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Abstract 
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dissertation. The suggested length is 400 words or less. Format the abstract as one 
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not include the headings shown below, and also do not use bullets or bold. Include the following 

information: 

●​ Research topic summary (1-5 sentences). Provide a concise summary of your 

dissertation research topic. Explain the rationale for your study and the gap in the 

literature or field your dissertation addresses.  Indicate your research questions, matching 

the wording used in your dissertation chapters. 

●​ Research methodology (1-2 sentences). Summarize the research methodology used in 

the study. 

●​ Population and sample (1-2 sentences). Describe the population and sample, including 

high-level demographic information regarding your participant pool. If secondary data 

was used, describe the data set. 

●​ Data analysis (1-2 sentences). Provide a concise summary of your data analysis. 

●​ Findings (1-3 sentences). Provide a concise summary of your research findings and 

conclusion(s). If relevant, you may also briefly note recommended future research 

associated with your own findings. 

Tips for developing a quality abstract 

1.​ Keep in mind that the abstract is representative of your work. Researchers will review 

your abstract to determine whether your dissertation is worthy of reading and relevant to 



their literature review. Employers may review your abstract to learn more about the nature 

and quality of your doctoral work. The abstract should therefore represent your most 

polished and well-written work. 

2.​ Guidelines for development of an abstract are in section 2.04 of the APA Publication 

Manual, 6th edition.   

3.​ References are generally not used in the abstract, as the focus is the study, the research, 

and the findings. 
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CHAPTER   1. INTRODUCTION 

Historical Background of the Problem 
 

Inequality in higher education has been an overwhelming concern in the U.S Higher 

education system for decades, and despite some attention, has been substantially stable over 

time (Weiss & Roksa, 2016). Equality in higher education is an ideal that would be manifested 

when diverse groups are proportionally represented in access, retention, and degree 

completion statistics.  However, this ideal is far from being realized (Malcom-Piqueux, 

Robinson, & Bensimon, 2017).  ……. 

Statement of the Problem 

A number of factors are associated with or predictive of the inequities experienced by 

students. The socioeconomic characteristics of students’ families directly affect their 

educational experiences and academic achievements (McFarland,  2017). In fact, according to 

Stephens, Markus, and Fryberg (2012), socioeconomic status or social class background is 

one of the most influential predictors of educational attainment and academic performance. In 

effect, social class membership creates a divide in the educational attainment of our youth 

(Lopez & Nastasi, 2012). Decades of sociological study have shown that social class 

contributes many factors that hinder educational access or determine the experiences 

individuals face when accessing education, contributing to an intergenerational transmission 

of inequality (e.g., Coleman, 1966; Alon, 2009). More generally, social class is closely related 

to educational community conditions that support—or fail to support—individual and family 

well-being in general (Lareau, 2011).   
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Purpose of the Study 

The literature reviewed briefly here and detailed further in Chapter 2 highlight how 

first generation low socioeconomic background students experience challenges in entering 

higher education, and once there, lack resources to persist.  Unfortunately, many of these 

factors were identified a generation ago (e.g., Coleman, 1996); but have persisted for 

subsequent generations of students despite actions taken in higher education to reduce their 

impact (Engle & Tinto, 2008) and remain a problem today (DOE, 2015; Shen, 2017).  

Significance of the Study 

According to Caelli, Ray, and Mill (2003), research should add to a body of 

knowledge and assist in developing meaningful change for a population. This study aligns 

with this goal by adding descriptions of how these low-income first-generation students 

participate in higher education to existing literature. These themed descriptions equip 

counselors and educators with a better understanding of the obstacles to the educational 

attainment of low-income first-generation students and the behaviors and attitudes they use to 

overcome them.  

Through the exploration of low-income first-generation college students and 

experiences and views of their preparedness to enroll, attend, and complete college 

successfully, this study will shed light on the barriers and obstacles that hinder post-secondary 

degree attainment for this population and potential resources needed to increase the rate at 

which these students obtain post-secondary degrees. These findings can subsequently be used, 

in conjunction with the statistical reports of student characteristics and success rates regularly 

2 
 



 

published by various entities (e.g., DOE; OECD), to create a holistic picture of these students 

and their current challenges.  

This study aids researchers in closing the knowledge gap between the educational and 

social and behavioral science professions by highlighting the student’s vantage point.  

Findings provide an understanding of the barriers to education faced by low-income students, 

coupled with an understanding of the economic challenges faced by their families. This 

knowledge provides a foundation for making recommendations for education-based 

community resources that can move these students and their families forward.  

Thesis  Question 

The research question to be explored is “What are the views of contemporary 

low-income rural first-generation college students regarding college access and degree 

attainment?” 

Assumptions and Limitations 

Assumptions 

This study was constructed upon several sets of assumptions, which will be reviewed 

below.  First, because a generic qualitative approach was used to answer the research question, 

an assumption was made that the experiences described by participants could be recorded and 

analyzed to provide new knowledge currently missing from existing literature.  The 

testimonies of the participants were assumed to be valid representations of their experiences.  

 

Study-Specific Assumptions 
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Using a generic qualitative research method, coupled with a semi-structured interview 

process allowed the researcher the flexibility to explore the research participants’ original 

stories regarding their educational pursuit without restrictions imposed by any other 

qualitative methodologies (Caelli, Ray, & Mill, 2003).  The researcher used a set of guiding 

questions that probed for information or knowledge about the phenomena, which created 

opportunities for gaining clarity or a more broad perspective.  

 

Limitations 

Every choice of method for a scientific study has particular limitations in addition to 

its strengths. In a qualitative study utilizing a generic qualitative research design, the interview  

Definition of Terms 

The list below contains terms relevant to the study. 

College readiness benchmarks are the set of minimum ACT assessment scores which 

determine the likelihood of a student being successful in college (ACT, 2013). 

College readiness defined as the level of preparation a student needs to be 

academically ready to compete at the post-secondary level based on the established 

benchmarks as developed by ACT (ACT, 2013). 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review will provide an appraisal of the current scholarly research 

relevant to low-income first-generation college students and the barriers they face in attaining 

education. The literature provides strong evidence that low-income first-generation students’ 

experiences obtaining education continues to be different from that of other students who are 

considered continuing generation (Atherton, M.C., 2014, Bettinger, E.P. & Long, B.T. 2009, 

Byun, S.Y., Meece, J.L. & Ivrin, M.J., 2012, Carlton, M.T., 2015). The review is structured to 

provide a discussion of five overarching points to inform the readers of what is know about 

the research topic. These include 1) the methods of searching, 2) the theoretical orientation of 

the study, 3) the review of the literature, 4) a synthesis of the literature, and 5) a 

comprehensive critique of the research methods used in the study. Also, the literature review 

evaluates the gaps in the current literature highlights the need to close the gaps in the 

knowledge base relevant to professionals in education and counseling who support these 

students, and serves as a resource for developing adequate programs to assist low-income 

first-generation students in their quest for higher education. 

Methods of Searching 

The primary source for conducting relevant research for sources regarding the 

dissertation topic is the Scholarly Databases used to search scholarly peer reviewed journal 

articles included Theological Database, ProQuest, PsycArticles, PsycInfo, Google Scholar, 

Psychology Database, and Sage Journals. Literature reviewed is based upon current articles, 

primarily those published after 2010, to develop a foundation that guides the study. 

Additionally, due to its seminal nature, the work of Bronfenbrenner (1977-1979) and Engle 
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and Tinto (2008) is used as theoretical sources. The use of keywords such as low-income, 

first-generation, students, higher education, poverty, education inequality, generic qualitative, 

educational disparities, and academic preparedness helped to produce scholarly articles to 

garner information regarding low-income first-generation students and college access.  

 

Review of the Literature 

The dissertation topic is “An exploration of the views of low-income first-generation 

college students regarding college access and degree attainment.” The research question to be 

explored is “What are the views of low-income first-generation college students regarding 

college access and degree attainment?” As mentioned in chapter one, first-generation   

low-income students are those students who do not have a parent who attained a bachelor’s 

degree from an institution of higher learning and who are living in homes of 

low-socioeconomic status. According to the U.S Department of education, low-income is the 

designation applied when a family’s taxable income does not exceed 150% of the poverty 

level (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). 

.  

Closing the Gaps 

The literature review confirms there is an expectation that students from low-income 

first-generation backgrounds will have a delay in educational preparedness and cannot 

complete secondary school and access and persist through post-secondary education due to 

economic impact and cultural and social barriers they experience. There appears to be 

research that dates as far back as the 1960’s that is relevant to understanding the culture of 
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low-income first-generation students. The research also provides an assortment of avenues to 

understanding the cultural and behaviors factors of the low-income first-generation students 

and the issues they face accessing and obtaining higher education degrees. However, nearly all 

of the research provided focus on the professional perspective (i.e., teachers, school 

administrators, counselors, and educational policymakers) of how to assist students from 

low-socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Ethical Concerns 

Regarding ethical issues found in the literature, Trevino Scheele, and Flores (2014) 

conducted reach to explore the role of college access interventions in the enrollment and 

persistence outcome of low-income students. The main ethical issues encountered by the 

author were just the mere fact that the research was conducted using students from vulnerable 

backgrounds. Therefore, to prevent the rise of additional ethical issues, the authors have taken 

precaution and tailored the research design to address the possible ethical issues, in addition to 

following the standards outlined in research. Also, Martin (2015) highlighted the positionality 

of the researcher as the human research instrument as an ethical issue. The researchers’ 

socioeconomic and cultural background is similar to that of the study’s participants, which 

warrants incorporating methods in the research process which help to distinguish any personal 

bias such as recording their reflection after each interview session.  

Implications of the Study 

As indicated, the literature review provides an overall confirmation that low-income 

first-generation students struggle at accessing, enrolling and attaining higher education 

degrees. The literature also indicated that the disparities among low-income first-generation 
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students are consistent across racial and cultural lines. Further, while some resources for 

academic preparation exist outside of the classroom, community-based resources are limited. 

However, to provide data to serve as a foundation for developing adequate community 

resources calls for a holistic review of this underrepresented population. 

Synthesis of the literature  Findings 

According to the literature reviewed, all have developed similar definitions for 

defining first-generation and low-income students. These definitions based on the guidelines 

for determining low-come status as offered by the U.S Department of Education (2015. Also, 

all of the literature reviewed indicates there are educational disparities for low-come 

first-generation students as well as the potential lack of ability to access, enroll and complete  

Summary 

​Educational disparities within our nations educational system has been a concern for 

decades. These disparities have prompted many studies regarding the sociological, 

physiological and cultural implications of these challenges. It has long been observed that 

low-income first-generation students experience varying challenges to accessing, enrolling 

and obtaining higher education degrees that their continuing education counterparts do not 

experience (Tinto & Engle, 2008).  In addition, students from low-income backgrounds 

typically have deficits in academic preparedness that allows them to compete at the 

post-secondary level (Carter, 2013; Morrison 2015). Additionally, numerous studies have 

found that the ecological influences on these students can be seen as responsible for these 

challenges. For example, low-income first-generation students are often residents of inner 
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cities and rural communities with disparities in education, limited community resources and 

access to financial resources (Means, et al., 2016). Families are faced with generations of  
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