respective academic units, and either the Graduate School or the
academic unit may provide a tuition stipend. No additional cost would be necessary to

implement the curriculum for the Col model.
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Continuation of the Col training
Col training would be introduced at the Teaching Assistant Academy and

continued through a six-week Canvas learning module to receive a Col engagement
badge. After which, an online course module would be available for the first six weeks of
the fall semester in Canvas to continue the Col training. The modules would include
teaching reflections, discussion boards, and case studies.
Assessment

Before the TAA session on Giving Effective Feedback to Promote Learning,
participants would complete a 5-7 item assessment on the Col model. This information
would be used to frame the content for the Canvas course. After the online course
module, participants would complete a post-assessment reflective of the learning
objectives and outcomes from the Canvas course before they receive the Community of
Inquiry LinkedIn badge.
Conclusion

It is critical that higher education institutions continue to research and implement
best practices suited to meet the needs of the institution’s student population particularly
in online courses. Robust student engagement practices, h will in turn impact successful
course completion (final grade of C- or higher). The proposed implementation of the Col
model for Graduate Teaching Assistants will provide a high impact low-cost professional
development opportunity that can directly impact the student experience and contribute to

an increase in successful course outcomes.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY INSTRUMENT

Thank you for participating in this survey. The purpose of this study is to examine the
difference between first-generation and continuing-generation undergraduate students’
engagement and success in a 100% online Jr. Level English course. By continuing you
are consenting to participate in this survey.

@)

Your participation will involve completion of this online survey that will require that
you reflect on your experiences in an online Jr. Level English course.

It will take approximately 30 minutes to complete the online survey.
There are no known risks associated with this research.

Your participation is voluntary, and you may choose not to participate in this research
study or withdraw your consent at any time by not moving forward with completing the
online survey.

You will NOT be penalized in any way should you choose not to participate or withdraw.
We will do everything we can to protect your privacy. As part of this effort, your identity
will not be revealed in any publication that may result from this study.

Did you take the online class ENGL-3100: Jr. Level English, in Spring 2021?
o Yes
o No

In Spring 2021what was your primary major?

o Social Sciences (i.e. Criminology, Psychology, Sociology, Social Work)

o Arts & Humanities (i.e. Communication, Media Studies, Modern Languages,
Music, Philosophy, Studio Arts)

o Hard Sciences (i.e. Computer Science, Cybersecurity, Biology, Chemistry,
Physics)

o Liberal/Interdisciplinary Studies

o Other

In Spring 2021what was your student classification?
o Sophomore

o Junior

o Senior

Please identify your beginning Spring 2021enrollment status:
o Less than part-time (5 credit hours or less) .

o Part-time (6-11 credit hours)

o Full-time (12 credit hours or more)

How many credits did you take 100% online in Spring 2021?
o 3-5credit hours



o 6-11 credit hours
o 12 credit hours or more

6. Which of the following best represents your racial identity?

O 0O O O O O O

White

Black or African American

Asian

Hispanic/Latino

Indigenous or Alaska Native

Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
Two or more races

7. What is your gender identity?
o Male
o Female
o Non-binary

8. Please identify the age group that most closely applies to you.
o 18-24
o 25-40
o 41-60
o 60 and over

9. Please identify your generational status
o First-generation (neither of your parents or guardians completed a bachelor’s
degree)

o Continuing-generation (at least one of your parents or guardians completed a
bachelor’s degree)

10. Please identify your spring 2021employment status:
o Part-time (less than 30 hours a week)
o Full-time (30 hours or more a week)
o Not working

11. Please identify your 2020 annual household income.

o

o O O O

Low income or poor
Working class
Middle class
Upper-middle class
Wealthy

12. Please identify your caregiver status in spring 2021:
o Yes, I am responsible for providing direct care for a family member
(children, parents, spouse, etc.)
o No, I’'m not responsible for providing care for a family member
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13. What was your UMSL cumulative GPA at the start of spring 20217

©)

O O O O O

0.000-1.999

2.000-2.499

2.500-2.999

3.000-3.499

3.500-4.000

Spring 2021was my first semester as an UMSL student, and I hadn’t
established an UMSL GPA yet

14. What was your final grade in the Jr. Level English course?

O 0O O O O O O O

A or A-

B+, B, or B-

C+C,C-

D, D+, D-

F

Excused Grade or Excused Failing (EX or EX-F)
Dropped Course and course is not reflected on transcript
Withdrew from all courses for the semester

15.  What influenced your decision to withdraw from the Jr. Level English course

and/or the

University? Select all that apply? (this is the next question for students

who indicate that they withdrew from the course/semester or received an EX
or or EX-F)? (Select all that apply)

O O O OO0 OO O0OOoOOoOO0oOOo0OoOO0

Didn’t withdraw so does NOT apply
Work/studies conflict

Unsure of major/career path

Personal Issues

New job

Moved out of the area
Medical/Physical/Mental Health issues
Financial Issues

Financial Aid problems

Family responsibilities

Difficulty navigating UMSL system/process
Connection or Sense of belonging to the UMSL campus
Campus life/Student Experience

Academic dissatisfaction or difficulty

16.  What has been your experience enrolling in fully online courses?

©)

@)
©)
@)

This was my first semester taking an online course
I’d taken at least one online course before

I’d taken 2-4 online courses

I’d taken 5 or more online courses
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17. How comfortable were you with taking online courses?
o Very Comfortable

Comfortable

Neutral

Uncomfortable

Very Uncomfortable

o O O O

18. Indicate which of the following you actively participated in for your online ENGL
3100- Jr. Level English Course. (Select all that apply)
o Online communication with the instructor
Online discussions with other students
Team or small group interactions
Submitted assignments
Took notes over readings, PowerPoints, or videos
Discussion board postings and or replies

O O O O O

Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements concerning your
experience in the online Junior Level English Course.

19. | feel a sense of belonging at UMSL (Social presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O O O

20. | enjoyed participating in my online ENGL 3100 Jr. Level English class (Social
Presence)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O O O
21. | helped other students in my online Jr. Level English course. (Social Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O ) O
22. I got to know other students in my online Jr. Level English course. (Social
Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
) O O )
23. | submitted all assignments on time (Cognitive Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree

O O O O
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24, I regularly accessed course materials in Canvas (Cognitive Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O - O O

As a result of my experience in the ENGL 3100- Jr. Level English course:

25. | am able to write clearly and effectively in English (Cognitive Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
) O O )
26. | am able demonstrate critical thinking as a result of my online Jr. Level English
course. (Cognitive Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O O )
27. | found ways to make the course information relevant to my life. (Cognitive
Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O O O

28.  The course information was well organized and | was able to access it easily in
Canvas (Teaching Presence)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
- - O -
29. | believe my professor had good knowledge (Teaching Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O O O
30.  The course information was useful (Teaching Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O ) O

31. Requirements for course assignments were clear and easy to understand
(Teaching Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree

O O O O
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32. My professor was available to answer questions and or had office hours
(Teaching Presence)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree
O O O O
33. My professor provided timely and helpful feedback for my assignments (Teaching
Presence)
Strongly Disagree Disagree Agree Strongly Agree

34.  What other types of support would have been beneficial to you in the ENGL-
3100: Jr. Level English course (select all that apply)

Critical thinking skills e.g. develop opinion on complex ideas

Campus resources and referrals to support student success during the pandemic
Time management skills

Academic support within the course (i.e. course content mentor)

English writing skills

Skills to be innovative and creative

Skills to become an independent learner

Other

0O O O O O O O O

35. What other learning activities, in your opinion, motivated you to learn and apply the
content from the ENGL 3100- Jr. Level English course to real-life experience? (select all

that apply)

Chapter readings
PowerPoints

Video lectures
Group discussions
Professor’s feedback
Other

0 O O O O O

36. What other resources would have promoted a sense of belonging for you during your
participation in online learning? (select all that apply)

Classmates

Course orientation

Group discussions/ online chats
Communication with professor
Course mentor

Other

© O O O O O
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY INVITATION EMAIL (student)
Email Subject: Tell us about your Online experience and win a gift card!
Body:
Dear Student,

My name is Maya Scruggs Hicks, and | am a doctoral student at the University of
Missouri St. Louis. I’'m writing a co-authored dissertation with Tchule Moore.

Our dissertation advisor is Dr. Shawn Woodhouse, her e-mail address is
woodhouses@umsl.edu. We’d like to learn more about your experience in the ENGL
3100 Jr. Level Writing course during Spring 2021 and would greatly appreciate your
participation in our research study we are conducting for our dissertation. The purpose of
this study is to examine the differences in student engagement strategies the course
completion outcomes for undergraduate students in a 100% online Jr. level English
course at a Midwest public university.

Participation will involve completing an online survey, which will take no more than 30
minutes. Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to
participate will not affect your academic standing with the university. If you decide to
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time. You are also free not to answer any
questions you see fit. Since the data collected from the survey may be perceived as
sensitive, the following precautions will be taken in order to ensure confidentiality. Five
randomly selected respondents will receive one of five $20 Visa gift cards. A unique
survey link will be provided to participants, which will only be available to students who
were enrolled in the Jr. level English this semester. No names will be linked to the survey
link nor will the researcher track who has or has not taken the survey. Individual
responses will NOT be shared. Results will only be shared in aggregate form. Any
identifiable information will be edited in order to ensure confidentiality. All data will be
housed off-campus on a password protected drive and will only be accessible by the
researchers and their advisor. The data will be destroyed after five years in accordance
with APA guidelines.

Here is a link to the survey:
https://umsl.azl1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV b48wXX97UebArSS

By completing the survey you are granting informed and free consent to be a participant in
this study. In order to obtain a high response rate, reminder e-mails will be sent to all
participants regardless of survey completion or not. Thank you in advance for completing the
survey. Your participation is greatly appreciated. If you have any questions or comments, you
may direct them to Maya Scruggs Hicks at scruggsm@umsl.edu or Tchule Moore at



mailto:woodhouses@umsl.edu
https://umsl.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_b48wXX97UebArSS
mailto:scruggsm@umsl.edu
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mooretc@umsl.edu or Dr. Shawn Woodhouse at shawn_woodhouse@umsl.edu .You may
also contact the Chair of the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) at (314) 516-5899

Sincerely,
Tchule Moore & Maya Scruggs Hicks


mailto:mooretc@umsl.edu
mailto:shawn_woodhouse@umsl.edu
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY INVITATION EMAIL (Support from Faculty)
Email Subject: Jr. Level English Student Feedback request

Dear Esteemed Faculty,

My name is Maya Scruggs Hicks, and | am a doctoral student at the University of
Missouri St. Louis. I’'m writing a co-authored dissertation with Tchule Moore.

Our dissertation advisor is Dr. Shawn Woodhouse, her e-mail address is
shawn_woodhouse@umsl.edu. We’d like to learn more about your students experience in
the ENGL 3100- Jr. Level Writing course and would greatly appreciate your support to
students who were enrolled in the course during Spring 2021 to consider participating in
a research study we are conducting for our dissertation. The purpose of this study is to
examine the differences in student engagement and the course completion outcomes for
undergraduate students in a 100% online Jr. level English course at a Midwest public
university.

Participation will involve the students completing an online survey, which will take no
more than 30 minutes. Their participation in this research is voluntary. Five randomly
selected respondents will receive one of five $20 Visa gift cards. A unique survey link
will be provided to participants, which will only be available to students who were
enrolled in the Jr. level English this semester. No names will be linked to the survey link
nor will the researcher track who has or has not taken the survey. Individual responses
will NOT be shared. Results will only be shared in aggregate form. Any identifiable
information will be edited in order to ensure confidentiality. All data will be housed off-
campus on a password protected drive and will only be accessible by the researchers and
their advisor. The data will be destroyed after five years in accordance with APA
guidelines.

Here is a link to the survey: http://umsl.qualtrics.com

By completing the survey, the student is granting informed and free consent to be a
participant in this study. In order to obtain a high response rate, reminder e-mails will be sent
to all participants regardless of survey completion or not. Thank you in advance for
completing the survey. Your participation is greatly appreciated. If you have any questions or
comments, you may direct them to Maya Scruggs Hicks at scruggsm@umsl.edu or Tchule
Moore at mooretc@umsl.edu or Dr. Shawn Woodhouse at shawn_woodhouse@umsl.edu
.You may also contact the Chair of the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) at (314)
516-5897 or ora@umsystem.edu.

Sincerely,
Tchule Moore & Maya Scruggs Hicks


mailto:shawn_woodhouse@umsl.edu
http://umsl.qualtrics.com/
mailto:scruggsm@umsl.edu
mailto:mooretc@umsl.edu
mailto:shawn_woodhouse@umsl.edu
mailto:ora@umsystem.edu
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