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Relationships between first-generation North Carolina Community College System 

(NCCCS) students and student affairs professionals matter. They matter to the extent that 

they influence student persistence, completion, and career aspirations. To that end, this work 

is intended to highlight those relationships and measure how effective they are in supporting 

students' success.  

To form a foundation for this research, I drew upon concepts regarding an 

Ethic of Care and Social Capital to explore and support the proposition that relationships 

between North Carolina Community College System (NCCCS) students and student affairs 

professionals are crucial to student persistence, completion, and career aspirations. 

This mixed-methods study was conducted using Q Methodology to assess whether 

the relationships that first-generation community college students in North Carolina had with 

student affairs professionals affected their ability to persist, and successfully complete their 

program and earn their degree. Currently, in North Carolina, administrators in the NCCCS 

depend highly on data for making decisions that affect student experiences on and off 
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campuses. What that data lacks is an understanding of the interactions between first-

generation students and student affairs personnel. Ultimately, their decisions affect the next 

generation of community college students. This study is significant because it aims to 

identify what effect student relationships with student affairs professionals have on student 

success.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

During the spring of my first year in college, I decided to major in history education. 

The history department at my college was represented by three middle-age men and one, 

lone, middle-age female. Since I was not familiar with Mr. Smith, Dr. Jones, or Dr. 

Williams’s instruction, I began to ask teammates and friends who they would take classes 

with and why? Each would cringe and say something like: “Stay away from Dr. Williams; 

she’s a killer.” One of my best friends, Allison, commented that Dr. Williams was one of the 

hardest teachers she had ever experienced, but she really learned a lot in her class. Allison 

typically made A’s with an occasional B, so I knew I had my work cut out for me. At this 

point, I knew I needed to sign up for a class with Dr. Williams.  

On the first day of the fall semester of my sophomore year, I took my seat in Dr. 

Williams's class. I sat in the front row, left of the podium, two times a week for an hour and a 

half. I was given the advice to sit in the front because she wouldn’t call on you if you sat 

there. Dr. Williams called roll, and described the class, her expectations, and her grading 

procedures. She then began lecturing and writing notes on the board at a pace I had never 

seen or experienced. I do not think she came up for a breath of air until the bell rang an hour 

and fifteen minutes later. My hand was aching. I had fifteen pages of single-spaced college-

ruled paper filled, and I write rather small. And so it began: the challenge to capture her 

every word to replay after class every night. I was not going to fail. I had several things to 

prove and explore. First, I wanted to demonstrate that I could take the hardest college 
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professors and still be eligible to play soccer. Second, I knew the reading would be intense, 

and I wanted to prove that I could teach myself to read what was relevant and skip the rest. 

Third, I wanted to confront my fear of failure, and finally, I wanted to know if history was 

really something I was passionate about or if it was just a casual interest based upon my 

experience traveling with my family and visiting historical sites.  

Midway through the semester, she asked me to come to her office after class. While I 

was scared and trembling, a calm Dr. Williams invited me into her office and began asking 

questions about the semester, my study habits, and my struggles with her class. When she 

began asking about my struggles with her class, I became paralyzed. I thought: Here we go! 

She is going to start belittling me, telling me how I don’t belong in the class…it was just too 

difficult for me. That absolutely did not happen. She instead asked to see my notes. She knew 

I took copious notes that were almost verbatim because if she got off task answering 

students’ questions aimed to derail her, she would say, “Where was I, Dena?” And every 

time, I would bring her back around. (I’m pretty sure my classmates detested these 

moments.) Instead of belittling me, though, Dr. Williams asked what I was using my notes 

for and how I was studying with them. She was the first teacher who showed an interest in 

how I was actually studying and learning.  

I had already made a solid “C” on my first exam, which I was pretty excited about, 

but Dr. Williams took the time to suggest ways to improve my study habits. She described 

different strategies for reviewing my notes and even provided what she called “top secret tips 

for conquering her class.” She told me that if she repeated herself three times, it was a 

turning point or significant battle and if a fourth, it was on the list of potential test questions. 

I left her office encouraged but apprehensive. I had never had an instructor take the time to 
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show an interest in me or the way I was learning, show me how to improve my skills or 

encourage me to voice my thoughts and opinions. These conversations continued after each 

exam. The exam grades I earned never rose above a low “B,” but she continued to work with 

me. I could see my confidence growing and my passion for history becoming stronger. I 

finished my first semester with a “B” on the final comprehensive exam and a “B” for the 

semester. During the course of that semester, I learned as much about life and the necessary 

study skills to survive in college as I did about history. Most importantly, I learned that my 

college had teachers who really did care about their students, and Dr. Williams wanted to see 

her students succeed, even those who struggled to find success. I continued taking as many 

classes as I could with Dr. Williams and would often visit her office just to chat. She even 

helped me through one of the darkest moments while at school during the summer of my 

junior year. 

 I’m offering this opening glimpse into my experiences as a student, because it sets the 

stage for what matters to me as a student affairs professional. I work directly with students 

and lead a team of staff members, and our collective aim is to support students in the way 

that Dr. Williams did for me: I want to help students understand how to do school and that 

they belong. As the second example to follow illustrates, many students don’t receive those 

positive messages from the staff and faculty they encounter in higher education. The result 

can be that students quit school, not just because they don’t understand the intricacies of 

college, but also because they question whether or not they actually belong in the first place.  

 During the summer prior to my senior year, I took a history class with Dr. Jones. I 

should have known the course was going to be rough when I purchased the textbook. The 

book was maybe six inches wide by nine inches long and five inches thick. The book had 
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five thousand pages with maybe an eight-point font. I thought I was doomed, and I was right. 

I entered the class and took what was now my normal left front-row seat. Close after, Dr. 

Jones entered the room, and with a thud of the textbook on the front desk, he started talking. 

He had no introduction, no point of historical reference, nothing—just talking. Occasionally, 

he would say a phrase, term, or name with which I was familiar, but otherwise, he just 

appeared to ramble in some sort of coded language that didn’t sound like English. An hour 

and fifteen minutes later, the bell rang, and he informed us that we would read the whole 

book in the eight weeks we were to be in the class together. He assigned the first six hundred 

and twenty-five pages for the next day.  

Since the class was rather small, we all gathered in the line at lunch, trying to figure 

out what had just occurred. Not one person understood what he was talking about. I was 

shocked by the fact that I was expected to read six hundred and twenty-five pages by the next 

day. Reading this much would take days or maybe weeks to do, so I was terrified with the 

thought of having to complete the book by the end of July. In an effort to meet his demand, I 

sat down and read for three hours. I might have gotten twenty-five pages read by the next 

class. On pop quiz number one, I scored a thirty. How did I get three correct? The class 

average was forty. This went on for a couple of days at each class meeting. Dr. Jones grew 

more and more irritated with us. In response, our class became more and more agitated with 

him until one day both sides laid everything on the table. Dr. Jones proceeded to humiliate 

each and every one of us individually in alphabetical order, which was quite interesting since 

he never called roll, not once, and never handed us back a graded paper or called us by name. 

One by one he tore each one of us down, shredding us like confetti. His words cut deep and 

pointed out our worst qualities, both physically and academically. His barrage went on for an 
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hour until students finally began to walk out. He slowed down his rhetoric, keeping a close 

glaring eye on those who left like he was keeping score. As he reached the end of his tirade, 

he was exhausted, sweating profusely, and red in the face. He dismissed class with two final 

comments: He would rethink the class overnight and present a new plan next class. He 

finished by exhorting us to “bring the cowards back with you next time.” I was not sure if I 

was a coward for staying and enduring such abuse or if they were cowards for leaving the 

rest of us behind. The whole event was bizarre.  

The next class, I remember timidly entering the room afraid to be alone and afraid of 

another tirade. His “rethinking” the class design resulted in his offering us a choice: We 

could either each write a twenty-five-page paper on a topic he would choose for each of us 

individually, or we could continue with the readings and quizzes as he had originally 

outlined. Feeling coerced and manipulated, we were each assigned a topic and two weeks to 

complete the paper. I was assigned to research the establishment of Laos. I had absolutely no 

idea where Laos was or even its significance to our class. Friends had other topics like the 

Vietnam War, Korean War, or leaders like Hitler and Mao Zedong.  

Panicked and distraught, I went to seek comfort from Angela Smith and my library 

family. (I had a work study job there.) Angela was my work study supervisor who quickly 

became one of many substitute Moms during my time at college. I pulled it together and 

attempted to explain how the course started with the five thousand-page book and the 

expectation to read six hundred and twenty-five pages a week. My explanation quickly drew 

a crowd of library staff members including Mr. Russel Jackson. Russel asked if he was crazy 

expecting that many pages to be read in a week, “Yes, he was,” I replied while explaining the 

expectations in the other class I was also taking. I then explained the research topic I was 
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given, and Russel again asked, “Is he crazy? He is setting you up to fail. You're not going to 

find enough information to write a twenty-five-page paper on that topic.” As the head 

librarian, Russel was well versed in foreign affairs, since he had an intense interest in South 

East Asia. I was fixated with having to write twenty-five pages and researching a topic I had 

no idea about. I remember asking the group if I should drop the class, and Angela said she 

would consult Aaron at lunch. Right on que, Aaron entered the back of the library where we 

were all talking, and I was prompted by Angela to explain what had happened in Dr. Jones’ 

class. This was certainly awkward, because I felt as if I was a tattle tale telling some deep 

dark classroom secret for the first time. Aaron had the exact same response as Russel. I asked 

him if I should drop the class, and he told me to stick with it and implied that other students 

had spoken with him about Dr. Jones and that he would be intervening in some way. Two 

weeks later, I turned in a paper outlining the history of the creation of Laos as a recognized 

country. 

The following Monday we received our papers one by one and handed to each of us 

with a verbal lashing drawing attention to our inadequacies. Dr. Jones proceeded to call me 

stupid and a complete joke for a college student as he flung my paper at me. The paper was 

white with black letters when I turned it in, and when I received it back, I thought someone 

had cut themselves and bled all over it. Red marks were everywhere. Some comments were 

criticism for the sentence structure, word choice, or grammar. His comments were belittling 

my argument or thoroughness of the research. He told me that I received a 60 because he felt 

sorry for me. He was sorry I was living a fairy tale and for thinking that I could actually 

graduate college. Until this point, I had taken every verbal punch he had thrown my way with 

grace, but this was the tipping point. Tears began to drop one by one, slowly running down 
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my face until there was a steady stream. “Get your baby face ass out of my sight, and never 

come back; you don’t deserve to be here, using my time, hearing my voice. Leave now!” The 

rage in his eyes and the tone of his voice was like nothing I had heard or experienced. This 

was the darkest moment of my life. I gathered my bookbag and ran as fast as I could to get 

out of there before I made him mad again.  

I ran so fast that I almost knocked Dr. Williams over trying to get out of the building. 

She could see my tears, and she immediately asked what was wrong. I was paralyzed, frozen 

in shock from the insults and humiliation. I was silent. I had no voice. Dr. Williams grabbed 

my shoulder and escorted me to her office suite where she allowed me to cry and vent and 

cry some more. She attempted to console me. I was in pieces and irrational in my thoughts, 

and I was making plans to leave school and return home a complete failure, a college 

dropout. I finally calmed down enough to tell her what had just occurred and what had 

occurred throughout the course. The more I talked, the more irritated and enraged Dr. 

Williams became. In three and half years, I never heard her utter a harsh word about anyone 

or anything, even if she was in disagreement. This day was different. As I paused to recollect 

my thoughts she said, “That son of a bitch.” She grabbed my shoulders and drew me close, 

wrapping her arms around me tightly. After what seemed like a forever, she let go and said:  

We are not going to let him ruin us are we? No ma'am. He puts his 

pants on the same way we do, right?  Don’t let him stop you! 

That's what men want; they want to control us with their words 

until we become submissive to their desires. Not in this world. You 

be you. Keep working hard and great things will happen. Leave me 

your paper, and let's discuss it on Friday. And show up to his class 
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tomorrow. Don’t let him win by controlling your thoughts or 

getting in your head. 

I was confused. I could not forget the words he used and the rage in his voice. How could his 

words not control me? I recalled every single word he said over and over that night. I was so 

scared that I could not shut my mind off or close my eyes. I returned to class the next day to a 

small round of applause from my classmates until Dr. Jones entered. When he made eye 

contact with me, he said, “I guess you're not as stupid as I thought.”  

Dr. Williams and I met on Friday going over the paper paragraph by paragraph and 

page by page. She pointed out ways to correct some mistakes by making some paragraphs 

stronger and by changing the sentence structure or word choice. She reminded me to use the 

words I knew and the words that represented me in my writing. She asked me to write it over 

with her suggestions in mind. I spent that whole weekend working on my rewrite for Dr. 

Williams. Monday the week of finals came, and I entered class to hear Dr. Jones’ voice. 

Before I even sat down he started, “You’re still here,” with a little chuckle and a shake of his 

head. He started class by asking for our second drafts which came to me as a total surprise, 

but thankfully I had a completed copy to hand him. Again I received a snide comment: “You 

don’t quit do you?” Before he handed the final out he had two stacks of papers: the final 

exam and paperwork to withdraw from class. At this point I had zero chance of passing the 

class and mathematically, I knew what the outcome was going to be. However, I opted to 

take the final exam. The test had one hundred and twenty multiple choice questions and two 

hours to complete it. I was terrified, and as I read through the first couple of pages, not one 

question made any sense. I flipped to the back of the test and started there. Okay, I could 

answer a couple of these. I was on a roll! Two hours flew by, and I was down to forty or so 
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remaining questions that I had not attempted, so I began to select answers randomly, reciting 

“O Christmas Tree” while doing so. TIME! I collected my belongings and handed in my test. 

Dr. Jones asked me how I did. I thought, “Why care now?” I thought. Then he surprised me: 

“You’ll make it in life, Davis, You won’t give up or quit no matter how bad it gets. Good 

luck.” Well, I earned the F in that class. It remains on my transcript, but thanks to Dr. 

Williams, I learned much more about writing than the grade reflects. I also learned some 

powerful lessons about what care does and does not sound and feel like. 

My contrasting experiences with Dr. Jones and Dr. Williams are a study in what my 

research in caring behaviors and the transfer of social capital entails. Both instructors had 

similar titles, similar job descriptions, similar backgrounds in education, but that is where 

their similarities end. They handled their jobs very differently. They handled their students 

very differently. One took the time to see me beyond a statistic on a page, and one never even 

tried to learn my name or my goals in life. Both experiences taught me way more about life 

and how to treat people than about history. Both left lasting impressions on me, but only one 

emulated the teacher and person I wanted to become, and the other emulated the person I 

would never want another student to encounter. I received care from both faculty and staff, 

care that made all the difference. I remained in college. I earned an undergraduate degree. I 

earned a master’s degree. And, I’m finishing a doctorate. Listening to students matters. 

Understanding that they need us to help them navigate the often confusing world of higher 

education matters. Perhaps even more, they need us to help them to believe that they belong 

and they are people who are intelligent enough to push through adversity. While I won’t be 

talking about them in what follows, this dissertation is a testament to the care I received from 
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Dr. Williams and my family of staff members, like Angela Smith. Their care is why I am 

writing these words today.  

Problem Statement 

Despite the apparent benefits of obtaining a college degree, students who enroll in 

community colleges graduate at a much lower rate than those who attend four-year schools. 

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics, in the fall of 2019, public two-

year college attendance represented 31 percent of all undergraduate enrollment. Of those who 

started college in the fall of 2017 at a two-year college, 62.3 percent were still enrolled at any 

institution in the fall of 2018. Just under 48.9 percent returned to the same college. The one-

year persistence rate of students who started full-time was 69.7 percent; it was 56.3 percent 

for part-time starters. While community college is a starting point for first-generation 

students who enter higher education, many struggle to reap the benefits of reaching the goal 

of earning a degree. 

Again, I must emphasize this essential point: community college students drop 

out of school or complete at a slower rate than students at four-year schools (Levesque, 

2022). Some of the most documented reasons are because students often are of non-

traditional age, are underprepared academically, face significant financial 

responsibilities, or are first-generation, usually meaning they require more support to 

navigate the complexities of college. Unlike university students who are traditionally 

between the ages of 18-24, community college students are often older and have families 

and financial responsibilities that traditional-aged students do not. In addition, 

community college students are often underprepared academically. They often lack basic 

English, reading, and math skills, placing them in remedial coursework to improve upon 



 

11 
 

the skills every high school graduate should have acquired. And finally, community 

college students are often the first in their families to aspire to be college graduates. 

Being the first in one's family often comes at a price. While they bring a host of strengths 

with them to the college experience, students may not have the appropriate background 

knowledge to navigate the complex world of higher education. They also may be 

pressured by family members to “give up school and stop trying to be better than us.”  

Despite the challenges many first-generation students face, community colleges 

can offer students many benefits often overlooked when searching for postsecondary 

opportunities. Students report smaller classes, lower tuition, and opportunities to take 

courses that focus on their career path by attending a community college (Levesque, 

2022). Typically, community college classes are smaller in size. In fact, according to 

information from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS 

infographic, 2010), the average class size at community colleges ranges from 25 to 35, 

while classes at universities can have 150-300 students. Students report the benefit of 

smaller classes is more individualized instruction and a chance to get to know instructors 

(Barrington, 2022). Personalized instruction creates opportunities for students to feel 

nurtured, develop emotionally and intellectually, and improve academically. Many 

community college students report learning to study for the first time and often brag about 

learning to write on an academic level for the first time while in community college 

classes. Doing well can also help students feel more comfortable and confident interacting 

with others within a higher education setting. 

Additionally, attending a community college is more affordable. Community college 

tuition and fees are much lower than those at universities, and enrolling in a community 
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college allows students to achieve the same academic success at a fraction of the cost. 

Students who begin their academic careers at community colleges and then transfer to four-

year schools are more successful than those who start at universities (Styles, 2019). Students 

report having the ability to focus on their career path as a benefit of attending a community 

college (Levesque, 2022). They have an opportunity to get to know their instructors, which 

allows them to better understand the real-world application of the skills they are being 

taught. Because the students experience smaller classes, focus on career goals, earn interim 

credentials, and have greater transferability and flexibility with schedules, it often allows 

working students to take courses in various formats and times. In addition to these benefits, 

students often report choosing to stay in school or return to school is due to a connection to 

someone who cared about them (Rimm-Kaufmann & Sandilos, 2015). Smaller class sizes 

and flexible schedules of a community college allow students to get to know their 

instructors. Often, their instructors are from similar backgrounds, know the geographic area, 

and have friends in the field students want to begin a career. 

Early research on student persistence in higher education found that student contact 

with faculty members outside the classroom helps students feel connected and remain 

enrolled in their schools (Karp et al., 2010; Teven, 2001). Additional studies on student 

persistence in higher education found that student contact with faculty members outside the 

classroom promotes persistence (Astin, 1997; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1976; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1975). These studies also show teachers’ caring behaviors 

significantly influence students’ behavior, relationships, educational experiences, and even 

their lives. Given this research, I suggest we need to understand what types of relationships 

and interactions are more likely to impact student persistence the most. Despite all we 
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know about why students stay in school, we need to better understand the role of support 

staff in creating a culture of care outside the classroom. The research lacks a discussion on 

the importance of student relationships outside of the classroom with non-instructional 

staff members. 

Again, despite being the first in the family to attend college, being non-traditional 

in age, or being in need of academic support, community college can be just the setting a 

student needs to encounter a positive, caring environment that places value on the student 

as a person. The research shows us again and again that the experience of care makes all 

the difference (Rowan et al., 2002). Given my examination of the literature, my own 

experiences as both a first-generation college student, and now as a student affairs leader 

at a community college, I have come to believe that the experience of care is an essential 

difference between the students who remain in school and those who drop out. Those 

who experience care, whether it be from teachers, students, or staff members, are the 

ones who are most likely to remain and graduate. 

Within the context of community colleges, then, I suggest that there is a natural 

relationship between an ethic of care and an exchange of insider knowledge, which I will 

frame as social capital in the next chapter. Students need staff and faculty alike to meet 

them where they are at. This is made possible if faculty and staff take the time to form 

meaningful relationships with students and to focus on meeting their real needs. As 

happened in my own case, deeper relationships with students may also lead to the 

exchange of important insider knowledge about how higher education works, knowledge 

that supports first-generation students as they navigate what can seem like a foreign 

system, one that can communicate that they don’t belong. I suggest these relationships 
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would also benefit all community college students because all students would be treated 

in the same manner. What benefits the first-generation student helps all students in 

education. I suggest an environment such as this, one where all staff and faculty are 

intentionally attempting to bring care into their interactions with students, will cause a 

powerful ripple effect that will positively impact the lives of all students. 

The importance of caring relationships between teachers and students is evident; 

however, research is missing a critical aspect. Research neglects to consider that students 

learn from and have interactions with other individuals besides teachers, instructors, and 

professors. The current research on caring relationships focuses on primary and 

secondary educators, specifically teachers; however, a limited number of articles focus on 

the value of relationships with student affairs personnel at community colleges (Culp, 

2005; Keeling, 2014). Thus, in this dissertation, I explore what caring relations actually 

mean to first-generation college students. I specifically ask students about their 

interactions with student affairs professionals. We know that caring matters in student-

faculty relationships, and I aim to explore its importance in student-staff relationships as 

well. All employees of community colleges need to learn more about community college 

student interactions outside of the classroom to help all stakeholders in higher education 

develop holistic and supportive experiences that lead to increased student success, 

especially for first-generation students. When an added emphasis is placed on holistic 

support services in community colleges to increase student completion and success, 

studying the influence of student affairs personnel seems pertinent. 

Research Questions 

Research has demonstrated that schools with caring teachers advantaged or helped 
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at-risk students break downward spirals of failure and unmet expectations (Comer, 1989; 

Schorr & Schorr, 1988; Whehlage et al., 1989). I speculate that relationships between first-

generation students and from student affairs personnel may be as critical as students’ 

relationships with faculty. While community colleges offer many advantages and help 

first-generation students remain in school, a significant percentage of first-generation 

students stop out of school (Evertt, 2015). Because early research on student persistence in 

higher education found that contact with faculty members outside the classroom helps 

students feel connected to and remain enrolled in their schools, I suggest we understand 

what type of relationships and interactions are more likely to impact student success 

(Hawk, 2017). Additional studies on student persistence in higher education found that 

contact with faculty members outside the classroom promotes student persistence (Astin, 

1997; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1975). More 

studies have shown that teachers’ caring behaviors significantly influence students’ 

behavior, relationships, educational experiences, and even their lives. Despite all we know 

about why students stay in school, we need to better understand the role of support staff in 

creating a culture of care outside the classroom. The research lacks a focus on the 

importance of student relationships with non-instructional staff members outside the 

classroom. 

Within this dissertation, I explore the types of interactions and behaviors student 

affairs personnel engage in with first-generation students that demonstrates care. The 

intention is to help community college educators (both staff and instructors) understand the 

importance of bringing a specific blend of caring and insider knowledge to educational and 

support relationships. To support first-generation college students, we need to better 
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understand the nature of caring relationships and what forms of insider knowledge students 

genuinely need. Thus, this research project focuses on exploring how first-generation 

college students understand caring actions.  

My primary research question focuses on how first-generation college students 

understand caring behaviors: How do student affairs personnel construct and maintain 

caring relationships through non-classroom interactions? The research sub-questions that 

further refined my study are as follows:  

Research Question 1: According to first-generation students, what are the most 

essential and non-essential behaviors or interactions that demonstrate student 

affairs personnel care about students? 

Research Question 2: What behaviors do student affairs personnel demonstrate 

with first-generation students that lead those students to believe they are being 

cared for?  

Research Question 3: How do student affairs personnel perceive their role in 

student persistence, completion, and career field choice? 

Methodology 

Q methodology is a mixed methods research approach that combines both 

quantitative and qualitative techniques. It involves a systematic approach to studying 

subjectivity by exploring the perspectives and viewpoints of participants. Q methodology 

uses a combination of quantitative techniques, such as factor analysis, and qualitative 

techniques, such as open-ended interviews or surveys, to understand the subjective 

experiences and beliefs of individuals. Q methodology is a valuable research method for 

exploring complex and nuanced issues that are difficult to capture through purely 
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quantitative or qualitative approaches. Quantitatively, correlational research traditionally 

does not allow for discovering patterns, and exploring the how and why people think the 

way they do had not been attempted before (Brown, 1994). Quantitative researchers 

typically pass over the viewpoints of the person’s life from the one living it (Brown, 1996; 

Shemmings, 2006). Brown (1996) suggests that the chief goal of Q Methodology is to 

reveal how people conceptualize, think, and believe what is their reality and the way they 

do this and for what reason. 

For the purpose of this study, I employ Q methodology to uncover different 

patterns of thoughts, perceptions, opinions, attitudes, and beliefs by utilizing a rigorous 

and systematic procedure, which provides an objective structure to identify and quantify 

participants’ subjective views on a given topic (McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Stephenson, 

1953; Watts & Stenner, 2012).This methodology provides me with a way of 

understanding a subjective phenomenon using both quantitative and qualitative 

techniques. Using Q Methodology enables me to identify groupings of shared beliefs, 

attitudes, and perceptions among participants within a study; these patterns or shared 

views in Q methodology are called factors (Cross, 2005; Watts & Stenner, 2012). This 

research approach emphasizes the how and why people think the way they do, but not 

how many people think a certain way (Valenta & Wigger, 1997). According to Akhtar-

Danesh et al. (2009), Q methodology allows the researcher to identify “groups of 

participants having similar and alternative viewpoints and turn to ascertain similarities 

and differences between groups.” The idea behind Q methodology is that only a limited 

number of distinct opinions exist about any topic (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005). A more 

in-depth examination of Q methodology will be presented in Chapter 3. 
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Definition of Terms 

The following terms are used throughout the study and are defined as follows: 

● Ethic of Care-as a receptive relationship where the carer listens to, understands, 

and then takes action to meet the needs of the cared-for.  This relationship is one 

of This relationship is one of caring only if the cared-for receives the attempted 

actions as caring (Noddings 1984, 1992, 2002, 2005) 

● First-generation—for this study, the term first-generation means that neither 

parent of that student holds a bachelor's degree. 

● P-set—set of participants chosen to participate because they have relevance to the 

study (Watts & Stenner, 2012) 

● Q-methodology—mixed method study conducted to examine a phenomenon or 

topic that includes chosen participants who respond by ranking items according 

to relevance (Watts & Stenner, 2012). 

● Q-set—the set of items taken from the concourse for the participants to sort (Watts &  
 
Stenner, 2012). 

 
● Q-sort—each participant’s final product in the process, ranked by relevance (Watts  

 
& Stenner, 2012). 
 

● Social Capital-is concerned with how individuals engage in social connections that 

result in the mutually beneficial exchange of information that helps to meet each 

individual’s particular needs (Coleman, 1988). 

● Student affairs personnel -professional individuals dedicated to supporting 

individuals' academic and personal development in a college or university setting. 

● Student support—promoting students’ educational, personal, and professional 
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development by securing and coordinating support that targets academic and non-

academic barriers to achievement. This includes institutional efforts to improve 

academic advising, career services, financial aid awareness and literacy, student 

life, counseling and psychological services, and teaching. 

Organization of Study  

 Through my research questions, I seek to better understand how student affairs 

personnel construct and maintain caring relationships through non-classroom interactions. 

After this initial introduction, in chapter two I lay out the literature used to describe the 

concepts of an ethic of care, social capital, and the intersection of these two literatures. My 

aim is to provide the reader with a better understanding of the themes discussed later in 

chapter five. In chapter three, I provide a discussion of the research method employed in this 

study. I introduce how I collected and analyzed both quantitative and qualitative data. Then 

in chapter four, I discuss the analysis of the data and the connection back to the research 

questions. Finally, in chapter five, I then analyze the experiences of the participants of the 

study, illuminating their voices to untangle the complex web of how caring and social capital 

intersect. These voices provide an overview and summation of key aspects of care and social 

capital. I ultimately offer implications for student affairs practitioners and give 

recommendations for higher education leaders.  

  



 

20 
 

 

 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The desire to be cared for is almost certainly a universal human characteristic (Noddings, 
1992, p. 7). 
 

As students, many of us have encountered teachers or educational staff members 

who supported and encouraged us to navigate difficult situations or who guided us through 

various stages or chapters of our educational lives. Many of us would not have succeeded 

if someone had not believed in us and offered insights into how to navigate the 

complexities of schooling. Even those students who had what are considered “protective 

factors” in their earlier lives (Henderson, 2013; Masten, 2001), such as supportive families, 

attentive guardians, socio-economic advantages, access to high-quality early childhood 

education, stable nutrition, and healthy housing may have benefited significantly from 

caring educators. This idea is supported by Davolas and Haensly’s (1997) 22-year 

longitudinal study of over 200 youth. They concluded that “every successful person has 

had some special teacher who changed the course of life for that individual” (p. 209). 

Additional studies reveal that as many as 90% of graduating students indicate their school 

success can be attributed to a relationship with a significant adult who influenced them to 

remain in school (Webber, 1999). Of these graduates, over half of these significant 

relationships were with faculty or staff members (Weber, 1999). While the education 

literature repeatedly demonstrates meaningful encounters with caring adults as the key to 

student success in P-12 settings, this trend is true in higher education as well. Early 

research on student persistence in higher education also demonstrates student contact with 
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faculty members outside the classroom promotes student success (Astin, 1997; Kuh & Hu, 

2001; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1976; Spady, 1971; Tinto, 1975). Furthermore, repeated 

studies have shown teachers’ caring behaviors significantly influence students’ behavior, 

relationships, educational experiences, and even their lives (Barrow, 2015; Cassidy & 

Bates, 2005; Culp, 2005; Lewis et al., 1996)  

While it is clear that caring matters, the research lacks a clear understanding of 

what makes up caring relationships in higher education. Likewise, while we know part of 

helping first-generation students navigate higher education involves the sharing of insider 

information, we do not have a clear understanding of how that intersects with caring 

behaviors in general. In order to set the stage for this research project that explores that 

specific intersection, in this chapter, I introduce ways to understand what both caring and 

exchange of insider information mean. In the first section, I turn to the specific literature 

on what it means to care, and in the second section, I then turn to the literature on the 

exchange of insider information known as social capital.  

Care Theory 

While much has been written about an ethic of care in education, Nel Noddings' 

words resonate with me (Noddings, 1984, 1992, 1995, 2002, 2005). As Noddings 

describes, my educational journey has been shaped by both positive and negative 

encounters, but some were examples of caring because I received them as such. I felt 

heard, valued, and cared-for. It is the positive influence of these behaviors that have 

influenced my professional journey. I agree that not every interaction is a demonstration of 

care and that care occurs when there is a connection between the one providing the care 

and the one receiving the care. Noddings’ argument starts from the position that “care is 
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basic in human life and not something to be regarded as an added attraction–that indeed all 

people want to be cared for” (Noddings, 2002, p. 11). While being cared for may not be an 

activity everyone wants to receive, what is communicated in these situations is the need 

for certain kinds of responses from others. She describes an ethic of care as a “certain kind 

of relationship with others” (Noddings, 2003, p. 91). Noddings uses “caring” to describe 

something someone does or how it makes someone feel in a relationship, not specific 

behaviors or rules that we can identify outside specific contexts. She summarizes that 

every interaction is an opportunity to relate in a caring or non-caring manner. Caring is not 

a program or a strategy but rather a way of relating to people and, in this study, first-

generation community college students that convey compassion, understanding, respect, 

and interest (Noddings, 1998). Noddings (1988) defines an ethic of care as “acts done out 

of love and natural inclination” (p. 219) to help each student grow and reach their 

potential. In this study, I define an ethic of care as does Noddings: It is a receptive 

relationship where the carer listens to understand and then takes action to meet the needs 

of the cared-for. A caring relationship only emerges, though, if those actions are received 

as caring. This relationship is one of caring only if the cared-for receives the attempted 

actions as caring. In this study, staff members in student affairs are the carer, and the 

cared-for are first-generation community college students (Noddings 1984, 1992, 1995, 

2002, 2005). 

Within an ethic of care, then, the fundamental question is not about yourself. The 

question is not, “What should I do?” Instead, it is always about a larger us: “What should 

be done to nurture the connections between those involved?” As a relational framework, it 

theorizes both how educators attempt to offer care and go about doing that and a way of 
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understanding how students experience receiving the caring relationship. 

An ethic of care is rooted in feminist ethics. An early version of care theory 

emerged from Carol Gilligan’s (1982) critique of Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral 

development because of its sole focus on how men think about moral issues. Kohlberg’s 

influential research posits that the highest stages of moral development are focused on 

abstract, justice-focused ideals. Gilligan critiqued his work because Kohlberg studied 

white, Harvard male students. She noted that on his resulting developmental moral 

reasoning model, most women showed up as developmentally immature when compared to 

males (Gilligan, 1982). Realizing Kohlberg’s model was not accurate for everyone 

motivated Gilligan to ask how women think about complex moral issues. In a ground-

breaking research study, Gilligan found that rather than prioritize abstract ideals, women in 

her study drew upon compassion and relationship-based reasoning. In response, Gilligan 

theorized an alternative ethic grounded in women’s lived experiences. Such an ethic 

focused on relationships instead of emphasizing abstract reasoning and universal rules. 

Gilligan’s writing on care historically connected its “parallel, feminized scheme of 

development to Kohlberg’s (1984) theory of moral development” (Roberts, 2010, p. 451), 

which places the consideration of care above ethics of justice and creates a framework 

where “people…are seen and heard within the context of their own histories” (Jorgensen, 

2006, p. 186). Gilligan’s theory focused more on connections and situations being 

contextually dependent. For example, Kohlberg presented a scenario involving two eleven-

year-olds, one male and one female, to measure the moral development of adolescence by 

presenting a conflict to resolve. In the scenario, a man named “Heinz considers whether or 

not to steal a drug which he cannot afford to buy in order to save the life of his wife” 
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(Gilligan, 1982, p. 26). The druggist has exclusive ownership of the drug, has set an 

exorbitant price, and refuses to lower it to help Heinz. When interviewed, the boy’s 

response to how he would solve the problem demonstrated an “ability to bring deductive 

logic to bear on the solution of moral dilemmas, to differentiate morality from law, and to 

see how laws can be considered to have mistakes, points towards the principled conception 

of justice that Kohlberg equates with moral maturity” (Gilligan, 1982, p. 27). The boy 

relied on rational logic to come up with solutions to the situation, and he assumed others 

would side with his reasoning. In contrast, the girl's responses are from a relational 

narrative: “The girl envisions the wife’s continuing need for her husband and the 

husband’s continuing concern for his wife and seeks to respond to the druggist’s need in a 

way that would sustain rather than sever connections. Just as she ties the wife’s survival to 

the preservation of relationships” (Gilligan, 1982, p. 28). She instead relies on the process 

of communication, assuming connection and a belief her voice would be heard. In this 

example, she constructs a web of relationships through connections to networks that are 

sustained by communication.  

Like Gilligan, Noddings (1982) developed an ethic of care to theorize caring as a 

“way of being in a relationship, not a set of specific behaviors” (p. 17). Noddings (1992, 

2002) argued that older definitions of caring were incomplete because they focused on just 

one side of the caring interaction. For example, Milton Mayeroff (1971) attempted to 

create a universal definition of caring as a virtue. He stated, “Caring as helping another 

grow and actualize…is a process, a way of relating to someone that involves development, 

in the same way, that friendships can only emerge in time through mutual trust and a 

deepening and qualitative transformation of the relationship” (Mayeroff, 1971, p. 1). He 
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further argued that we can identify specific “ingredients of caring” to identify caring 

people. These ingredients included items like patience, honesty, trust, humility, hope, and 

courage. In contrast, Noddings (1984) argued that Mayerhoff’s definition was incomplete. 

She argued that focusing on actions—even ones that attempted to demonstrate trust, 

empathy, and devotion to others— were one-sided. While any actions attempting to 

demonstrate empathy or trust might be well-intentioned, she suggested that focusing on 

those actions misses an essential point: the person receiving such an action may not 

perceive it as caring.  

 One of the reasons that Noddings’ work is so helpful to this research study is the 

detail she offers in her account of the caring relationship. Individuals in student affairs may 

assume they are demonstrating care for the students they are interacting with on a daily 

basis. However, if the actions and interactions of the carer are not received as caring by the 

cared-for, then the relationship is not based upon care. For example, when a student affairs 

staff member reaches out to a student through email to return a phone message, the student 

may perceive the way they engaged as not being caring because they wanted something 

else. This is because the student picked up the phone and asked to hear a caring voice on 

the other end. The email in this example could be seen as a cold shoulder, even though the 

staff member may have intended the email to be a caring action. 

As the previous example illustrates, the ethic of care emphasizes the importance of a 

caring relationship that focuses on a response. At its heart, the caring relationship turns on 

the receivers of care, in this case first-generation community college students, having 

received caring attempts by the ones who care (i.e., staff within student affairs). The theory 

is grounded on a belief that people have varying degrees of interdependence and 
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dependence on one another (in contrast to other theories that view people as having 

independent, separate interactions, and interests). The ethic of care fundamentally 

considers the importance of addressing contextual details of situations to safeguard and 

promote the actual specific interests of those involved (Bailey, 2008; Delworth & Seeman, 

1984; Gilligan, 2011; Slote, 1998; Tronto, 1987; Tronto, 2013). For example, in the work 

of student affairs, specifically within the context of academic advising, the conversation 

often begins with small details about the current semester. A staff member may inquire 

about the student’s experience, what has been good, what has not. If the staff member is 

operating through an ethic of care they are listening attentively for any needs the cared-for 

(i.e., the student) may have. Often, students may express their needs in ways that are subtle 

and not necessarily direct. At other times the cared-for may express needs outside the 

purview of the staff member they are working with. For example, they may need help with 

topics such as child care, domestic violence, financial aid or with mental health challenge. 

Even here, though, caring can emerge. While the staff member may not be in a position to 

attend to the student’s direct needs, they can listen, express understanding, and partner 

with the student to support them in finding the support they need. This might include 

helping them connect with other staff members with more specific expertise in the area of 

need.  

As stated above, it is essential to distinguish between the “cared-for” (i.e., 

student) and the “carer” (i.e., student affairs staff members). There’s another essential 

detail that matters to Noddings: the carer makes specific actions towards the cared-for 

that are intended for both the developmental well-being of the relationship itself and 

the individuals within the relationship. That means that in addition to establishing 
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lasting caring relations, the ethic of care is also concerned with the needs of the carer. 

Carers can’t overextend themselves. To be clear: the needs of the carer matter in the 

caring relationship as well. I am not suggesting that the cared-for must offer care back 

(though that might happen in many instances.) Instead, the point is that caring is not an 

ethic that demands quasi-sainthood self-sacrifice. Building upon Dewey, Noddings 

argues that caring emerges in ways that support both the carer and the cared-for to 

continue to engage in caring into the future (Noddings, 1992). An ethic of care 

involves all our senses and capabilities. The staff member should set their own desire 

to solve the problem aside instead to meeting the need of the cared-for. For example, 

staff may work with a student suffering from food insecurity. While the staff member 

may walk the student to the on-campus food pantry to meet the need while on campus, 

the staff member may have also heard the need for food at home and, as a result, the 

staff member may help organize a couple of days’ worth of food until the next 

available community pantry is open. Through ongoing conversion, the staff member 

may learn that the student is not familiar with what is available in the community, and 

the staff member may gather a list of those resources for the student. The ongoing 

conversation allows the carer to know that the cared-for was receptive to the care being 

given. Caring-about is instrumental in establishing conditions in which the cared-for 

can flourish. To care for someone is not a formulaic process that progresses step by 

step. Instead, it evolves over time. 

While the caring relation I have been describing is essential, there are more 

details to add nuance to what Noddings helped us understand. I will next outline and 

discuss four further key concepts within an ethic of care: engrossment, motivational 
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displacement, commitment, and confirmation. According to Diller, Houston, Morgan, 

and Ayim (1991), Noddings claims that engrossment is a form of attention-giving and 

a necessary condition for caring.  

Conditions of care change over time. I may care for the inner circle of my 

family more intensely than I do for the student body as a whole, and then I may care 

differently yet again for the student in crisis in my office in tears. In student affairs, our 

first responsibility is to approach every student with one thought in mind and that is 

how do we foster caring relationships to meet the needs of the student who is in front 

of us (Noddings, 1984).  

 Nodding suggests that engrossment is only one part of what happens when one 

cares. She refers to motivational displacement as a necessary requirement of full caring for 

the one-caring (Diller et al., 1991). Motivational displacement occurs when the caregiver 

allows their energy to be shared with the cared-for without having any direction or beliefs 

about what the cared-for should do or want. In this moment, the caregiver has an increased 

vulnerability of being hurt by the actions of the cared-for (Noddings, 1984). During what 

might be an intense moment, the caregiver is committing to act on behalf of the cared-for, 

again, without judgment (Diller et al., 1991). For example, in student affairs I may have 

interacted with a student several times, and they are comfortable with me so a relationship is 

established. Throughout our conversation, the student may disclose financial information and 

concerns about being able to fund school. Within that context, they might also disclose that 

even though they are in their third semester, they are still undecided about their major. 

Working within motivational displacement, I would set aside any ideas I have about the 

students' major or any actions that I believe they should take. I choose to set aside my own 
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goals, interests and opinions. Instead, motivational displacement asks me to focus on the 

students’ goals, interests, and needs. 

 Another key concept of Noddings work is commitment. Commitment is looking 

beyond observable actions to acts that can be seen only by the individual subject performing 

the act. Noddings (1984) states, “The commitment to act on behalf of the cared-for, a 

continued interest in his [sic] reality throughout the appropriate time span, and the continual 

renewal of commitment over this time span, are the essential elements of caring from the 

inner view” (p. 16).  

  The final element of an ethic of care according to Noddings is confirmation. During 

confirmation the cared-for begins to see themself as the caregiver sees them. Confirmation 

describes the moment when the cared-for perceives the intended action as one of care and 

then signals to the carer that it is received. This acknowledgment may be subtle and may 

occur in various forms. This is a moment of interpretation, so it is essential that we 

understand that true confirmation requires some sort of direct communication between the 

carer and the cared-for. We can certainly infer the establishment of care, but true 

confirmation involves an act of communication. As will develop later in this dissertation, I 

suggest that understanding these features of caring could help us in higher education create 

the conditions in which caring relations emerge. This fertile ground, in turn, may foster 

thriving, growth, and innovation if we were to place more individual focus on the needs of 

individual students.  

 Criticisms of an ethic of care typically emerge from two directions: 1) there are 

those who hold to an ethic of care as a domain ethic, and 2) then there are those who refer to 

an ethic of care as a dangerous ethic (Diller et al., 1991). Those who hold an ethic of care as 
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a domain ethic suggest that moral development plays a crucial role in relationships and the 

vast array of human experiences do not fit the caring model (Diller et al., 1991). As Diller et 

al. (1991) explained, “the central notion in a domain ethic is that we need different moral 

procedures and priorities for different contexts or domains” (p. 95). For example, business, 

economics, military, or political contexts all may require different ethical approaches that are 

outside the bounds of what an ethic of care can offer. However, Diller et al. (1991) counter 

that the worry is unfounded, at least within the domain of education: “We make an error 

when we think of the moral good in terms of acts that produce the greatest good for the 

greatest number of human beings” (p. 96). Education is not a place where we worry just 

about the “greatest good or the greatest number” (Diller et al., 1991, p. 96). This sort of 

thought process may be applicable in some domains, but education in general, and higher 

education specifically, is not a place where that sort of rationale should govern how we make 

decisions.  

 As I alluded to previously, another common criticism of the ethic of care is that it is 

dangerous, especially for women (Diller et al., 1991). For example, there may be a lack of 

attention to the conditions that surround acts of care, conditions in which women are 

expected to care for others because of gendered divisions of labor (Diller et al., 1991). In a 

similar vein, others worry that caring could come at a cost to women if they are encouraged 

to ignore their own needs, thereby elevating others' needs at the expense of the self (Houston, 

1990). Both of these concerns are valid. I return to Noddings's emphasis that the needs of the 

one who cares matters. Caring relations cannot be built upon exploitation or oppressive 

circumstances, even if the cared-for experiences the actions of the carer as caring. In such 

cases, the relation of care has not been established. These are important details that I will 
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consider later in the recommendations section of this project (Diller et al., 1991). 

 In conclusion, an ethic of care is not a one-way interaction but rather a dyadic 

relationship where the caregiver is named the one-caring and the recipient, the cared-for 

is receptive of the care being given. In the previous section, I have discussed four key 

concepts of an ethic as described by Nodding: engrossment, motivational displacement, 

commitment, and confirmation. Then I provided a critique of an ethic of care. Noddings’ 

ethic of care served as the foundation for this study because the action and interactions 

first-generation students participate in with student affairs personnel acknowledge the 

student is important and they matter. If student affairs personnel attentively listen to what 

first-generation students say, they will learn what students are needing and can respond 

with care. Therefore, staff members would, then be able step back and not impose what 

they view as for the good of the student. Instead, staff may choose to get to know the 

particulars of the individual's circumstances which would open the possibility that 

whatever direction the staff members or the students take would be ones that would meet 

their fundamental needs in real, lasting ways. Next I will discuss how social capital can 

be exchanged through caring interactions and relationships. 

Social Capital 

The term “social capital” can be traced back to the influential work of Lyda Judson 

Hanifan. In Rural School Community Center (1916), Hanifan described social capital as a 

way to understand the “social cohesion and personal investments in the community” (p. 

133). Hanifan was concerned with how community members engaged in social 

connections that resulted in mutually beneficial exchanges of information that helped meet 

each individual’s particular needs. Hannifin (1916) defines the value of social connections 
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as follows:  

The accumulation of social capital, which may immediately satisfy his [sic] social 

needs and which may bear a social potentiality sufficient to the substantial 

improvements as a whole will benefit by the cooperation of all its parts, while the 

individual will find in his [sic] associations the advantages of the help, the sympathy 

and the fellowship of his neighbors. (p. 130) 

Hanifan was on to an important detail that later research demonstrates again and again: 

first-generation college students need access to insider knowledge in order to succeed in 

higher education. Education is often seen as the only venue where the goal is to increase 

social mobility and economic growth (Cheng & Kaplowitz, 2016; Engle, 2007). Social 

capital describes just that: insider knowledge about how institutions of higher learning work 

both practically and socially. Hanifan’s early definition is conceptually linked to the more 

recent work of both Pierre Bourdieu and James Coleman; they add important complexity to 

Hanifan’s work, as the discussion to follow will show.  

For example, when most people think of ‘capital,’ they think of money or economic 

exchanges, such as capital investments. In 1984, Pierre Bourdieu complicated this by 

arguing that capital can be understood through the interaction of three sources: economic 

capital, cultural capital (or human capital), and social capital. In addition to the first, 

financial capital, the second two captured two general, non-economic forms people could 

acquire and utilize in various ways and settings. Cultural capital includes knowledge and 

skills obtained through being a member of a particular family, one’s socioeconomic status, 

religion, and memberships in various social institutions. Social capital is most germane to 

this discussion because it describes the exchange of knowledge and information acquired 



 

33 
 

through connections and relationships outside of one’s family of origin or social set. While 

social capital focuses on group-level interactions and memberships, Bourdieu described 

human capital as including personal or individual attributes such as knowledge, skills, and 

credentials that can be used to improve an individual's unique situation. As such, Bourdieu 

defined social capital as “The sum of the resources, actual and virtual, that accrue to an 

individual or group by virtue of possessing a network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu, as cited in Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). One's network of resources in higher education begins with 

interactions with staff members in student affairs. Thus, social capital captures how groups 

can mobilize connections, relationships, and resources in order to advance their individual 

goals and meet their individual needs. Bourdieu also suggested that all three forms of 

capital could be accumulated, exchanged, and transformed from one type to another. For 

example, if an individual completes a college degree, they have added human capital to 

their portfolio. In return, the individual has an opportunity for increased wages because of 

their investment in and completion of the degree. Finally, this person's social capital has 

also increased because of the relationships formed along the way. The person has met 

others with similar jobs as those they want in the future and formed a network with similar 

education, drive, and influence. Therefore, they increase their social capital. Thus, because 

of all these factors, each of these forms of capital can be activated to benefit the person's 

situation. 

In Forms of Capital (1986), Bourdieu argues that social capital offers us a way to 

understand how social classes are maintained. While he believes in the power of social 

capital, he suggests that it is reserved for the “haves.” According to Bourdieu (1986), a 
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lack of social capital among underrepresented or marginalized groups maintains societal 

class boundaries. McDonough (1997) and then Perna and Titus (2005) argue that the 

availability of college information is closely tied to the socioeconomic environment. 

Students with a low socioeconomic status are unlikely to have adequate access to 

individuals within their homes or communities who can transmit college knowledge and 

help them understand how to succeed in higher education contexts. As a result, low 

socioeconomic students are often left to rely on other sources for the type of support 

related to the exchange of social capital. One source of this can be found within their 

respective schools.  

First-generation students often struggle with the processes and procedures within 

higher education. They do not have the experience or the insider knowledge to navigate the 

nuances of how college works because they simply haven’t been exposed to the language 

and acronyms that are prolific in higher education. If grounded in trust, even initial 

interactions with student affairs personnel may build the foundation for the transfer of 

social capital. Many first-generation students may rely on staff members to clarify college 

language, explain processes step by step, and explain the acronyms and their meanings. 

Even if they don’t fully recognize this dynamic, students may be counting on student 

affairs professionals to start them on the path to achieving their goals before they ever step 

foot in the college classroom.  

In summary, Bourdieu was interested in using social capital theory to explain 

class reproduction. While this is an important aspect of social capital, it is not a 

component of this study. Furthermore, Bourdieu’s theorizing fails to capture an 

essential element: individual behavior. His concept of social capital is more concerned 
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with the accumulation of capital by achieving positions of power and status through 

various forms of benefit or advancement. For example, imagine a student who had 

parents working at a local college, one as a professor and the other a senior 

administrator. As a result, this student would interact socially with professors and even 

members of the senior leadership and trustee members. This student would develop 

comfort with a variety of details, including the expectation that college is a likely step 

after high school. The student can also name-drop and feel comfort within the college 

environment, increasing the likelihood that their application and interview would be 

well-received by admissions staff. That accumulated sense of belonging and 

understanding of how to interact with people in higher education settings are forms of 

social capital.  

While Bourdieu is concerned with power, status, and the uneven distribution of 

social capital between individuals and offers much to my project, his work fails to 

capture some of the details of social interactions at the individual level. To add to that 

complexity, James Coleman (1988) used the concept of social capital to explain the 

behaviors of individuals where the actions of individuals benefit the whole. According 

to Coleman (1998), “If we begin with a theory of rational action, in which each actor 

has control over certain resources and interest in certain resources and events, then 

social capital constitutes a particular kind of resource available to an actor” (p. 98). 

Thus, social capital exists in relationships among people. For Coleman, social capital 

captures the relationship among individuals that allows them to then enable actions to 

produce individual outcomes. For example, everyone would benefit from a 

neighborhood watch group to help lower the local crime rate, even for the individuals 
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who never personally participate (Coleman, 1988). Coleman (1988) further defined 

social capital by its function: 

It is not a single entity but a variety of different entities with two  

elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures,  

and they all facilitate certain actions of actors-whether persons or corporate  

actors within the structure. Like other forms of capital, social capital is  

productive, making possible the achievement of certain ends that, in its  

absence, would not be possible. Like physical capital and human capital,  

social capital is not completely fungible but may be specific to certain  

activities. A given form of capital that is valuable in facilitating certain  

actions may be useless or even harmful to others. Unlike other forms  

of capital, social capital inheres in the structure of relations between  

actors and among actors. (p. S98) 

We see here that social capital describes something that emerges within the context of 

relationships among individuals. Coleman’s definition describes structures as relations 

between actors and among actors; therefore, social capital is also a resource for people. 

Social structures may include family, religion, law, economy, class, status, roles, social 

networks, groups and organizations, social institutions, and society (Bourdieu, 1986; 

Coleman, 1988; Granvotter, 1973; Lin, 1999; Stanton-Salazar et al., 1997). According to 

Colemen (1998), structures are individuals who are also seen as resources. Coleman uses 

the term actors in a relationship whereas Noddings uses carer and cared-for. In Coleman’s 

explanation of structures, he is referring to the individual within the setting. Structures are 

the social context of the relationship in a social setting. In the context of my research, the 
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setting is the community college, and the social setting is the relationships first-generation 

students form when engaging with student affairs personnel. It is these relationships that 

can be seen as generators of social capital as Coleman describes.  

While Bourdieu used social capital theory to explain the behavior of society 

and its class structure and Coleman used the concept to explain the behavior of 

individuals, it was Granovetter (1973) who demonstrated that relationships among 

individuals constitute social networks, which take the form of interpersonal 

relationships or ties. Strong ties exist, for example, among family and close friends, 

and weak ties are more prevalent among acquaintances and work colleagues. While 

pre-dating the more well-known theorists, Granovetter’s (1973) earlier work used the 

concept of relationship associated with social capital to expand on social capital theory 

to emphasize the power and/or advantages of social network theory. 

  Granovetter adds another crucial element to our analysis: Granovetter claims 

that weak ties provide access to new information and new social networks that serve as 

potential resources. Weak ties can be understood as acquaintances with people who we 

do not interact with frequently but are crucial for having requisite knowledge about 

navigating the job market for example. For individuals exploring career options or 

opportunities, weak ties are sources of information about job opportunities; 

acquaintances constitute networks large enough to provide information to the 

individual that may not have been known otherwise but not so extensive as to circulate 

the information widely sufficient to negate the benefits of the connections 

(Granovetter, 1973). In this study, the networks are with the student affairs personnel 

who are the ties. These ties connect students to resources—such as financial aid, 
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career services, athletics, tutoring, and academic support, etc.—for students, especially 

first-generation students, to access and interact with. An important detail here is that 

Granvotter recognized that social networks are structures, some closed to outsiders and 

others more permeable. Higher education itself can be seen as a structure that is more 

permeable because, at the community college level in North Carolina, there is an open 

admissions policy where the student has to be eighteen or a high school graduate to be 

accepted into the college. This is unlike the selective admission practices at many 

four-year universities. For example, students from families without a history of the 

college experience are often associated with more extensive social networks of friends 

and family. Unfortunately, unless these large networks encompass individuals with 

college experience, the value of those large networks diminishes in some ways within 

the context of attending college (though those networks may have a lot of value as 

places of support, encouragement, and resilience). Having relationships with one or 

two individuals with college experience may hold more content-specific value than a 

large network without college-specific experience (Granovetter, 1973). These one or 

two individuals can form a relationship that is addressing a need (cared-for) and is led 

to a resource (carer) with the knowledge to address that need. Understanding these 

networks of relationships as structures is essential because these connections can 

encourage one to achieve goals. Thus, the structure of relationships enables actions. 

Granovetter’s work helps us understand a key feature of social capital under-

emphasized in both Bourdieu’s and Coleman’s work: the transfer of social knowledge 

from one social network is predicated upon bridges and people mediate bridging actions. 

A liaison must be on each side; someone must transfer information from one side to the 
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other. For example, the federal program for first-generation students called Student 

Support Services can be seen as a bridge because it offers direct support for first-

generation college students. Since students in the program create new relationships 

outside their current circles of family and friends, the program is a bridge as Granovetter 

indicates. Choosing to pursue a bachelor's degree at an out-of-state college is another 

example of bridging because students have to form new relationships beyond their 

existing ones in order to survive the experience.  

Social capital may be transferred from anyone involved in a school setting, from 

the highest-ranking leader within a department to the person welcoming students at the 

reception desk. If information is kept only at the highest level, students may be negatively 

impacted because they may not understand important details. For example, if a cut score 

for a state-approved placement test changes and the changes are not communicated in a 

timely manner to students, they may be advised to take a course or courses that are not 

necessary, potentially costing the student unnecessary expenses. Likewise, students may 

need prerequisite courses and not taking them in the correct order could delay their 

progression in programs. Thus, staff members need accurate information to be shared 

with them and then, in turn, to share it with students who then share information with 

their friends and family, thus creating bridges between various social groups.  

The transferring relationship that Granvoetter emphasized is captured in Nan Lin’s 

(1999) research on social networks; it provides us with additional and essential insight 

into the value of relationships beyond family, friends, colleagues, and acquaintances. In 

this study, I recognize student affairs as a particular form of network first-generation 

students have access to. Lin (1999) defines social capital as “resources embedded in a 
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social structure which are accessed and/or mobilized in purposive actions” (p. 36). Lin’s 

definition is slightly different from that of Bourdieu et al. because Lin emphasizes 

embedded resources which she describes as resources that are considered crucial for 

maintaining and improving an individual's socioeconomic status (Lin, 1999). I argue that 

staff members within student affairs are examples of these embedded resources within the 

social structure of higher education that can be accessed and then mobilized by first-

generation students to improve and reach their educational goals, which will be discussed 

further in chapter five.  

Lin (1999) recognizes four elements for why embedded resources in social 

networks enhance the outcome of actions. Embedded resources are relationships where 

trust, receptivity, care, and recognition all shape how individuals interact. As we can see 

from the previous discussion, the same elements are associated with an ethic of care. The 

first element of action is the flow of information. As previously discussed with Coleman, 

bridges facilitate the flow of information. In this study, the flow of information is through 

student affairs staff. In ideal circumstances, they have ties to labor market information 

such as needs and demands. Student affairs staff can thus provide students with 

information about employment trends and how to understand the college opportunities 

related to them. This sort of analysis may be difficult to find elsewhere, so it may be both 

crucial and difficult to obtain through other networks (Lin, 1999).  

Conclusion  

 Through the literature review process, research on student persistence in higher 

education found that contact with faculty members outside the classroom helps students feel 

connected to and remain enrolled in their schools. Yet it failed to address relationships with 
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staff members in higher education. I suggest we understand what type of relationships and 

interactions students encounter with student affairs personnel that most likely impacts student 

success. In this chapter, I discussed and defined an ethic of care and social capital. I 

discovered that there were intersecting aspects of an ethic of care and social capital. Both 

concepts relied on trust, reciprocity, relationships, and confirmation in order for a 

relationship to form where the transfer of insider knowledge can be shared. The current study 

led to an understanding of the intersection of an ethic of care and social capital. In the next 

chapter, I will provide an explanation of Q Methodology which I used to conduct this study.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

In this chapter, I discuss how I used Q methodology to explore how first-

generation community college students perceived caring behaviors and the sharing of 

insider knowledge.  

Q methodology involves a systematic approach to studying subjectivity by 

exploring the perspectives and viewpoints of participants. Q methodology uses a 

combination of quantitative techniques, such as factor analysis, and qualitative techniques, 

such as open-ended interviews and surveys, to understand the subjective experiences and 

beliefs of individuals. For the purpose of this study, I chose to use Q methodology because 

I was interested in understanding students' perceptions of care that were demonstrated by 

student services staff. Q methodology is useful to uncover different patterns of thoughts, 

perceptions, opinions, attitudes, and beliefs of first-generation student interactions with 

student affairs personnel. By using q methodology, and specifically student interviews, I 

was able to understand the needs of the first-generation students that participated in my 

research. I utilized the rigorous and systematic procedure, which provides an objective 

structure to identify and quantify participants’ subjective views on a given topic 

(McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Stephenson, 1953; Watts & Stenner, 2012).  

The methodology provided me with a way of understanding a subjective 

phenomenon by utilizing this mixed methods approach. Using Q Methodology enables me 

to identify groupings of shared beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions among participants 
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within a study; these patterns or shared views in Q methodology are called factors (Cross, 

2005; Watts & Stenner, 2012). This research approach emphasizes how and why people 

think the way they do, but not how many people think a certain way (Brown, 1994;Valenta 

& Wigger, 1997; Watts & Stenner 2005). According to Akhtar-Danesh, Baxter, Valaitis, 

and Stanyon (2009), Q methodology allows the researcher to identify “groups of 

participants having similar and alternative viewpoints and in turn to ascertain similarities 

and differences between groups,” (p. 315). The idea behind Q methodology is that only a 

limited number of distinct opinions exist about any topic (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005). 

The question driving this research project is: How do Student Affairs personnel 

construct and maintain caring relationships through non-classroom interactions? The 

research sub-questions that further refined my study are as follows:  

Research Question 1: According to first-generation students, what are the most 

essential and non-essential behaviors or interactions that demonstrate Student 

Affairs personnel care about students? 

Research Question 2: What behaviors do Student Affairs personnel demonstrate 

with first-generation students that lead those students to believe they are being 

cared for?  

Research Question 3: How do Student Affairs personnel perceive their role in 

student persistence, completion, and career field choice? 

Q Methodology 

History of Q Methodology 

Q methodology is a mixed methods research approach that combines both 

quantitative and qualitative techniques. It involves a systematic approach to studying 
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subjectivity by exploring the perspectives and viewpoints of participants. Q methodology 

uses a combination of quantitative techniques, such as factor analysis, and qualitative 

techniques, such as open-ended interviews or surveys, to understand the subjective 

experiences and beliefs of individuals. Q methodology is a valuable research method for 

exploring complex and nuanced issues that are difficult to capture through purely 

quantitative or qualitative approaches. Traditional, correlational research typically does not 

allow for discovering patterns and exploring how and why people think the way they do 

had not been attempted before (Brown, 1994; Valenta & Wigger, 1997; Watts & Stenner 

2005). Quantitative procedures typically pass over the viewpoints of the person’s life from 

the one living it (Brown, 1996; Shemmings, 2006). Brown suggests that the chief goal of 

Q Methodology is to reveal by what means people conceptualize and believe the way they 

do and for what reason. 

In 1935, Q methodology was created by William Stephenson in response to the 

need for a method of research that allowed for the exposure of subjectivity in any 

condition. Q methodology, according to Donner (1998), “allows a researcher to explore a 

complex problem from a subject’s point of view: in a Q-sort, participants weigh 

statements, in response to a question, in accordance to how they see the issue at hand” (p. 

24). By utilizing this research method, I was able to see how participants shared similar 

perceptions and viewpoints because the Q sorting consists of “a modified rank-ordering 

procedure in which stimuli are placed in an order that is significant from the standpoint” 

(p. 141). Participants are not aware of the statements before the sorting process, which 

prevents them from prejudging the statements. According to Thomas & Watson (2002), 

“Q-sort offers a robust, theoretically grounded, and quantitative tool for examining 
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opinions and attitudes” (p. 141). As a result, I could then look for patterns of response to 

uncover and name distinct viewpoints within different, small groups.  

Adding to the range of qualitative methodological tools, Q methodology is a 

method to be applied when the researcher focuses on qualitative investigative procedures 

and extends the scope of how the data can be used in the study (Shemmings, 2006). Within 

Q methodology, the intention is to detect similarities, patterns, and themes from 

observations, interviews, and field notes to produce an extraordinarily manageable factor 

analysis. This method “requires no knowledge of mathematics to interpret the data 

obtained” (Shemmings, 2006, p. 147), although factor analysis, a statistical method used to 

describe variability among observed, correlated variables, is quite mathematically complex.  

Consequently, Q Methodology gives me, as the researcher, an advantage because 

the aforementioned patterns and themes across a sample group can easily be identified. 

The significant difference between Q Methodology and correlational coefficients is that 

“Q does not need large numbers of subjects as does R (correlational research), for it can 

reveal a characteristic independently of the distribution of that characteristic relative to 

other characteristics'' (Brown, 1994, as cited in Smith 2001, p. 2). A large number of 

participants is not needed to identify attributes that are clustered into groups. Instead, a 

low response rate will yield common clusters. Because of the flexibility Q Methodology 

offers, it is a useful choice for research where large numbers of persons with the 

experience to contribute their perspective to the topic may be challenging to access.  

In this study, gathering a large number of community college graduates who had 

met the criteria for inclusion, alongside their student affairs counterparts, was 
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challenging, as these students had moved on in their education and careers. Regarding the 

respondents for the research study invitation, the only participants who responded were 

those from my current institution, with whom I had already built trusting relationships. 

This is a key aspect of the study, which emerged later in the research and is discussed in 

detail in Chapter Five.  

As a mixed research method, Q Methodology is seen as a change in the order of 

what one would consider traditional factor analysis research since the procedures allow 

the researcher to correlate persons instead of conducting trials. However, historically 

qualitative studies are carried out using comprehensive written questioning procedures 

that contribute to developing conceptual frameworks from interviews (Shemmings, 2006). 

The Q factor analysis makes available data about resemblances, predictions, and 

perspectives on a specific topic (Brown, 1993), and when blended with qualitative 

research, it provides choices to the researcher. Steelman and Magire (1999) suggests that 

Q Methodology can often: 

a) identify important internal and external constituencies; 

b) define participant viewpoints and perceptions; 

c) provide sharper insight into participant-preferred management directions; 

d) identify criteria that are important to clusters of individuals; 

e) Examine areas of friction, consensus, and conflict; 

f) And isolate gaps in shared understanding (p 363). 

Based on this information, the Q methodology approach was a good choice to use to 

determine the perspectives of first-generation college students on the most and least 
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essential interactions and behaviors indicative of caring relationships. Additionally, Q-

sorting offers several benefits pertinent to this study, as suggested by Thomas & Watson 

(2002): 

● Q-sort provides a way to conduct an in-depth study with a small sample 

population; 

● Theoretical literature guides and supports its usage; 

● Subjectivity is captured in operation through a person’s self-reference; 

● Participants do not need to be randomly selected; 

● It can be administered over the internet; 

● And its analysis techniques help protect the respondent’s identity from the 

researcher making this anonymous. 

Therefore, the Q methodology is practical when the researcher wishes to explore the 

how and why of individuals' perceptions.  

Since Q methodology research involves human subjects and whenever human 

subjects are involved, it is necessary to engage and obtain approval from an Institutional 

Review Board prior to proceeding with any research activity. As a result, I obtained 

approval from the Appalachian State University Institutional Review Board before 

proceeding with my research. In the next section, I describe the recruiting process for the 

study participants and provide a detailed description of participants demographics. 

Participant Recruiting Process 

Once the study was granted approval by the Appalachian State University 

Institutional Review Board, I sent over eight hundred invitations to participate in the study to 

first-generation college graduates from two North Carolina Community Colleges in rural 
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western North Carolina. Per the recommendations of Bartlett and DeWeese (2015), these 

participants were purposefully chosen because of their familiarity with the topic being 

studied and their perceptions of their interactions with student affairs personnel. Although the 

invitation was sent to two separate rural North Carolina community colleges, responses were 

only received from one institution.  

As the researcher, I am employed at the same community college as the student 

participants. Recognition and familiarity with the researcher may have contributed to the 

difference in the response rates between the two community colleges. I have no other 

explanation for the lack of respondents from the second community college. Twenty-six 

individuals who were recent (within the last three years) graduates of a community college 

responded to the call to participate in the study.  

Participant Demographics 

 Forty-five total respondents participated in the study representing one community 

college in rural North Carolina. Twenty-six first-generation student participants completed 

the Q sort, arranging twenty-two statements of caring interactions on a scale of less essential 

-3 to most essential +3 between May 2022 and July 2022.  

All student participants were first-generation college students, as required by the 

study criteria. An overview of participant demographics can be found in Table 1.  
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Table 1  
 
Demographic Information for Student Participants 

Gender N % 

Female 17 65% 

Male 8 31% 

Prefer Not to Answer 1 4% 

Total 26 100% 

   

Ethnicity N % 

Hispanic/Latino 4 15% 

Non-Hispanic/Latino 22 85% 

Total 26 100% 

   

Race N % 

American/Native Indian 2 8% 

Asian 0 0% 

Black or African American 4 15% 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0 0% 

White 20 77% 

Total 26 100% 
 

In the following section, I explain my connection to the study participants and the related 

ethical concerns related to this research project. 

Role of the Researcher and Related Ethical Issues  

As the researcher, I am currently employed at the community college where I 

conducted the research study. I have been employed at this same community college in 
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rural North Carolina for over twenty years. I currently serve in the capacity of senior 

leader for the division of student affairs, which is at the heart of this research study. As 

such, I acknowledge my subjectivity as an institutional insider and also understand my 

institutional history and professional position were not neutral in relation to this study. I 

am passionate about the proposed topic of study. I have personally experienced actions 

and interactions that have demonstrated caring behaviors, and I have been on the 

receiving end of non-caring behavior during my experiences as a first-generation college 

student, as referenced in my opening personal narrative in Chapter One. As such, I am 

highly committed to this study to better understand student perceptions of interactions 

with student affairs personnel. However, I understand that my personal belief in the 

necessity and value of student affairs demonstrating care for first-generation students 

urged me to conduct this study and also shaped how I interpreted the results of the data 

collection and analysis. As the researcher, I am aware that elements of my background 

may have influenced the data ascertained in this study as I made requests for study 

participants and conducted interviews. My connection to the institution and 

recognizability positively influenced the number of student participants, but may have 

also limited the responses provided during the student and student affairs personnel 

interviews. The trustworthiness of this study is further detailed in the description of the 

interview phases of the research, as this is the stage where interpretations can vary based 

on the chosen Q methodology. Once the participants were identified for the study, the 

steps of the Q sort research process were executed as detailed in the next sections.  
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Q Methodology Procedures 

In Q methodological research, data is gathered from individuals during subjective 

studies on various matters of interest, which is then clustered based on the similarity of 

opinion. This method's general purpose is helping to grasp the subject matter by 

determining whether or not these opinions demonstrate a theme (Brown, 1993). Precise 

guidelines must be followed to produce the thematic effects that Q Methodology is used 

for. The primary stages of Q methodology include establishing the sample, administering 

the test, and analyzing the results as described in the following steps: 

Step 1: Build the concourse.  

In developing the concourse, the researcher tries to generate a comprehensive 

collection of all the possible statements that can be made about a given topic of interest. 

This material can be collected and obtained from various sources, including contributor’s 

observation, experience from the educational and social involvements of the researcher, 

literature reviews, consultations, personal interviews, questionnaires asking experts, 

opinions, and the investigator’s own words (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005; Watts & Stenner, 

2005). The phrases developed in the sample do not need to be lengthy sentences; pictures, 

simple terms, or even single words can work (Thomas & Watson, 2002).  

The statements are next categorized based on general themes. Though these 

opinions come from various sources, the gauge used to sort the items remains fixed. The 

collected material should represent the thoughts and opinions that people in the field of 

study would have to say on the subject matter (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005). A few critical 

rules for crafting a good set of elements or samples exist. First, try to use samples that 

mean different things. Items nearly repeated confuse the participants, as do pairs of 
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elements that are exact opposites. Next, avoid extreme elements such as so excellent or 

repulsive because it causes everyone you sample to agree or disagree. This can cause 

other elements to be left unsorted or ignored. Items should be plausible competitors with 

one another. Finally, try to keep the elements similar in style. Choose either all phrases or 

sentences but not both and avoid double negatives. The researcher should attempt to be as 

clear and concise as possible. Conducting a pre-test with participants will ensure the 

researcher has provided clarity and general comparability (Donner, 2001). 

For this study, I built the concourse by initially reviewing eighty-eight student 

comments on Student Satisfaction Surveys from 2015 to 2020 at a medium-sized rural 

community college administered and obtained from the Office of Institutional 

Effectiveness and Strategic Planning and through interactions with colleagues and other 

student affairs professionals as well as my own personal knowledge as a first-generation 

student. It is appropriate for material to be collected and obtained from various sources, 

including contributor’s observation, experience from the educational and social 

involvements of the researcher, literature reviews, consultations, personal interviews, 

questionnaires asking experts, opinions, and the investigator’s own words (van Exel & de 

Graaf, 2005; Watts & Stenner, 2005). 

 Because the concourse is designed to be representative of all possible viewpoints 

on the area of interest, the first round of statement collection was unwieldy, disorganized, 

and sometimes contradictory. Based on the size of the initial concourse in this study, it is 

not included in this study. As I collected the statements, I reviewed and combined similar 

statements. The statements that were irrelevant or outside the area of focus I discarded. 

The condensed list of 80 behaviors or interactions can be found in Appendix A. 
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Step 2: Develop the Q Set.  

The next step of Q methodological development is often considered the refinement 

of the concourse. While it is not unusual for the concourse in a formal Q study to consist of 

hundreds of statements, it is not practical for participants to review and sort hundreds of 

statements. As a result, the next step was to narrow down the list to create a sample of 

statements representing a full range of viewpoints. Brown (1993) suggests that this editing 

process can be completed by allowing experts in the field to critique those statements, 

perform a pilot study, or through a random sample of statements. Experts in Q 

methodological assessment recommend a finalized set of 30 to 60 sample items to be 

determined before beginning the Q-sort (Brown, 1996; Cross, 2005; Thomas & Watson, 

2002). I was able to create a list of twenty-two statements. The refined list of Q-Set 

Statements can be seen in Table 2. 
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Table 2  
 
Q-set Statements 

Statement 
Number 

Statement in response to: What are the essential and least essential behaviors 
or interactions of care demonstrated by student affairs professionals that help 
first-generation students persist, complete, and choose a career field?  

1 Actually excited to see students 

2 Available 

3 Communicative 

4 Compassionate 

5 Conscientious 

6 Courteous 

7 Eager to help 

8 Efficient 

9 Empathetic 

10 Good communication skills 

11 Good listener 

12 Helpful 

13 Knowledgeable 

14 Motivated 

15 Patience 

16 Personable 

17 Positive Attitude 

18 Reliable 

19 Resourceful 

20 Welcoming 

21 Welcoming responses to students, faculty, and staff 

22 Willingness to help others 
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Step 3: Select the P-set.  

A P-set comprises individuals who are versed in the subject of research and have a 

perspective on the subject matter to form an opinion. Van Exel & de Graaf (2005) state 

that “this P-set is not random. Rather it is a structured sample of respondents who are 

theoretically relevant to the problem under consideration” (p. 6). For this research, it is 

helpful to think of the p-set as a sample of respondents. The size of the Q-Sample will 

determine the size of the p-set sample. To select the proper Q-Method sample size, the 

recommended ratio of Q-Sort to P-set is a minimum of 2:1 (Watts & Stenner, 2012). For 

example, if the given Q-Set contains 40 statements, a minimum of twenty samples or 

respondents will be required. The response is less about the number of respondents and 

more about the frequency of their responses once sorted. A draft of the email to 

prospective respondents is included in Appendix B. 

The North Carolina Community College System (NCCCS) consists of 58 

institutions representing the state's five regions: Western/Mountain, Piedmont/Foothills, 

Central, Northeast, and Southeast. The group of participants making up the p-set consists 

of students from one rural community college in the foothills of Western North Carolina 

who meet the federal definition of first-generation as neither parent nor guardian has 

earned a bachelor’s degree. The participants were asked to identify the person who 

exhibited care during their higher education experience and the position each person held. 

Additionally, the student affairs professionals from these two institutions were 

asked to participate in the same q-sort to compare student perceptions to staff 

members’ perceptions. Prior to their participation in the study, individuals were asked 

to complete a consent form, which was created with Google Forms. When submitted, it 
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returned directly to my secure AppState Google Drive. A copy of this Consent Form 

can be found in Appendix E.  

Step 4: Construct and Administer the Q sort activity.  

After the Q-set is established, the next step is to direct the Q-sort. Once the 

concourse is determined, a standard method of assessing the list of statements is to rate 

them on a scale of -3 to +3, which reflects the participant’s level of agreement with the 

statement (Brown, 1993). I followed this standard procedure. I emailed students meeting 

the above definition of first-generation and asked them to participate by completing the 

participant consent form. Those consenting were then directed to complete a short 

demographic survey and were provided a link to Q-Sortware, a free web application. Q-

Sortware allows participants to move sample items throughout the sorting process. I asked 

participants to read all the statements carefully. This allowed each participant to become 

familiar with the types of views and opinions on the topic. Q-Sortware randomizes the Q-

samples for each sort to help reduce possible effects due to Q-sample order. 

The Q-sort began with all items in the q-set placed in the center of the  

distribution. I instructed the participants through a rough sort of the attributes. I asked them 

to place the statements into three categories: agree, neutral, and disagree. When the 

participant finished the first sort, I then asked them to sort each category beginning with the 

agree pile first to decide which must be moved within the -3 and +3 distribution anchors 

ranging from definitely non-essential to very essential with gradations in-between. The 

participants then arranged the behaviors or interactions of care they experienced or 

encountered with student affairs professionals into seven categories. 
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Step 5: Factor analyze the Q factor analysis.  

An exploratory factor analysis was then conducted on the rank-ordered scores by 

using the Kade Ken-Q Analysis software (2019) developed by Banasick. The Q factor 

analysis was not performed by variable, trait, or statement, but instead by person: people 

correlate to others with similar beliefs and opinions based on their Q-sorts (Valenta & 

Wigger, 1997), which resulted in the identification of factors that represent groupings of 

participants with similar views, experiences or feelings related to the theme of the study.  

Step 6: Post-sort surveys and interviews.  

Post-sort surveys and interviews are an optional but valuable component of a 

Q methodology study. These methods were used to gather additional information 

about the participants' perspectives and to better understand the personal experiences 

that influenced their rankings.  

Post-sort surveys were used to gather demographic information about the 

participants, such as age, gender, and education level. I also include questions about 

the participants' experiences or beliefs related to the topic of the study. I asked each 

participant to explain why they ranked the behavior or interaction in the order in 

which they chose. The results of the surveys provided valuable context when I was 

interpreting the Q sort data. 

Interviews are typically conducted with a subset of participants who represent 

a range of perspectives identified in the Q sort analysis. The interviews allow me to 

explore in more depth the reasons behind the participants' rankings and to gain a 

more nuanced understanding of their perspectives. These interviews can be 
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structured or unstructured and may be conducted in person or online. I sent 

invitations to ten students who expressed interest in participating in follow-up 

interviews after they completed their Q sort. Ten individuals agreed to participate 

with a the follow-up interview. Adhering to the interview protocol, I contacted 

participants consenting to the interview process via email and scheduled virtual 

interviews via Google Meet. In the end, I interviewed five student participants. 

In qualitative research, it is crucial to ensure the trustworthiness of research 

findings. To ensure the perception of participants was accurately depicted, I 

reviewed the post-sort responses with the student participant for accuracy. For the 

students for whom I received their post-sort survey responses by phone, I 

transcribed their responses and returned them to the participant by email for 

validation. This step ensured the opinions, viewpoints, and perspectives of the 

individuals participating in the post-sort survey were accurately represented. After 

the interview with the first-generation students and the student affairs professional 

were complete, I shared a transcript of each participant’s interview to ensure the 

reliability and credibility of the transcription and to receive any suggestions or 

edits.  

Both post-sort surveys and interviews provide valuable insights into the 

participants' perspectives and the factors that influenced their rankings. By 

combining Q sort data with the purely qualitative information I gathered through 

these methods, I gained a more complete picture of the complex issues being 

studied. 
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I provided an overview of the appropriateness of Q 

Methodology to address first-generation students' perceptions of caring interactions 

with student affairs professionals. I also explained the necessary steps involved in 

completing a Q Methodology study and how this study follows established 

parameters or previous research. I further discussed the development of the 

concourse, Q-set, P-set, and data analysis process. In the next chapter, I will discuss 

the analysis of the data from the q-sorts, as well as first-generation community 

college graduate responses to post-sort survey questions and follow-up interviews. 

In addition, if a first-generation student specifically named a particular person in 

student affairs as instrumental to their success, I then analyzed and interpreted the 

interview responses to assist me in answering the three research questions of the 

study.  
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Chapter 4: Findings/Results 

This Q Methodology study aimed to learn about the perceptions of first-generation 

community college students regarding how the behaviors of student affairs personnel 

demonstrate care and play a role in student success. This chapter has four major sections 

presenting the findings and results of this mixed methods research study: 1) a detailed 

description of the processes used in analyzing the data from the Q sorts, 2) the first-

generation community college graduate responses to post-survey questions, 3) follow-up 

interviews with students, which led to the final step of the research process, and 4) interviews 

with student affairs personnel.  

The overarching research question which guided this study was: How do student 

affairs personnel construct and maintain caring relationships through non-classroom 

interactions? The research sub-questions that further refined my study are as follows:  

Research Question 1: According to first-generation students, what are the most 

essential and non-essential behaviors or interactions that demonstrate student 

affairs personnel care about students? 

Research Question 2: What behaviors do student affairs personnel demonstrate 

with first-generation students that lead those students to believe they are being 

cared for?  

Research Question 3: How do student affairs personnel perceive their role in 

student persistence, completion, and career field choice? 



 

61 
 

In the following sections, I detail the steps of the Q sort research process that were executed 

as identified in the previous chapter. 

Part One: Q sort Research Process 

As an initial step in the Q sort process, I asked participants to sort twenty-two 

statements based on keywords and themes drawn from Student Satisfaction Surveys, 

interactions with colleagues and other student affairs professionals, as well as my own 

personal knowledge as a first-generation college student. Within the Q sort methodology, it is 

appropriate for material to be collected and obtained from various sources, including 

contributor’s observation, experience from the educational and social involvements of the 

researcher, literature reviews, consultations, personal interviews, questionnaires asking 

experts, opinions, and the investigator’s own words (van Exel & de Graaf, 2005; Watts & 

Stenner, 2005). I asked the student participants to sort the Q set statements, presented in the 

next section (see Table 1), based on their experiences with student affairs personnel who 

assisted them in achieving their academic goals while enrolled at a rural community college. 

Q-sortware, an online instrument created by Dr. Alessio Prennedu, was utilized to collect the 

data and complete the sorting process. This first major section of the chapter on the Q sort 

research process is divided into ten sections that follow the steps prescribed by the Q 

methodology, starting with 1) data collection and analysis; 2) examining the eigenvalues; 3) 

correlation matrix; 4) q factor analysis; 5) factor loading; 6) Z scores; 7) factor arrays; 8) 

defining characteristics; 9) consensus statements; and 10) distinguishing statements. Finally, 

an analysis of the Q sort findings will be presented along with a discussion of the respective 

emerging themes. 



 

62 
 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The 26 community college student participants were asked to rank 22 potential caring 

behaviors that they may have experienced in their interactions with student affairs personnel. 

These 22 statements represent the Q set items (see Table 2 in the previous section) and the 

corresponding instructions provided to participants.  

In order to capture a picture of where participants share similar viewpoints, Q 

methodology uses an inverted factor analysis technique with a forced distribution sorting grid 

to build a shared point of view of the participants (as shown in Figure 1 below). It is 

important to note that the statement numbers are not displayed to the participants and bear no 

meaning aside from making the analysis smoother. According to Watts and Stenner (2012), 

participants ascribe their own personal meaning and psychological significance to the Q set 

statements and rank them in relation to that personal meaning. Once the sorting process was 

complete, the Q sorts were collected and compared to one another using a process called 

factor analysis. Factor analysis produces groups of participants, called factors, that 

characterize the perspectives and mindset of the participant group as a whole. Participants 

were forced to rank all of the statements in relation to each other, a process known as forced 

distribution, which is considered to be the most effective way of facilitating the collection 

and analysis process in the Q methodology (Watts & Stenner, 2012).  
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Figure 1. Sample of a Q sort grid (Inverted Factor Analysis) 

 

Each participant ranked twenty-two statements, but were limited through the forced 

distribution to the number of statements they could place in each category. Participants could 

sort one statement in the -3 and one statement in the +3 slot, followed by three statements in 

the -2 and three statements in the +2 slots, four statements in the -1 and four statements in the 

+1 slots and six statements in the neutral category until all 22 statements were sorted. 

Participants completed their Q sorts using an online sorting product called QSortWare 

(Pruneddu, 2017). Participants used rankings on a -3 to +3 scale, with -3 indicating the least 

essential and +3 indicating their most essential caring interaction. Once submitted, the Q sort 

data was downloaded to a secure drive and analyzed using KenQ Analysis Desktop Edition 

(KADE) software. A sample of a blank Q sort grid is provided in Figure 1 for a frame of 
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reference.  

 This Q Methodology study aimed to gain knowledge of the participants' viewpoints 

on student affairs personnel's specific influence on first-generation student success. In Q 

Methodology, it is the participants themselves and their perspectives as identified through the 

sort that is treated as the variables in the data according to Flowers (2017), who noted, “By 

engaging in the sorting and ranking process, participants rank the statements in relation to 

each other and their preconceived notions of the topic” (p. 64). Each participant had a unique 

interpretation of or perspective on the statements and the importance of each when 

considered in relation to each other. It is the similarity to other individuals’ perspectives that 

creates the factor groupings and the differences between groups that create meaning. Each 

statement in the Q sample is interpreted uniquely by the sorter, based on their own views of 

the topic and their past experiences. This means that each respondent singularly understands 

what these statements mean to them and that, “There are no operational definitions to 

consider in the sorting process because it is up to the sorter to interpret the meaning 

contained in the…Q sample” (Ramlo, 2015, p. 77). The Q sample in the current study 

contained 22 statements. Comparing each Q sort with all other Q sorts produced themed 

groups or factors capturing the distinct viewpoints that represent the p-set in its entirety 

(Bartlett & DeWeese, 2015).  

To strengthen the Q sort used in this study, I used a forced distribution method, 

rendering the activity more structured for participants and more pragmatic for researchers 

than a free distribution approach where participants can rank as many items as they wish in 

each category (McKeown & Thomas, 1988; Watts & Stenner, 2012). The forced choice 

approach engaged the participants (P-set) in the process of thoughtfully differentiating 
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between statements as they rank-ordered them in relation to one another. This is the opposite 

of  a free distribution approach which allows statements to be placed anywhere on the 

spectrum, leading to the “Likert effect.” The Likert effect, also known as the "summation 

effect," is a phenomenon that occurs in survey research when respondents are asked to rate 

multiple items on a non-forced scale to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with 

a statement or item (Carter, et., al.,  2021). This non-forced approach can be problematic 

because it can make it difficult to accurately assess the true level of agreement or 

disagreement with the statements or items being rated. However, Bartlett and Deweese 

(2015) stated that a benefit of Q methodology is that it helps identify the similarities and 

differences in subjective perceptions across a sample group and describes a variety of 

subjective viewpoints regarding the topic of interest. In 2005, Watts and Stenner concluded 

that the distribution type will have little or no effect on the factors. They point out that by 

using a forced distribution it creates less work for both the participants and I as the researcher 

when analyzing the results. 

The Q grid represented a scale of +3 to -3, where participants ranked the Q sample 

from very essential to definitely non-essential, as indicated as a condition in the instructions. 

Watts and Stenner (2012) recommended surveying roughly half the number of participants as 

Q sample items used in this particular study. However, they acknowledge that fewer 

participants can still provide valuable and meaningful data for the problem under 

consideration. Ultimately, this current study used 22 statements to survey 26 community 

college graduate participants. According to Watts and Stenner (2012), however, having more 

participants does not devalue the data or study. Q sortWare was the online instrument used to 

collect the Q sort data. Then after the data was collected and the instrument was closed, the 
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results were imported into the KADE software. KADE was then used to analyze and develop 

the factor groups, calculate the scree plot, and create the correlation matrix to demonstrate 

the best-fit solution.  

In the following sections of this chapter, I discuss the recommended processes in the 

factor analysis phase, beginning with the determination of the appropriate number of factors 

which will then be followed by a brief discussion on factor loading, z scores, Eigenvalues, 

and correlation matrix. Later, I name the factor groups and provide an explanation for the 

name and a rationale for why I supplemented this analysis with narrative support for the 

student participants who completed the post-sort survey.  

Eigenvalues 

Watts and Stenner (2012) identified Q methodological research as a means to explore 

factor-analyzed data instead of individual opinion statements, providing a quantitative way to 

analyze what could otherwise be qualitative or subjective perceptions. Factor analysis begins 

with factor extraction, which is a data reduction technique and is considered a way of taking 

the completed Q sorts (lists of statements or phrases about how student affairs personnel 

demonstrate care) and grouping them by themes so that the similarities between the groups 

become apparent (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This factor analysis process is conducted with the 

hope of learning more about how both students and student affairs personnel view care in the 

context of interactions within a community college setting. It is important to keep in mind 

that in Q methodology, the analysis examines the factor group data as opposed to the 

individual opinion statements. In this way, it is the participants—differentiated by their 

narrative and demographic data—that are the statistical variables, not the statements. As a 

result, I could identify groups of students who ranked the provided statements similarly, 
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demonstrating their shared similar perspectives, viewpoints, or attitudes about the topic at 

hand. For this study, a similar perspective was on the behavior or interaction which 

demonstrated care by student affairs personnel. The factor groups are themed, named, and 

characterized by the statistical characteristics and the qualitative, narrative information they 

provide at the conclusion of their Q sort (Watts & Stenner, 2012). 

Selecting the appropriate number of factors, or groups of participants, is not an exact 

science; the researcher must use their best judgment to determine the number of participant 

groups or factors that best represent the population’s viewpoints (Watts & Stenner, 2012). 

According to Watts and Stenner (2012), it is recommended that the researcher starts by 

extracting a factor for every six Q sorts in a study. I started with the eight factor groups and 

through trial and error landed on a four factor solution as described next.  

The initial step, illustrated in Table 3, is to conduct the factor analysis among multiple 

possible solutions in order to find the best fit solution. The solution of “best fit,” as 

characterized by Brown (1994), suggests that factor groups should have eigenvalues higher 

than 1.00 while also containing at least two significantly loading participants, which means 

that there are enough individual participants in each group to be able to draw meaningful 

conclusions through not only the quantitative data analysis, but also through the examination 

of their qualitative responses. Eigenvalues are used in Q methodology to identify patterns in 

the data and to calculate factor scores for each statement or item, and they are calculated by 

summing the squared loadings of all Q sorts on a factor. Completing a factor analysis showed 

similarities between participants’ sorting of statements, which provided insight into how 

participants’ perceptions about how student affairs personnel demonstrated care in student 

interactions.  
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Table 3  
 
Tested Factor Solutions 

Proposed 
Solution Eigenvalues Total Variance 

Explained 
Factor 

Considerations 

Highest 
Correlation 

Between 
Factors 

3 factor 
4.4052 
3.1197 
2.1272 

37% ** .3119 

4 factor 

4.4052 
3.1197 
2.1372 
1.9931 

45% * .3309 

5 factor 

4.4052 
3.1197 
2.1372 
1.9931 
1.8268 

52% **** .2481 

6 factor 

4.4052 
3.1197 
2.1372 
1.9931 
1.8268 
1.1347 

56% **** .3893 

7 factor 

4.4052 
3.1197 
2.1372 
1.9931 
1.8268 
1.1347 
1.0745 

60% **** .3689 

8 factor 

4.4052 
3.1197 
2.1372 
1.9931 
1.8268 
1.1347 
1.0745 

63% 
***** 

  
+ 

.3833 
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0.8840 
Note:   A star (*) indicates the number of factors with a bipolar split. 
         A plus sign (+) indicates one or more factors with zero participants loading. 
 

Factor analysis is the process of distributing the data from the Q sort into similar 

groups based on factor loading. The factor analysis for first-generation students began with 

an eight-factor solution based on Principal Component Analysis (PCA). PCA is a technique 

used in multivariate statistics and data analysis to reduce the dimensionalities of a data set 

while retaining as much of the original information as possible. It is often used to simplify 

and make sense of large, complex data sets (Brown, 1994). The basic idea behind PCA is to 

find a new set of coordinates, called principal components, that can be used to represent the 

data in a lower-dimensional space. These principal components are linear combinations of 

the original variables or features and are chosen such that they explain the maximum amount 

of variation in the data. Next, a Varimax rotation was applied, which is a method of factor 

rotation seeking a mathematically-superior solution that maximizes the amount of variance 

explained by the extracted factors (Watts & Stenner, 2005, 2012). Varimax rotation is often 

used in conjunction with PCA or factor analysis to identify patterns or themes in the data, as 

it makes it easier to interpret the factors or principal components. 

The eight factor solution was tested by analyzing the responses of first-generation 

community college students. However, with eight factor groups, two of those groups had no 

significant loadings or similarities. In response, I then performed a factor analysis of each 

possible solution, from three to eight groups, until four factors provided significant loading. 

Table 2 shows a summary of the tested factor solutions. I split Factor Group 2 into two 

factors because two of the participants loaded as negative factors in the original Factor Group 

2; therefore, I split that factor using a bipolar factor technique resulting in Factor Group 2A 
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and 2B. This modified four factor groups into a five factor solution. I selected the five factor 

solution because it offered significant variance, strong eigenvalues, and included the best 

descriptive factors for the model. Numerous participants could be flagged on the resultant 

factors. I describe the flagging process in the section titled Factor Loading.  

I next analyzed the views of the participants provided through the sorts using the 

factor and correlation analysis, which together make up a quantitative emphasis of Q 

methodology research (Simons, 2013). After comparing analysis output ranging from three to 

eight factors, I selected a four-factor (one bipolar) solution based on the best fit and then 

determined common themes that emerged from those groupings and similarities and 

differences within and between groups, presented in the Q sort findings section toward the 

end of this first major section.  

Correlation Matrix  

 The next step in a Q sort analysis is completing a correlation matrix. The correlation 

matrix is a form of data checking that allows the researcher to compare the relationships 

between participants visually. "In Q methodology, correlation provides a measure of the 

nature and extent of the relationship between any two Q sorts and hence a measure of their 

similarity or otherwise" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 97). The correlation matrix "allows us to 

ascertain the degree of agreement, or disagreement, between the entire set or item rankings 

produced by any two persons. In other words, we can conduct a direct and holistic 

comparison of their respective Q sorts" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 22), which strengthens the 

research through quantitative analysis. The correlation statistic represents "the degree of 

agreement between two sets of scores from the same individuals" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 

8). A high level of agreement between two sets of scores would be represented by +1.00, 
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while a high level of disagreement between two sets of scores would be represented by -1.00 

(Bartlett & DeWeese, 2015). The truncated correlation matrix for this study is located in 

Table 4 and represents the level of agreement between sorts. The full correlation matrix can 

be located in the appendices. This process is used for data checking and ensuring the 

reliability and validity of the best-fit solution. For example, if two individuals had sorted onto 

the same factor, yet their correlation statistic was -.75, that would indicate an issue in the 

statistical computations.  

 

Table 4  
 
Truncated Correlation Matrix 

 P01 P02 P03 P04 P05 P06 P07 P08 P09 P10 

P01 100 18 -8 -2 6 10 -26 8 6 10 

P02 18 100 6 30 -36 14 -14 -46 -14 -2 

P03 -8 6 100 -34 2 -28 16 36 10 46 

P04 -2 30 -34 100 6 10 -20 -34 4 -36 

P05 6 -36 2 6 100 -24 30 54 8 20 

P06 10 14 -28 10 -24 100 -34 -16 -60 -52 

P07 -26 -14 16 -20 30 -34 100 12 2 24 

P08 8 -46 36 -34 54 -16 12 100 -2 30 
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P09 6 -14 10 4 8 -60 2 -2 100 42 

P10 10 -2 46 -36 20 -52 24 30 42 100 

 

The data revealed that the highest correlation value (60) was noted between Participant 5 and 

Participant 17.  

As the correlation matrix serves as one form of data checking, another is the scree 

plot, which is generated during the initial data analysis. While the matrix allows us to see 

how strongly each pair of factors is related to one another and to identify any underlying 

patterns or structures in the data, with a large number of factors, it can be difficult to 

determine which factors are most important or relevant to the study. This is where a scree 

plot comes in. A scree plot is a visual representation of the eigenvalues of the correlation 

matrix, which can help us identify the number of factors that are most significant in our 

analysis. This scree plot is discussed in the next section.  

Q Factor Analysis  

As an additional form of data checking, the researcher used a scree plot method to 

visually represent the factor eigenvalue comparison (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Scree plots are 

similar to correlation matrices in that they provide a form of "at-a-glance" data checking. 

This is where one could see if something in the proposed solution is misaligned or needs 

further examination. As portrayed in Figure 2, an elbow bend occurs at factor three. 

However, the curve exhibits a subtly noticeable bending after factor 4, justifying the need to 

run the analysis on both the three-factor solution and the four-factor solution. The number of 

factors to extract indicates the point at which the line changes slope (Watts & Stenner, 2012).  
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Figure 2. Scree plot representation of appropriate factor solution 

 

It is recommended that only those factors with eigenvalues greater than one are used 

for the final interpretation of the data since these will explain more of the total variance than 

those factors with eigenvalues less than one (Donner, 2001). The eigenvalues for the four 

selected factors range from a high of 4.4052 to a low of 1.9931, as depicted in Figure 2 

above.  

When used in conjunction with the statistical analysis of the Q sort data, the scree plot 

aided in affirming that four factors would offer the best solutions. Ultimately, the 

combination of the Q sort analysis and the scree plot created meaningful groupings of first-

generation community college graduate participants who share similar viewpoints or 
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perceptions of student affairs personnel and their portrayal of care. In the next section, I 

describe the process of factor loadings within the Q sort analysis process and how this step 

led to a deeper understanding of participants’ views about how student affairs personnel 

demonstrate care. 

Factor Loadings 

 While factor analysis is the statistical technique used to identify underlying patterns 

or themes in the data, factor loadings are the correlations between each statement or item and 

the factor group identified by the factor analysis (Merlter & Vannatta, 2010). Table 3 

presents the flagged factor loading produced by the KADE statistical software. In Q 

methodology, factor loadings are used to identify the degree to which each statement or item 

in the Q set (the set of statements or items used to represent a particular perspective or 

viewpoint) is associated with a particular factor or theme. Factor loadings are calculated by 

performing factor analysis on the responses to the Q set. Factor loadings can be used to 

interpret the factor groups identified by the factor analysis by showing which statements or 

items are most strongly associated with each factor group. High factor loadings indicate that 

a statement or item is a good representation of the factor or theme, while low factor loadings 

indicate that a statement or item is not well represented by the factor or theme. In Q 

methodology, loadings are considered significant at the .4 level and range from -1.0 to +1.0. 

Variables will generally load on all factors but will only load highly on one factor (Merlter & 

Vannatta, 2010).  

Table 5 presents a summary of the factor loadings, which allowed me to place each of 

the participants into their best-fit factor group. In this research, none of the participants were 

flagged in more than one factor group. Group 1 contained six participants, Group 2A had two 
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flagged participants, Group 2B contained three participants, Group 3 had four participants 

flagged, while Group 4 contained five participants who loaded highly. In all, 20 of the 26 

participants were loaded into a factor group, which represented 77% of student participants 

represented in one of the five groups.  

 

Table 5  
 
Flagged Factor Loading 

 Factor 1 
Factor 
2A 

Factor  
2B 

Factor  
3 Factor  4 

p1 -0.0101 0.0482 -0.0482 0.4425 -0.0354 
p2 0.3824 0.1536 -0.1536 0.0492 -0.5925 
p3 0.7693 -0.1744 0.1744 -0.1277 0.0595 
p4 -0.0979 0.3922 -0.3922 -0.2036 -0.3235 
p5 0.0056 0.0934 -0.0934 -0.0803 0.5772 
p6 -0.1811 0.5458 -0.5458 0.3814 -0.2616 
p7 0.0904 -0.0456 0.0456 -0.5016 0.3725 
p8 0.3027 -0.0605 0.0605 0.2519 0.7643 
p9 -0.0704 -0.3366 0.3366 -0.1414 -0.1231 
p10 0.2885 -0.7675 0.7675 -0.05 0.2554 
p11 0.3644 0.1913 -0.1913 0.4183 0.2645 
p12 -0.0013 0.1729 -0.1729 0.7475 0.2503 
p13 0.698 -0.1259 0.1259 0.158 -0.0233 
p14 0.234 0.1286 -0.1286 0.0345 0.5738 
p15 0.5018 0.3043 -0.3043 0.0603 0.2751 
p16 0.4867 -0.0409 0.0409 0.2776 0.1315 
p17 0.0344 0.1076 -0.1076 0.3234 0.5247 
p18 0.2595 -0.2755 0.2755 0.7256 0.0605 
p19 -0.0768 -0.48 0.48 0.0347 -0.1385 
p20 -0.1901 -0.6065 0.6065 -0.3331 -0.0222 
p21 0.4655 0.2824 -0.2824 0.0135 0.2001 
p22 0.4443 0.3182 -0.3182 0.026 0.1884 
p23 0.4906 0.0216 -0.0216 -0.0577 0.6084 
p24 0.0349 0.7977 -0.7977 -0.1756 0.0391 
p25 0.3762 0.0003 -0.0003 -0.2803 -0.2621 
p26 0.267 -0.1691 0.1691 -0.1179 0.3191 
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Using the threshold of .4, Group 1 had six individuals that loaded significantly into 

the factor group. The factor loading for Group 1 ranged from .7693 to .4655. Group 2A only 

had two individuals significantly loaded (.7977 and .5458). Group 2B had three individuals 

with significant loadings (.7675, .6065, and .48). Group 3 saw four participants load 

significantly ranging from .7475 to .4183. Finally, Group 4 had significant loading for 5 

individuals ranging in score from .7643 to .5247.  

In Q methodology, these factor loadings are a way of measuring how strongly each 

participant’s responses (or “sorting” of items) are related to each factor group or theme that 

emerges from the data analysis. Essentially, factor loadings indicated how much each 

participant is related to each theme that I identified. To use a simple analogy, one can 

consider the factor loadings as being like weights on a scale. Just as different weights can be 

added to see how much they contribute to the overall weight total, different factor loadings 

can be added up to see how much each participant’s responses contribute to each factor. So, 

if a participant’s responses have a high loading for a particular factor, that means their sorting 

of the items is strongly associated with that factor group (or theme) and vice versa.  

Understanding these factor loadings is important because they identify which 

participants are most closely aligned with each factor and which factors are most important 

or influential in shaping the overall patterns in the data. By looking at the factor loadings, I 

identified how different people think about and prioritize different statements, and in this 

case, which characteristics of caring behavior are most essential in student affairs personnel. 

After calculating factor loadings for each participant, the next step in the Q methodology 

analysis is to convert these loadings into standardized z-scores. This transformation is 

necessary to enable meaningful statistical comparisons across participants, since factor 
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loadings are based on individual differences in response patterns rather than absolute values. 

By standardizing the factor loadings into z-scores, one can more accurately compare the 

strength and direction of each participant's association with each factor regardless of their 

individual sorting patterns. In the following section, I describe the process of transforming 

the factor loadings into z-scores and discuss the implications of these scores for our 

understanding of the underlying factors in my Q methodology study. 

Z Scores 

Z scores are often used to measure the standard deviation between an item in the Q 

set and the mean. The z score is used to standardize data and make it easier to compare and 

analyze across different variables. It allows one to identify the relative strength or weakness 

of a particular variable compared to the overall results. If an item is a specified number of 

standard deviations below the mean, this produces a negative z score. Conversely, a positive 

score is created when an item is a specified number of standard deviations above the mean. 

The closer the z score is to zero, the closer it is to the mean (Sweet & Grace-Martin, 1999). 

For the Q sort methodology, z scores are used to determine how significant a specific 

statement is to the factor on which it loaded. The closer the z score gets to + 3.0, the higher 

the level of agreement that the statement should be placed towards the extreme positive end 

of the Q sort. A z score near -3.0 would indicate the same is true at the extreme negative end 

of the Q sort (Spurgeon et al., 2012). Table 5 shows the z scores for each of the statements 

amongst the five factored groups. During the process of factor analysis, isolating this 

information is helpful in that it makes available not only direction (+/-) and distance (in 

standard deviation) from the mean, but it is also valuable for categorizing responses into 

factor groups.  
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Table 6  
 
Statement Z Scores 

 Factor  1 
Factor 

2A Factor  2B Factor  3 Factor  4 
Actually excited to see students 0.3 1.13 0.3 0.01 -0.98 

Available -0.02 1.69 -1.2 0.75 0.98 

Communicative 1.43 -0.93 1.49 1.05 0.84 

Compassionate 0.65 -1.13 0.84 -1.08 -0.14 

Conscientious -0.67 1.53 0.01 -1.57 -0.14 

Courteous -0.01 -0.76 0.31 -0.88 0.04 

Eager to help 1.48 0.96 -0.75 1.43 0.33 

Efficient 0.7 -1.16 1.42 -0.33 1.02 

Empathetic -0.79 1.73 -1.27 0.38 -1.15 

Good communication skills 1.32 0.16 -0.23 1.26 1.02 

Good listener -0.62 0.4 -1.5 0.05 0.11 

Helpful 0.75 0.76 -1.73 0.39 1.45 

Knowledgeable 1.25 0.56 -0.3 -0.01 0.96 

Motivated 0.44 0.2 0.59 -0.33 -1.13 

Patience -2.38 -0.36 -0.22 0.84 0.04 

Personable -1.57 -0.2 0 -1.22 -1.13 

Positive attitude 0.24 -0.2 1.35 -0.84 -0.85 

Reliable -0.7 -0.4 1.57 0.3 1 

Resourceful 0.2 -0.96 -0.08 -1.33 0.83 

Welcoming -0.92 -0.2 -1.34 -1.39 -1.96 

Welcoming responses to 
students, faculty, and staff -0.36 -1.69 0.07 0.6 -1.65 

Willingness to help others -0.72 -1.13 0.67 1.92 0.51 
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 In summary, z scores are a standardized measure of the strength and direction of each 

participant's association with each factor in a Q methodology study. Transforming the factor 

loadings into z scores, helped me more accurately compare the relative strength of each 

participant's association with each factor, and identify any underlying patterns or structures in 

the data. However, while z scores can help provide insights into the individual differences in 

response patterns, they do not provide a clear picture of how the factors are related. To gain a 

more complete understanding of the factor structure, I also examined the factor arrays. This 

provided a visual representation of how each item or statement is associated with each factor. 

In the next section, I discuss how I used the factor arrays to interpret and validate the 

underlying factors in our q methodology study. 

Factor Arrays 

A factor array represents a composite Q sort for a conceptual best fit of respondents 

loading predominantly on that factor (Dziopa & Ahern, 2011) and can be used to help the 

researcher and readers make better sense of the data being presented. The clustering of 

similar Q sorts or factor arrays is a strength of Q Methodology (Cuppen et al., 2016), which 

helped me to interpret how the statements ranked within each factor (Bartlett & DeWeese, 

2015). Put another way, the visual factor array helped me to identify at a glance which 

statements were ranked in which order by each group. I completed the rankings by using 

whole numbers from +3 (strongly emphasized) to -3 (definitely non-essential) using the 

group’s z scores (Watts & Stenner, 2012). The use of whole numbers is also advantageous 

when reporting factor arrays, as it provides an easier way to compare and contrast the 

attributes of each statement as well as each group or factor (Bartlett & DeWeese, 2015). 

Factor arrays helped me to execute factor interpretation and theme development since the 
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arrays can be seen as a typical Q sort for the factor and are a generalization of a perspective 

(Bartlett & DeWeese, 2015; Cuppen et al., 2016; McKeown & Thomas, 2013). I captured 

this information in a table format so that I could then compare and contrast the data to other 

factors and statements in the Q sort. The Q sort documented first-generation student 

perceptions of student affairs personnel in a manner that created a forced distribution, 

revealing participant viewpoints. Factor scores helped me examine the configuration of all 

items within the array and the significance of specific statement locations (i.e., how students 

ranked the statements within the forced distribution array). Statements within the factor array 

with the highest and lowest scores are typically more helpful for interpreting themes (Bartlett 

& DeWeese, 2015). The analysis of statements that score the highest or lowest defines a 

factor and distinguishes it from another factor (Cuppen et al., 2016; Wright, 2013).  

In my Q methodology study, I used a factor array table to visually represent the 

association of each item or statement with each factor. The factor array table allowed me to 

gain a deeper understanding of the defining characteristics of each factor. By examining the 

factor array, I was able to identify which items or statements were most strongly associated 

with each factor, which helped me to develop a more nuanced understanding of the 

underlying themes or constructs that were driving the response patterns in my study. Overall, 

the factor array table was a critical component of my Q methodology study, which helped me 

to better understand the complex relationships between the items or statements, the sorting 

patterns of the participants, and the underlying factors driving the response patterns. The 

factor array for each factor group in an equal distribution is shown in Table 7. 
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Table 7  
 
Factor Arrays 

No.  Statements F1 F2A F2B F3 F4 

1 Actually excited to see students 0 2 0 0 -1 

2 Available 0 2 -1 1 1 

3 Communicative 2 -1 2 2 1 

4 Compassionate 1 -2 1 -1 0 

5 Conscientious -1 2 0 -3 -1 

6 Courteous 0 -1 1 -1 0 

7 Eager to help 3 1 -1 2 0 

8 Efficient 1 -2 2 0 2 

9 Empathetic -2 3 -2 0 -2 

10 Good communication skills 2 0 -1 2 2 

11 Good listener -1 1 -2 0 0 

12 Helpful 1 1 -3 1 3 

13 Knowledgeable 2 1 -1 0 1 

14 Motivated 1 0 1 -1 -2 

15 Patience -3 0 0 1 0 

16 Personable -2 0 0 -2 -1 

17 Positive Attitude 0 0 2 -1 -1 

18 Reliable -1 -1 3 0 2 

19 Resourceful 0 -1 0 -2 1 

20 Welcoming -2 0 -2 -2 -3 

21 Welcoming responses to students, 
faculty, and staff 0 -3 0 1 -2 

22 Willingness to help others -1 -2 1 3 0 
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 It is often helpful to use factor arrays to analyze and interpret Q sort data since all of 

the sorts from a given factor are combined and presented in a simplified manner. Factor 

arrays are typically created for each factor group, and are presented later in this chapter as 

composite Q sorts for each identified factor group. The factor arrays assist in the creation of 

themes to represent each of the twenty-two statements and all five factors. These five-factor 

themes that emerged were 1) communication, 2) student-centered, 3) availability, 4) 

helpfulness, and 5) support, which were developed by examining the factor arrays in 

combination with the participant post-survey results. I will discuss these in the next section. 

To summarize, I used the factor arrays in this Q methodology study to visually 

represent the association of each item or statement with each factor, which helped me gain a 

deeper understanding of the defining characteristics of each factor. By analyzing the factor 

arrays, I was able to identify which items or statements were most strongly associated with 

each factor, enabling me to develop a more nuanced understanding of the underlying themes 

or constructs driving the response patterns in my study. 

However, to fully comprehend the defining characteristics of each factor, I also 

considered other inputs, such as the qualitative data I collected during the study. This 

qualitative data includes the narrative responses presented in Chapter Five and the content of 

the statements themselves, presented in the following sections as defining characteristics. 

Combining the factor arrays with qualitative data, the existent literature, and my first-hand 

knowledge allowed me to interpret and define the characteristics of each factor in my q 

methodology study. This comprehensive approach enabled me to develop a more complete 

understanding of the key factors driving the response patterns and draw meaningful 

conclusions from the participant clustering. 
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Defining Characteristics 

A key part of Q methodology is making meaning of the factor groups through 

examination of not only how they sorted statements, but also delving into the meaning and 

context of the statements themselves. Each of the five factors contains certain perceptions 

that are similar among the participants in that group. There were six respondents in Factor 

Group 1, two in Factor Group 2A, three in Factor Group 2B, four in Factor Group 3, and five 

in Factor Group 4. As a check of the reliability and validity of the data, one must examine the 

calculated average relative coefficient (ARC) and composite reliability of the factor groups to 

ensure that the groups are statistically sound prior to making too much meaning from the 

statements. The average relative coefficient is a statistical measure used to assess the level of 

agreement among participants in their sorting of statements. A high ARC indicates a high 

level of agreement among participants in their sorting patterns, suggesting a strong and 

reliable sorting structure. ARCs greater than .7 are considered high. The composite reliability 

indicates the likelihood that participants would sort the same way if repeating the Q sort and 

the factors would be identical. Table 8 displays the defining characteristics, including 

composite reliability and standard error of factor scores.  

 

Table 8  
 
Defining Characteristics 

Characteristics Factor  1 Factor  2A Factor  2B Factor  3 Factor  4 
Number of Defining Variables 6 2 3 4 5 
Avg. Rel. Coef. 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 
Composite Reliability 0.96 0.889 0.923 0.941 0.952 
Standard Error of Factor Scores 0.2 0.333 0.277 0.243 0.219 
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Once the Q sort data has been analyzed, researchers can identify two types of 

statements that are particularly important for understanding the underlying factors that shape 

people's perspectives on the topic being studied. The first type of statement is known as the 

consensus statement, which represents the statements that are perceived by all participants as 

being most important or relevant to the topic. These statements can provide valuable insights 

into the shared beliefs or values that underlie the participants' views. The second type of 

statement is known as the distinguishing statement, which represents the statements that are 

perceived by some participants as particularly relevant or important, but by others as less 

relevant or important. These statements can help researchers understand the individual 

differences in participants' perspectives and identify the subgroups of participants who share 

similar attitudes or values. By examining distinguishing statements, researchers can gain a 

deeper understanding of the factors that shape these individual differences and use this 

information to develop tailored interventions or communication strategies for different 

subgroups of participants. Overall, both consensus statements and distinguishing statements 

are essential components of Q methodology research, as they provide unique insights into the 

attitudes, beliefs, and values that influence people's perspectives on the topic being studied. 

Consensus Statements 

 Statements with no significant difference between any factors upon comparing z 

scores are said to lack variance. These are often referred to as consensus statements. 

Identifying consensus statements adds considerable value to the factor analysis because it 

allows the researcher to understand the features of that factor. In this research, the KADE 

statistical software indicated no consensus statements indicating that no one statement was 

statistically agreed upon by all identified factors. This indicates that between the various 
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groups, as discussed later in this chapter and expanded upon in depth in Chapter Five, the 

essential characteristics of care are subjective and influenced by each participant’s unique 

perspective and experiences. That then extends to their factor groups.  

 The next step in making meaning of the results is to identify the statements which 

were unique in their rankings between factor groups. While a distinguishing statement is not 

necessarily ranked higher or lower than others, its ranking is significant enough from the 

other groups to warrant a deeper look into the reasoning why.  

Distinguishing Statements 

Distinguishing statements are determined by comparing z scores as well. Factors with 

significantly different z scores at a p-value <.05 are considered distinguishing statements and 

are used to understand the groups' inconsistencies. These inconsistencies then provide 

differences that allow the researcher more insight into how the factor groups differ. 

Statements that are ranked significantly higher or lower by a given factor group, when 

compared to the other factor groups, are also considered distinguishing statements. 

Analyzing the distinguishing statements allows the researcher to add depth to the 

understanding of a factor's underlying components and comprises the onset of the qualitative 

aspects of Q Methodology. Factor 1 had three distinguishing statements, Factor 2A had four 

distinguishing statements, Factor 2B had five distinguishing statements, Factor 3 had four 

distinguishing statements, and Factor 4 had four distinguishing statements. Considerations 

should be made for statements that rank higher or lower by a given factor compared to the 

other factor groups.  

Table 9 shows the statements with significant enough variance between the factor 

groups to be recognized by the KADE software as distinguishing statements. Among the 
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distinguishing statements, nine of them varied on a single factor, while six of the statements 

varied on multiple factors. By providing additional insight into the factor's essential makeup, 

distinguishing statements allow the researcher to begin to dig into the qualitative aspects of 

the Q Methodology. While the data analysis provided thus far provides a quantitative way to 

group participants into the different factor groups, it is the subjective nature of the statements 

themselves, as well as the qualitative responses provided through the narratives and 

interviews, that allow the researcher in Q methodology to make meaning of the results. This 

research produced 15 distinguishing statements of the 22 total statements that students 

identified as being cared for as demonstrated by student affairs personnel, providing the 

researcher insight into how the statements were sorted in the general sense.  

 

Table 9  
 
Factor Array with Distinguishing Statements 

Nm Distinguishing Statement Factor Groups(G) 
  G1 G2A G2B G3 G4 
S1 Actually excited to see students* (G4 only) 0 2 0 0 -1 
S2 Available (G1and G2B) 0 2 -1 1 1 
S3 Communicative* (G2A only) 2 -1 2 2 1 
S4 Compassionate G4 only) 1 -2 1 -1 0 
S5 Conscientious*(G2A and G3) -1 2 0 -3 -1 
S7 Eager to help* (G2B only) 3 1 -1 2 0 
S8 Efficient (G2A and G3) 1 -2 2 0 2 
S9 Empathetic* (G2A and G3) -2 3 -2 0 -2 
S11 Good listener (G1and G2B) -1 1 -2 0 0 
S12 Helpful* (G2B only) 1 1 -3 1 3 
S14 Motivated (G4 only) 1 0 1 -1 -2 
S15 Patience* (G1 and G3) -3 0 0 1 0 
S17 Positive attitude* (G2B only) 0 0 2 -1 -1 
S19 Resourceful (G4 only) 0 -1 0 -2 1 
S22 Willingness to help others* (G3 only) -1 -2 1 3 0 
Note: (p<0.05: Asterisk (*) Indicates Significance at p<0.01) 
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The distinguishing statements help identify the factors that were driving the response 

patterns. By analyzing the distinguishing statements, I was able to identify key themes and 

perspectives that were particularly relevant to each factor, and I used this information to 

develop a more nuanced understanding of the underlying constructs. The next step was to 

conduct the factor interpretation, which involves the identification of statements useful in the 

analysis. Statements within the factor array with the highest and lowest scores are typically 

more useful for interpreting themes (Bartlett & DeWeese, 2015). The statements with the 

highest and lowest z scores for each factor also act as anchor statements. Consensus 

statements tend to align themselves similarly across the factors (Zabala & Pascual, 2016; 

Zabala et al., 2018). Six individuals did not load into any of the five factors. This study did 

not reveal any consensus statements. However, a distinguishing statement with scores at a 

statistically significant level on a factor can differentiate one factor from another. 

In the following section, I will present the findings of the Q sort analysis, which 

builds on the insights gained from the distinguishing statements to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the response patterns in my study. Through the Q sort analysis and 

the remainder of this paper, I will explore the relationships between the items or statements, 

the participants' sorting patterns, and the underlying factors. I will discuss the implications of 

these findings for understanding the broader context of the study. Overall, the Q sort analysis 

provided a more detailed and in-depth examination of the response patterns in my study, and 

it helped to shed light on the key factors driving these patterns. 

Q sort Findings 

  I carried out the Q methodology steps and processes described here with my 

overarching research purpose in mind: How does the ethic of care intersect with the transfer 
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of social capital through interactions with student affairs personnel? Through the Q sort 

analytical process, I discovered the emergence of five themes: 1) communication, 2) student-

centered approach, 3) availability, 4) helpfulness, and 5) support as those with a high level of 

importance for how student affairs personnel can demonstrate the ethic of care when 

interacting with students in a community college setting. 

In the following sections, I address research question one which asked: According to 

first-generation students, what are the most important and least essential behaviors or 

interactions that demonstrate student affairs personnel care about students? I will describe 

each of the four factor groups that emerged from the community college graduate 

participants by highlighting their distinguishing statements, commonalities, and differences. I 

will conclude by describing the emergent themes, which give each group its name.  

Factor Group 1: Communication 

 Factor Group 1 is named Communication. A total of six participants loaded 

significantly on Factor 1 after analyses. This accounts for 23% of the final p-set and 12% of 

the variance. Through a review of the data I suggest that a portion of the participating first-

generation community college graduates had similar views regarding the most essential and 

least essential character traits of student affairs personnel who encouraged and supported 

them to achieve their educational goals. Table 10 identifies the behaviors or interactions that 

demonstrate care ranked the highest and lowest of Group 1.  

 Figure 3 demonstrates the composite model for the completed Q sort by participants 

in Group One. The model identifies which statements the participants in Group 1 recognized 

as the essential or least essential character traits of student affairs personnel in rural 

community college settings and can be considered representative of how the conceptually  
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Table 10  
 
Highest and Lowest Ranked Statements from Group One: Communication 

Ranking Statement Statement 
Highest Number  

1 7 Eager to help 
2 3 Communicative 
3 10 Good communication skills 
4 13 Knowledgeable 
5 12 Helpful 

Lowest   
18 22 Willingness to help others 
19 9 Empathetic 
20 20 Welcoming 
21 16 Personable 
22 15 Patience 

 

ideal member of the factor group would sort the statements and is created using the factor 

arrays presented earlier in this chapter. These composite models are a visual representation of 

the data presented through the factor array table. While the model is necessary for 

understanding the perceptions of this group, the open-ended questions at the end of the 

survey and follow-up interviews provided an additional understanding of this group's 

viewpoints. This combination of quantitative and qualitative information collected from the 

participants helped me to see the underlying themes of this group's viewpoints on the 

meaningful behaviors or interactions of student affairs personnel. This group emphasized 

student affairs personnel's communication skills, desire to be helpful, and knowledge as the 

most needed behaviors or interactions of caring individuals. 

Group 1 had three distinguishing statements: available, good listener, and patience, 

which also happened to be ranked the lowest, supporting the narrative describing the student 

affairs personnel they encountered throughout their community college experience. Table 11 

represents the distinguishing statements for factor group one. 
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Figure 3. Composite Q Sort for Factor 1 
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Table 11  
 
Distinguishing Statements for Factor 1 

Nm Distinguishing Statement 
 

G1  G2A G2B G3 G4 
2 Available 0 2 -1 1 1 
11 Good listener -1 1 -2 0 0 
15 Patience* -3 0 0 1 0 
Note: Asterisk (*) Indicates Significance at p<0.01 

 

In summary, Factor Group 1: Communication emphasized communication skills, the 

desire to be helpful, and knowledge as words capturing how students perceived caring 

individuals. Their distinguishing statements were available, good listeners, and patience was 

further supported in the narrative describing their interactions with the student affairs 

personnel throughout their community college experiences.  

Factor Group 2A: Student-Centered Approach 

 Factor Group 2A has been labeled Student-Centered Approach. A total of two 

participants loaded significantly on Factor 2A after analyses. This accounts for 7.70% of the 

final p-set with 11% of the variance. Table 12 shows the highest and lowest-ranked 

statements for Factor Group 2A. These statements from the respondents align with the 

distinguishing statements for Factor 2A, as evident in Table 13 and illustrated visually in 

Figure X.  
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Table 12  
 
Highest and Lowest Ranked Statements from Group 2A 

Ranking  Statement  Statement 
Highest Number  
1 9 Empathetic 
2 2 Available 
3 5 Conscientious 
4 1 Actually excited to see students 
5 7 Eager to help 
Lowest   
18 19 Resourceful 
19 4 Compassionate 
20 22 Willingness to help others 
21 8 Efficient 
22 21 Welcoming responses to students, faculty, and staff 
 

 

 

 

Table 13  
 
Distinguishing Statements for Group 2A 

Nm Distinguishing Statement G1 G2A G2B G3 G4 
9 Empathetic* -2 3 -2 0 -2 
5 Conscientious* -1 2 0 -3 -1 
3 Communicative* 2 -1 2 2 1 
8 Efficient 1 -2 2 0 2 
Note: Asterisk (*) Indicates Significance at p<0.01 
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Figure 4. Composite Q Sort from Group 2A 
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These participants made it clear that students in rural North Carolina view student affairs 

personnel as individuals who demonstrated a student-centered approach, who focus on the 

student as a person, and not as a number as key figures in their success as first-generation 

community college students. The group’s distinguishing statements were empathetic, 

conscientious, and communicative.  

Factor Group 2B: Availability  

 A total of three participants loaded significantly on Factor 2B after analyses. This 

accounts for 11% of the final p-set and 11% of the variance. Factor Group 2B was labeled 

Presence. The ranked items and distinguishing statements bring understanding for this label. 

 

Table 14  
 
Highest and Lowest-Ranked Statements for Group 2B 

Ranking  Statement  Statement 
Highest Number  
1 18 Reliable 
2 3 Communicative 
3 8 Efficient 
4 17 Positive Attitude 
5 4 Compassionate 
Lowest   
18 2 Available 
19 9 Empathetic 
20 20 Welcoming 
21 11 Good listener 
22 12 Helpful 
 

Factor 2B is confounded because the items that ranked the lowest are the behaviors or 

interactions the narratives best support, which will be described in more detail in Part Two: 

Student Post Survey Responses and Part Three: Student Interviews. 
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Figure 5. Composite Q Sort for Group 2B 
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Table 15  
 
Distinguishing statements for Group 2B 

Nm Distinguishing Statement G1 G2A G2B G3 G4 
17 Positive Attitude* 0 0 2 -1 -1 
7 Eager to help* 3 1 -1 2 0 
2 Available* 0 2 -1 1 1 
11 Good listener -1 1 -2 0 0 
12 Helpful* 1 1 -3 1 3 
Note: Asterisk (*) Indicates Significance at p<0.01 

 

The narrative provided by participants and the data collected in the Q sort brings together an 

understanding about why this group was labeled as Available and will be discussed in depth 

in a later section. Briefly, however, this group valued reliability and efficiency, with being 

communicative and having a positive attitude much higher than feeling that their student 

affairs representative was welcoming, empathetic, helpful, or a good listener.  

Factor Group 3: Helpfulness 

 A total of four participants loaded significantly on Factor 3 after analyses. This 

accounts for 15% of the final p-set, and 9% of the variance. All four individuals expressed 

experience in a services-oriented career field. Factor Group 3e has been labeled Helpful due 

to the participants' career experience they bring with them to higher education.  
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Table 16  
 
Highest and Lowest Ranked Statements for Group 3 

Ranking  Statement  Statement 
Highest Number  
1 22 Willingness to help others 
2 7 Eager to help 
3 10 Good communication skills 
4 3 Communicative 
5 15 Patience 
Lowest   
18 4 Compassionate 
19 16 Personable 
20 19 Resourceful 
21 20 Welcoming 
 

 

 

Table 17  
 
Distinguishing Statements for Group 3 

Nm Distinguishing Statement G1 G2A G2B G3 G4 
22 Willingness to help others* -1 -2 1 3 0 
15 Patience -3 0 0 1 0 
9 Empathetic* -2 3 -2 0 -2 
8 Efficient 1 -2 2 0 2 
5 Conscientious* -1 2 0 -3 -1 
Note: Asterisk (*) Indicates Significance at p<0.01 
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Figure 6. Composite Q Sort for Group 3 
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While the highest-ranked character statement demonstrated by student affairs individuals was 

a willingness to help others, the lowest-ranked demonstrated least essential character trait 

was conscientiousness. Three participants ranked willingness to help others and eager to help 

as the essential character traits of student affairs personnel. In contrast, these same 

individuals ranked personable, resourceful, and welcoming as least essential, which seems to 

be in direct opposition. This indicates a group of perspectives that find the appearance of 

willingness, eagerness, and open communication to be more essential in the exhibition of 

caring behaviors or interactions than for the individual to actually be personable and 

welcoming. The distinguishing statements, post-sort survey, and interviews for this group 

illuminate this seemingly bivariate view and will be discussed in Part Two: Student Post 

Survey Responses and Part Three: Student Interviews later in this chapter. Table 17 lists the 

distinguishing statements for Factor Group Three.  

 In summary, Factor Group 3: Helpfulness was focused on being helpful and being 

driven to make an impact in their family and their community. Individuals within this group 

were employed in customer-oriented or customer-service career fields. Their distinguishing 

statements were willing to help others, empathetic, and conscientious. At the intersection of 

an ethic of care and social capital is trust. This is established when an individual has a need 

met and the narrative spoke to this when student affairs were responsive and provided timely 

follow up which builds trust.  

Factor Group 4: Support 

 A total of five participants loaded significantly on Factor 4 after analyses. This 

accounts for 19% of the final p-set, and 12% of the variance and represents four females and 

one male. All individuals were under the age of 25 while enrolled in the community college. 
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Table 18 shows that Supportive is represented within Factor Group 4.  

 

Table 18  
 
Highest and Lowest Ranked Statements for Group 4 

Ranking  Statement  Statement 
Highest Number  

1 12 Helpful 
2 8 Efficient 
3 10 Good communication skills 
4 18 Reliable 
5 2 Available 

Lowest   
18 16 Personable 
19 14 Motivated 
20 9 Empathetic 
21 21 Welcoming responses to students, faculty, and staff 
22 20 Welcoming 

 

 

Table 19  
 
Distinguishing Statements for Group 4 

Nm Distinguishing Statement G1 G2A G2B G3 G4 
19 Resourceful 0 -1 0 -2 1 
4 Compassionate 1 -2 1 -1 0 
1 Actually excited to see students* 0 2 0 0 -1 
14 Motivated 1 0 1 -1 -2 
Note: Asterisk (*) Indicates Significance at p<0.01 
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Figure 7. Composite Q Sort for Group 4. 
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In summary, Factor Group 4: Support was focused on seeking affirmation and assurance that 

they belonged. They described the relationships they had formed and why they were 

important. The distinguishing statements for this group were clustered on expressing 

excitement to see students and the capacity to motivate them. Participants identified the 

importance of building relationships as one of the tenets of their experiences of care.  

This section covered the data analysis and results of a Q sort completed by 26 first-

generation community college graduates in rural North Carolina. The Q sort addressed the 

factors (behaviors or interactions) contributing to persistence, completion, and career 

aspirations. The results of the study resulted in five factor groups. An analysis of the results 

was described in detail. There were five factors grouped by the similarity of their sorts, 

Factor Group 1: Communication, Factor Group 2A: Student-Centered Approach, Factor 

Group 2B: Availability, Factor Group 3: Helpfulness, and Factor Group 4: Support. Next, I 

will discuss the analysis of the student post-sort surveys. 

Part Two: Student Post Survey Responses 

In the following section, I use first-generation student responses provided during the 

post-sort survey to address research question one, which asked: According to first-generation 

students, what are the most essential and least essential behaviors or interactions that 

demonstrate student affairs personnel care about students? I conducted post-sort surveys to 

understand the rationale for student sorting preferences, and I also analyzed this additional 

data for significance. Since one aspect of an ethic of care is concerned with how the actions 

of the carer are received by the cared for, understanding the “why” behind the sorting 

preferences helped me interpret the previously discussed quantitative data. Collecting 

additional data through post-sort narratives and interviews is a common practice in Q 
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methodology studies and can provide added clarity during the interpretation phase of the 

study. In this research, looking at the first-generation college students as the cared-for and the 

student affairs professionals as the carers, I sought to understand how the actions of those 

student affairs professionals were interpreted. Through the collection of the narrative, 

qualitative data, such as the post-sort surveys and interviews, I was able to dive deeply into 

the “why” behind the “what” of the students’ perspectives.  

 After transitioning the Q sort data from the collection tool to the data analysis 

software, I realized that it would be valuable to understand why participants ranked the 

statements as most important and non-essential. Therefore, I contacted each participant who 

completed the Q sort through the email address provided on their participant consent form 

and asked why they sorted the highest (+3) and lowest statements (-3) in the order they did. 

All 26 students completed the post-survey and their responses helped me gain deeper insight 

into how they perceive interactions with student affairs personnel as contributing most or 

least to student success. This combination of post-sort narrative and the q factor analysis led 

to the identification of participants’ perspectives on the most essential and least essential 

behaviors or interactions indicative of caring relationships, which are described in the 

following sections.  

Most Essential Behaviors or Interactions 

 First-generation students report various experiences with student affairs personnel 

that demonstrated behaviors or interactions of care. Sixteen unique positive statements out of 

a possible twenty-two were selected by student participants, as shown in Table 20.  
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Table 20  
 
Distribution of the Essential Behaviors or Interactions of Student Affairs Personnel that 
Demonstrate Care 

Available (4) Empathetic (2) Positive Attitude 

Communicative Good Communication 
Skills (2) Reliable 

Compassionate Helpful Resourceful 

Conscientious Knowledgeable (2) Welcoming 

Eager to Help (3) Patient Willingness to Help Others 
(2) 

Efficient   

 
Six of the twenty-two statements were not included as the highest (+3) ranked item by any of 

the student participants as follows: 1) actually excited to see students, 2) courteous, 3) good 

listener, 4) motivated, 5) personable and 6) welcoming responses to students, faculty, and 

staff. This is surprising as these tend to be the outward characteristics we typically see 

stressed in staff meetings, job postings, and performance evaluations, though the data does 

not indicate that these were viewed by graduates as being most important.  

 Several student participants provided specific examples of interactions with a member 

of student affairs in their responses to give more insight about their selections. For example, 

Ally reported having a positive attitude as her highest (+3) ranked demonstrated behavior. 

She commented as follows: 

I met Hailey. She was very positive, supportive, and motivating. She always 

encouraged me to work hard and do my best. I was a pre-nursing student and then 



 

105 
 

accepted to the nursing program. It was easy for me to get frustrated and discouraged. 

Hailey kept checking in, and it always seemed like an email would appear just when I 

needed it, or it was an encouraging word in passing. She helped get me through.  

Alana, a thirty-seven-year-old Culinary graduate, stated she ranked “eager to help” the 

highest because she needed it:  

My classes are long with only a few minutes in between classes. I know that if I have 

a question or need help I know I can always find Alice either in person or quickly 

through email. Alice had always been eager to help me since I met her the first time I 

stepped on campus. She stopped what she was doing and we casually talked as she 

walked me to the admissions office.  

Finally, Jennifer, a twenty-four-year-old Office Administration graduate, said 

communication was most important:  

I ranked good communication skills as the most important behavior or interaction 

with a member of student affairs that demonstrated they cared for me because Hailey 

communicates verbally and in writing in a clear, simple manner with common 

vocabulary that I could understand and relate to, she breaks complicated pieces into 

smaller manageable steps. This really helped since neither of my parents have gone to 

college, so they can’t really help me with this stuff. 

These three examples relate to three of the statements (available, eager to help, and good 

communication skills) that were among the most frequently highly ranked by student 

participants. Three other statements (empathetic, knowledgeable, and a willingness to help 

others) were also often ranked highly by students. Empathetic, knowledgeable, and a 

willingness to help others were more frequently sorted as the most essential behaviors or 
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interactions but not specifically named by the participants. However, in the three examples, I 

provided these behaviors or interactions demonstrated by student affairs personnel based 

upon the responses provided by the students during their interviews. All of the above are 

excellent examples of the most essential behaviors or interactions student affairs personnel 

can demonstrate in interactions with first-generation students to show them they are cared 

for.  

Least Essential Behaviors or Interactions 

           As part of the post survey process, I also asked student participants to further explain 

their lowest sorted statements (-3). Students responded that there were fifteen unique 

behaviors or interactions that were less essential for letting the students know they were 

cared for by student affairs personnel. Student participants were a little more in agreement 

with the less essential behavior rankings than the most essential behavior rankings, but also 

provided less rationale for their lowest-ranked statement. Table 21 shows the twenty-six 

responses of first-generation students' when asked what is the least essential behavior or 

interaction that tells them that student affairs personnel care for them. Table 21 shows the 

distribution of the less essential behaviors or interactions and the frequency in which trait 

was ranked the lowest.  
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Table 21  
 
Distribution of the Least Essential Behaviors of Student Affairs Personnel that Demonstrate 
Care 

Actually Excited to 
See Students 

Good communication 
skills 

Reliable 

Conscientious Helpful Resourceful 

Courteous Motivated Welcoming (4) 

Efficient (2) Patient (3) 
Welcoming responses to 

students, faculty, and staff 
(3) 

Empathetic (2) Personable (2) 
Willingness to help others 

(2) 

 

Seven of the twenty-two statements were not included as the lowest (-3) ranked item by any 

of the student participants as follows: 1) available, 2) communicative, 3) compassionate, 4) 

eager to help, 5) good listener, 6) knowledgeable and 7) positive attitude. These results were 

consistent with my expectations. These are the same aspects of caring behaviors and 

interactions, as previously discussed throughout Chapter Two, that build meaningful 

relationships between students and student affairs personnel. While not a direct correlation, 

these behaviors tended to rank on the positive end of the grid throughout the participants’ 

sorts. It would have been surprising if, for example, a student participant had responded that 

they did not want their admissions counselor to be compassionate in their interactions.  

When I reviewed student responses about why they sorted the lowest statements (-3) 

in the order they did, most of the students responded with a more transactional rationale that 

centered the student as a customer and the student affairs personnel as providing a transaction 
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or a service. For example, one student participant commented, “I’m the one paying the 

tuition that pays their salaries; they better be welcoming.” Several responses from students 

indicate possible confusion with the question at hand for the lowest ranked items, such as 

statements being too similar to each other (i.e., welcoming vs. welcoming responses). 

Another student's statement indicated that they “marked personable as the least essential 

behavior, but how is that different from welcoming, or willingness to help others.” In 

addition, another student responded when I was on the phone, “What's the difference 

between welcoming and welcome responses to faculty, staff, and students? I put welcoming 

responses as the least essential.” Isolating the rationale for why students marked the least 

essential behaviors or interactions in the manner in which they did is difficult to comprehend 

by looking at only one element of the puzzle in isolation.  

While the post-sort follow-up surveys added valuable insight and feedback for 

participants' rationale behind their ranking preference, I took the project a step further by 

interviewing some of the student participants to seek a deeper understanding of how student 

affairs create meaningful relationships that lead to student success. The follow-up interviews 

were conducted to help interpret the quantitative data from the Q sort process as well as the 

results of the post-surveys. This additional phase of the research process helped identify and 

name the themes emerging from the factor groups about the students’ ranking of the most 

essential and least essential caring behaviors. The narratives and follow-up interviews are 

further analyzed in Chapter 4 when examining the differences and similarities in viewpoints 

between first-generation community college students and student affairs personnel. In the 

next section, I discuss the results of the interviews conducted with five first-generation 

community college graduates to better understand the types of relationships student affairs 
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personnel engage in that lead to student persistence, completion, and aspirational career 

choice. 

Part Three: Student Interviews 

 In the third phase of the research process, I interviewed students within the Q sort 

participant pool who were interested in engaging in further conversation about their 

experiences with student affairs personnel. In the following section, I discuss the interview 

process and present student experiences in which student affairs personnel demonstrated 

care. I explore how these demonstrations of care impacted each factor group in Chapter Five.  

Interview Process 

To address research questions one and two about the: 1) most essential and non-

essential behaviors or interactions that demonstrate that student affairs personnel care about 

students and 2) the behaviors or interactions that student affairs personnel demonstrate with 

first-generation students that lead those students to believe they are being cared for, I 

conducted interviews to support the previously discussed quantitative findings, a qualitative 

technique that adds richness to the findings. I sent invitations to ten students who expressed 

interest in participating in follow-up interviews after they completed their Q sort. While ten 

individuals agreed to participate in the follow-up interview; in the end, five were 

interviewed. Adhering to the interview protocol, I contacted participants consenting to the 

interview process via email and scheduled virtual interviews via Google Meet. During these 

interviews, I used a semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix H). After each 

interview, I transcribed the audio recordings, and I manually coded the narratives to 

determine the qualitative themes that emerged. I then used these themes to support the factor 

groupings identified in the analysis of the quantitative data as well as to see if new themes 
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emerged outside of those previously identified.  

Three female and two male students agreed to participate in the interview process. 

The participants were in their early to mid-twenties, and the males represented minority 

populations. All the participants earned associate degrees at the same rural community 

college in the North Carolina Community College System. 

Demonstrations of Care 

 Caring interactions are fundamental to human relationships, and their significance 

extends across a wide range of settings. For the purposes of my research, I focused this study 

on first-generation student views of their interactions with student affairs personnel in the 

community college environment. For a first-generation student, stepping foot on a college 

campus for the first time can be incredibly challenging. My research explored the emergent 

and interwoven perspectives of caring interactions demonstrated by student affairs personnel, 

particularly on confidence, career choices, and relationship building as derived from the q 

sort, post sort surveys, and student interviews. The key statements from the student 

interviews were indicative that the most impactful student affairs personnel were authentic, 

present, had a passion for their work, and offered a non-judgmental ear and encouraging 

word when necessary. These items were not necessarily unique to any one factor group, but 

rather they were present in each group in various degrees of relative importance. They were 

interwoven through each of the participants’ responses. I present selected quotes from the 

student interviews below in order to share their perspectives in their own words.  

Being the first to go to college comes with expectations and the unknown experience 

of the college campus environment as one student noted in an interview. For example, Tim 

came to the community college directly out of high school to play basketball. When we 
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began his interview, Tim, now a 21-year-old, spoke to this. He talked of being scared, shy, 

and confused until meeting someone who encouraged him daily. He highlighted a positive 

interaction with an employee in student affairs as follows: 

I met the Director of Student Activities one day halfway through my first semester.  

She took me in and encouraged me to get involved at the school. She was passionate  

about her job and the importance of education. She put my success above everything 

else… I knew Kendra cared for me when I graduated and left the community college. 

She continued to check in; I knew I could reach out whenever needed. 

Katlyn, in her interview, articulated the behavior or interaction of care demonstrated 

by student affairs personnel that had the most significant impact on her persistence when she 

stated:  

Just being there, being present, listening to me, and letting me talk through whatever I 

was feeling at that moment. This really helped me stay focused. Having Kendra as a 

listening ear for me helped because there were many times that I wanted to give up 

due to the pressure to succeed weighing me down. But she gave me that push when I 

needed to keep going. 

Throughout Katlyn's interview, I heard that she experienced care when the staff member was 

willing to listen. In addition, Katlyn stated that, “Being supportive, being able to stop and 

listen to what I needed, being encouraging, being motivating and overall just being there for 

us for whatever we needed” were important to her.  

Career Aspirations 

To better understand the influence student affairs personnel have on first-generation 

students' career aspirations, participants were asked how educational experiences draw 
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students into their chosen career fields. 

 Callie entered the community college right out of high school, intending to become a 

teacher after completing the requirements to become a Certified Nurse Aide (CNA), only to 

figure out that healthcare was not very appealing while working in a nursing home after 

graduation. Callie spent four years at the community college, initially working towards her 

associate in arts degree to transfer to a four-year university but made a decision at the end of 

year two’s fall semester: 

Something was driving me back towards healthcare. I sat down with Kendra. I 

remember the conversation because listening was the character trait Kendra 

demonstrated that showed me she cared for me. This really helped me stay focused on 

wanting to be a listening ear for others. This listening ear helped me figure out that 

healthcare was really where my heart was, just not with the elderly. A listening ear is 

handy when working with patients on a daily basis. Thanks to having that listening 

ear and someone willing to help me work through what I was feeling at that moment 

gave me the push I needed to keep going. I graduated two years later with my medical 

assistant degree and love every minute of the job I have now. 

Dawn reported a similar experience.  

During my time at my community college, having a person from student affairs 

personnel who was unselfish enough to drive hours to and from home to work with a 

wide range of students taught me what it truly means to care about who you work 

with daily. When I started my college career, I wanted to be a nurse, but that did not 

seem right for me at the time. So I completed my transfer degree. But something kept 

nagging at me. Having someone show me what it means to be unselfish to come and 
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work with college students made me realize that I still wanted to work in the medical 

field somehow. After deciding, I still wanted to work in the medical field, I talked this 

over with Sally, who encouraged me to apply to the nursing program. I wanted to be 

able to pass along the same kindness, care, and unselfishness that had been shown to 

me over the years. 

Dawn is a 24-year-old female and a 2020 first-generation community college graduate who 

received her Associate in Applied Science Degree in Nursing. She is married and has been 

working in a local hospital since graduation through one of the most challenging times for 

the medical field during a national pandemic. She attributed her conversations with her 

identified staff member as the reason she is a nurse today.  

Ricky, a twenty-three-year-old male, stated the following: 

I have always cared about other people and always tried to treat others the 

way I want to be treated. When I came to college, I was unsure what I 

wanted to do. I was required to meet with this guy in the Counseling 

Department. I thought I was doing something wrong. I learned from Steve 

that it was perfectly normal not to have a clear path or goal when starting 

college. We selected classes for that first semester that would work for 

almost any major I chose. Over that first semester, I met with Steve several 

times to explore my interest and strength and learn about everything the 

college offered. Steve was patient and always available every time I just 

stopped by to ask a question. I finally applied for and was accepted to the 

Radiography program. Steve demonstrated a passion for his job and 

compassion for me. When we were working together, nothing else mattered 
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to him; he stayed focused on me. I graduated last spring [2022] and am 

employed at a local hospital and could not be happier with what I get to do 

every day. I get to care for my patients the same way Steve took me under 

his wing to help me figure out where I was going in life. I get to play a small 

role in their lives.  

Mentoring  

Tim’s experience spoke to the long-term impact of the relationship students 

engage in with student affairs personnel and the impact those relationships have on 

a first-generation student’s career choice:  

Our relationship grew from support built on honesty and trust to a 

mentorship, driven by enthusiasm and passion for helping others. I knew 

Kendra cared when I graduated and left the community college; she 

continued to check in, and I knew I could reach out anytime I needed. This 

outreach has continued to this day, and now we are colleagues. That is such 

an honor for me to work alongside the person I looked up to the most.  

These are a few examples of how a student affairs team member can contribute to a 

student's persistence, completion of a credential, and choice of pursuing an altruistic 

career field through their demonstration of care.  

While Tim, Callie, and Katlyn were not enrolled at the exact location at the 

same time, all three described encounters with student affairs personnel that 

demonstrated care through genuine interactions. Additional themes and insights that 

emerged from the student interviews include a passion for their work, the value of 

encouraging words, the availability and presence when students needed them, and 
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most importantly, a non-judgmental ear. I began to understand that students were 

asking to engage with student affairs professionals in certain ways that will be 

further discussed in chapter five. I took the project a step further by engaging 

student affairs personnel named by the students to gain a deeper understanding of 

behaviors and interactions demonstrated as caring.  

In the next section, I discuss the findings from the interviews I conducted 

with the student affairs personnel. These individuals were identified by the first-

generation students as having demonstrated care towards and for them during their 

time as community college students. This additional step addressed the third 

research question, which sought to identify how student affairs personnel perceive 

their roles in helping students complete their degrees and settle on career choices. It 

helped me add an additional layer of insight as I interpreted the findings.  

Part Four: Interviews with Student Affairs Personnel 

To move into the final stage of the research process, I reviewed the names of the 

student affairs personnel who were identified as individuals who demonstrated care by the 

students completing the Q sort. I assigned each individual the students identified as an 

employee from student affairs a number, and I entered those numbers into a spreadsheet. I 

then used the random number generator function within spreadsheets to select five 

individuals to interview. I then invited five individuals to participate in a single virtual 

interview at a convenient time. I notified them that the session would last an hour and a half 

at maximum. Five individuals agreed to be interviewed after I confirmed they were employed 

in a position that fit under the umbrella label of student affairs. The goal previously discussed 

by the committee was to interview three individuals; this is why five were offered interviews. 
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However, after four months and numerous attempts to coordinate interviews with five 

student affairs professionals, I completed two interviews. The responses provided by the two 

interviewees were rich and added valuable insight into how student affairs personnel perceive 

their role.  

 The student affairs personnel who agreed to participate in the interviews were female. 

The first participant was in her late thirties with 12 years of community college services in 

student affairs as a counselor. The second participant was in her mid-fifties with 20 years of 

community college service in multiple areas within student affairs, such as career services, 

counseling, and student activities. These participants did not previously graduate from a 

North Carolina Community College institution. In the next section, I discuss how student 

affairs personnel perceive their role in relationship building, student persistence, completion, 

and career field choice.  

Relationship Building 

Student affairs personnel establish relationships with their students at a foundational 

level out of care that is nurtured over time through mutual respect and trust. This was 

affirmed by Sally, who stated the following: 

 I’m the lucky one I get to know students on a more relational level. I would describe 

my role with some students as advisor/student, others it is counselor/student-client, 

and with others, it is almost family. For some students, we are the closest they have to 

family. I do, however, try my best to keep my boundaries, keep my side professional. 

The bottom line, though, is that there has to be trust. I learn about their ups and 

downs, challenges, and victories. Students tend to open up with us. I try to create a 

space that is friendly and welcoming. They share stories and ask for advice because I 
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get to know their families and because they are not afraid to open up to me. Students 

don’t feel intimidated around us. Here is an example from this past year. One of our 

students got extremely sick after a procedure that she had done. She was on campus 

and needed to go to the emergency room. She asked for me; she had no family to be 

with her. We arranged for her to get to the emergency room, and another staff 

member and I followed her and stayed with her while she was treated. We made sure 

she got home and had what she needed for the weekend. Sometimes we are the only 

ones they have. I feel honored to be trusted by them. 

Affirming Sally’s comments, Kendra added to this same thread when she stated, “My 

position and relationship is to advise, guide, teach, inspire, lead, and be led by the student I 

work with.” Kendra emphasized that on numerous occasions she “learned as much from the 

students she interacted with as the students learned from her.” 

Student Persistence 

Student affairs staff acknowledge their role in improving student persistence through 

various interactions that demonstrate an ethic of care and foster an environment in which 

social capital can flow naturally. For example, Kendra perceived her role in student 

persistence through interactions that demonstrated patience, respect, and care. Kendra said, 

“If a student feels or thinks they have been fully attended to and heard, then it will lead to a 

better interaction the next time they are in your office. That feeling of being seen and 

respected will help with persistence.” While Sally echoed some of the same caring behaviors 

of Kendra, she stressed the importance of encouraging words. She stated, “I listen to them, I 

encourage them, I help them find answers, and we celebrate accomplishments. I reach out 

and check in to see how things are going. When I haven’t heard from a student in a while, I 
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reach out.” Sally spoke about availability as a key to student success: “I try to maintain 

consistency with students. I am available. I answer their emails, texts, and phone calls. I try 

my best to be where I say I will be when I say I will be there.” Sally spoke about students 

having an assigned advisor, but because of her open door policy and availability, students 

often returned to her each semester for advising. Being seen, respected, and encouraging are 

caring behaviors or interactions demonstrated by student affairs personnel that leads to trust, 

which is a key element at the intersection of an ethic of care and social capital. These actions 

of care demonstrated by Kendra and Sally as student affairs professionals are essential for 

creating an environment where students can persist toward their academic goals.  

Student Completion 

  Student affairs personnel recognize their role in student completion. Sally described 

this role as “facilitator in helping students realize their own potential by helping them set 

goals and navigate the obstacles of higher education and life.” During our conversation, Sally 

and Kendra both mentioned that we as student affairs professionals cannot make a student 

complete a credential or earn a degree, but that it was our responsibility to provide them with 

all the necessary tools to reach their goals.  

Career Choice 

Student affairs personnel describe their role in assisting students with career choice as 

an opportunity to let students know they are seen. They also want to help students understand 

their strengths and places where they could grow. They frame both as areas of opportunity. 

Kendra stated:  

I tell them how I perceive them. How I see them as a leader, intelligent, capable, and 

hard working. Sometimes students need to see how others perceive them, so we act as 
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a mirror with words of encouragement. Sharing our stories about our own educational 

journey can be helpful. Students need to hear how we overcame our circumstances.  

Sally specifically stated:  

 I think caring leads to deeper conversations around career aspirations. It has  

 to be a safe space to really share your hopes and dreams with someone. If a  

 student has shared their dreams/goals with close family members or friends,  

 and they were met with discouragement, disappointment, or ridicule, they  

 likelihood they will share with a student affairs professional might be slight  

 at best. It is through creating a safe space to explore, that student can either  

 share their fully formed dream or begin to dream of something more.” 

Through conversations with student affairs personnel, first-generation students have the 

opportunity to understand a profession outside the classroom in education. These 

conversations create opportunities for the transfer of knowledge (social capital), allowing 

first-generation students to widen their knowledge of what some would refer to as traditional 

careers.  

During the interviews with the student affairs professionals, a variety of caring 

behaviors or interactions such as patience, respect, encouraging words, availability, and 

consistency, emerged. These caring behaviors or interactions were demonstrated through 

daily interactions and encounters with students that lead to student persistence, completion, 

and career choice. This is an example of the importance of earning students’ trust in daily 

interactions with student affairs professionals. Many of these behaviors or interactions were 

echoed as themes that emerged throughout the study. The themes from the q sort were 

communication, student centered approach, availability, helpfulness, and support. The post-
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sort surveys identified confidence, career choice, and relationship building as themes. The 

final themes that emerged from the student interviews were authentic, present, passion for 

their work, and non-judgmental. These themes are discussed in the findings section in 

chapter five. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I presented the results of the Q methodology analysis conducted to 

explore the subjective perspectives of participants on the topic of caring behaviors or 

interactions among student affairs personnel in the community college environment. 

Participants included first-generation college students and personnel in the student affairs 

division of a community college in North Carolina. The Q methodology approach allowed 

for an in-depth examination of the individual viewpoints and the identification of shared 

perspectives among the participants. Through the Q sorting process and factor analysis, a 

range of distinct perspectives, or factor groups, emerged, including Communication, Student-

Centered Approach, Availability, Helpful, and Support, each representing a unique viewpoint 

on the research topic. The results of the study provide valuable insights into the subjective 

experiences and beliefs of participants and contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation. 

Q methodology was used for this study as it was designed to measure a target 

population's perceptions, attitudes, and viewpoints. This chapter further discussed the 

method, justification of the method, research design, data collection, the data analysis, and 

interpretation process. This chapter also included a description of the software programs used 

for the study (QSortWare and KADE). To answer the study’s research question, 26 first-

generation graduates from two North Carolina community colleges completed a Q-sort and 
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responded to a post-sort questionnaire that provided a narrative response. In addition, five 

students were selected to participate in follow-up interviews to add to the already rich data of 

the q sort. Finally, I interviewed two student affairs professionals who were identified by the 

student as someone who had cared for them during the time as a community college student.  

This chapter covered the data analysis and results of a Q-sort completed by 26 first-

generation community college graduates in rural North Carolina at the time of the study. The 

Q-sort addressed the factors contributing to persistence, completion, and career aspirations. 

The results of the study resulted in five-factor groups. The analysis included correlation, 

factor scores, factor arrays, and distinguishing statements for each factor. In addition, post-

sort comments were examined to develop a deeper understanding of each factor group's 

underlying attitudes, perceptions, and viewpoints. In Chapter Five, I discuss these findings 

and provide links to the literature. Gaps in the literature previously presented are also 

revisited in relation to the study findings. In addition, Chapter Five includes implications of 

the research for educators, presents limitations to the current study and provides 

recommendations for future study. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 

I used Nel Noddings’s (1984) ethic of care to understand how caring relations are 

established within community college settings between students and student affairs staff. In 

addition, I inquired into how such caring relations aided the exchange of social capital. This 

research addresses a gap in the literature by helping us understand how caring interactions 

with non-faculty members support student success. While the initial quantitative aspect of 

this study identified early themes, the qualitative phase offered an even more rich glimpse 

of the tangled web of how caring and social capital intersect. To help untangle the complex 

web that I discovered, I divided the following discussion into five sections: the intersecting 

themes of an ethic of care and social capital, emergent themes from the data analysis, study 

implications, limitations, and recommendations for future research and conclusion.  

Intersecting Themes of an Ethic of Care and Social Capital 

After engaging deeply with the data through multiple reads, I heard the voices of the 

students I interviewed when I closed my eyes. As I worked with both the quantitative and 

qualitative data, I realized that caring behaviors or interactions were rarely discussed in 

isolation. Instead, most were intertwined with many others. I thus suggest it is through 

complex interactions that caring relations are established. In the following analysis, I will 

reflect on the carer’s actions and the cared-for’s perceived experiences primarily through 

students' voices. Each section will demonstrate a theme in the heading that describes what 

the first-generation students in my study wanted higher education staff to understand. These 
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can also be read as students asking for specific types of interactions.  

Please understand my family has expectations of me.  

The importance of family was determined to be a point of significance during the 

interview process for student participants who spoke about what it meant to be the first in 

their family not only to go to college but also to graduate. Ricky, a student, spoke of the 

importance of being the first in his family to go to college: “I have a little brother who 

watches every step I take. I can’t fail…I can’t let him or my parents down.” He then went 

into detail about how his parents wanted more for him and did not want him to work in a 

hot, stuffy factory doing the same thing every day as they did. In this example, the student 

explained that he felt cared for by a specific student affairs professional because they 

could, in this case, find common ground between them. He said, “Steve demonstrated care 

for me because he reassured me that I was making the right choice.” Ricky explained that 

sharing stories with Steve about family expectations helped set him at ease. Many first-

generation college students do not have the privilege of experiencing family conversations 

about the exploration of college, which is a form of capital. This interaction demonstrates 

an intersection of an ethic of care because the carer demonstrated an action or interaction 

that was received by the cared-for, and some knowledge about college was being 

transferred between them.  

Further analysis provided another example of family expectations with Katlyn, a 

single mother:   

I had already completed two semesters when I got pregnant and dropped 

out. I needed to finish this to show my son that you can do anything you want  

if you set your mind to it. I also wanted to be the first in my family to earn  
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a college degree. 

Katlyn, the cared-for, indicated that Trinity, the staff member and the carer she identified, 

showed her care by “taking the time to listen to my struggle as a single mom, returning to 

school while juggling a full-time job.” Katlyn spoke about the pressure of being the first in 

the family to go to college and her fear of disappointment. She also mentioned the difficulty 

of being unable to discuss college-related questions with family members. She spoke with 

appreciation and gratitude for the care Trinity provided. Katlyn described how Trinity 

acknowledged that college is complicated and sometimes scary. She appreciated that Trinity 

reminded her “anything is possible if you set your goals and connect to the resources and 

supports available.” This student expressed appreciation for the opportunity to relate to 

Trinity, who acknowledged that she was a young single parent while she was working on 

her degree. Katlyn stated, “Trinity was compassionate and empathetic without feeling sorry 

for me.” Through these interactions with Trinity, Katlyn indicated she felt cared for. Family 

expectations and the expectations first-generation students place on themselves can be 

challenging to navigate, but through interactions with staff members who demonstrate care 

by recognizing those family expectations, students reported experiencing care that helped 

them succeed, which was described as the encouragement and reassurance they received 

from members of student affairs. What follows next is a discussion on understanding how 

college works. 

Please understand I do not know how college works.  

 Dawn spoke of the importance of having someone at the college who could explain 

college in a simplified manner. Dawn stated:  

 Hailey communicates in writing in a clear, straightforward manner with a  
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common vocabulary that I could understand and relate to. She broke down 

complicated pieces into smaller, manageable steps. This helped since  

neither of my parents has gone to college, so they can’t help me with  

this stuff. 

This student indicated she had an aunt who had previously attended the community college 

several years ago with whom she could talk about college. These interactions led to some 

relevant transfer of college knowledge. However, Dawn revealed she reached a point in her 

own educational journey where her aunt was no longer helpful because she had not finished. 

Instead, the student relied heavily on Hailey in student affairs. She stated, 

Hailey never made me feel like an interruption or a bother. She made sure I knew 

what I needed to do, how I needed to do it, and when I needed it done. I asked lots of 

questions, but she never made me feel dumb or laughed at me. I always told my 

family or friends to see Hailey. She will take care of you.  

This student spoke at length about needing someone to talk to about college because “you’re 

the first in your family.” In this example, the cared-for expressed that the carer addressed her 

needs through actions and interactions with clear communication free of higher education 

terminology. This was important to her because no one in her immediate family had college 

experience, so they couldn’t provide guidance. Through these interactions of clear and 

simplified communication in person, by email, or over the phone, an ethic of care was 

demonstrated by carer Hailey and received by the cared-for Dawn. The repeated interactions 

were met with patience, understanding, and trust.  

As an older adult returning to school because of a layoff and failed marriage, Amy 

reported:  
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I was terrified that I would be unsuccessful at school as well. I was already 

devastated; I couldn’t handle any more rejection. When I first walked into 

Student Services, I had no clue what I was doing or what questions to ask. The 

first person I met had an infectious smile and a positive attitude. She greeted 

me as if we had known each other all our lives. She was eager to help and could 

tell I was scared and nervous.  

Amy indicated in the interview that this interaction “set me at ease and assured me I was 

making the right choice to pursue my degree.” Through the student's own acknowledgment, 

she felt cared for.   

Throughout this discussion, it is clear that first-generation students need caring 

interactions with student affairs staff members to help them navigate the ever-changing 

landscape of higher education. Thus far, I have discussed students' desires so that we 

understand how they experience family pressures to succeed as well as the expectations and 

desire to understand how college works which, over time, results in a transfer of insider 

knowledge. While community colleges may be an opportunity to build skills for a better job, 

how to begin may not be clear to first-generation students. Thus, I will next discuss the type 

of assistance students seek regarding career decisions.  

Please help me find my career path. 

 Students in this study expressed desires to obtain better jobs and experience more 

stability. Many discussed wanting to obtain one full-time job versus multiple part-time jobs. 

Students also spoke about the need to have a better work-life balance. Ricky stated, “I knew 

that resuming my education was the ticket to a better future.” Callie expressed a desire to 

have a job “where the pay was good enough that I don’t have to worry about how I’m gonna 
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pay the bills or choose between a doctor's appointment or food on the table.” It was through 

these descriptions that I recognized students were referencing the importance of upward 

mobility that was associated with obtaining a college degree. The literature indicates that 

obtaining a college credential does lead to higher wages (Nietzel, 2022). Students often look 

for a quick solution to their financial woes, not realizing that completing an industry-

recognized credential may take some time—in some cases, as little as eight weeks or as 

long as two years. For a first-generation student, all of this can be overwhelming. For 

example, Callie entered a community college right out of high school, intending to become 

a teacher after completing the requirements to become a Certified Nurse Aide (CNA), only 

to figure out that healthcare was not very appealing while working in a nursing home after 

graduation. Callie spent four years at a community college, initially working towards her 

associate in arts degree to transfer to a four-year university. However, at the end of the year, 

in the fall semester, “something was driving me back towards healthcare,” Callie stated. “I 

sat down with Kendra. I remember the conversation because listening was the character trait 

Kendra demonstrated that showed me she cared for me.” Callie continued to explain:  

She showed me patience as I tried to figure out what I wanted to do with my life. 

She listened to my inner struggles and repeated to me what I was saying, which 

really helped me to see that all I was doing was talking in circles. Anything to avoid 

getting started on changing my career path.  

All this suggests that care was demonstrated and was confirmed when Callie acknowledged 

Kendra’s actions:  

Thank you for having that listening ear and being someone willing to help me work 

through what I was feeling at that moment, giving me the push I needed to keep 
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going. I graduated two years later with my medical assistant degree and love every 

minute of the job I have now. 

Student affairs professionals might help students establish realistic career goals and offer 

motivation and assistance toward meeting those goals. In this study, the students who 

participated in the follow-up interviews recognized that improving their skill sets could lead 

to different employment opportunities, and through their interactions with student affairs 

personnel, I suggest there is evidence of an exchange of social capital occurring as well. 

This insider knowledge was information about the various ways students could improve 

their financial situations. Through patience, communication, and reassurance, students 

learned that seeking financial stability is possible through higher education. It is through 

these ongoing interactions that social capital is transferred, and in this instance, how to 

access higher education and the steps needed are shared. 

Please help me to see I belong here.  

An interesting theme that emerged was a need to belong. Throughout our individual 

discussions, the students each spoke of examples of their staff members pointing out skills 

and strengths. For example, one student indicated he was unsure of his career goals and that 

starting college felt weird with no end in mind. But it was through conversations with his 

staff member that:  

I learned from Steve that it was perfectly normal not to have a clear path or goal 

when starting college. Over that first semester, I met with Steve several times to 

explore my interests and strengths and learn about everything the college offered. 

Steve was patient and always available every time I just stopped by to ask a 

question. 
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This student was insistent in his comments toward Steve. The student stated, “ Steve 

demonstrated a passion for his job and compassion for me. Nothing else mattered to him 

when we were working together; he stayed focused on me.” Steve demonstrated being 

present as the carer and, at the moment with this student, focused on the student's needs 

which the student recognized as being cared for. He suggested that this interaction set him 

at peace with his decision to pursue a degree and enter college, and he said, “I knew I chose 

the right school.” This statement was an acknowledgment that he was experiencing a sense 

of belonging. As he mentioned, he passed two other schools to attend this particular 

community college. 

Tim recalled during his interview a conversation with Kendra that had a significant 

impact on him as a young college student. Tim disclosed that he was the youngest of four 

and had been raised by his grandparents on his mom’s side since he was nine. He described 

his relationship with his biological parents and siblings as almost non-existent. He spoke of 

his grandparents' excitement that he was going to college, but most of the praise he received 

from them was because he got good grades and was a good basketball player. Tim made a 

point to tell me this because it was the first time someone had pointed out his strengths and 

skills not related to school or the basketball court. He recalled Kendra telling him that she 

saw him as a leader. She told him he was intelligent, capable, someone with intuition, self-

motivation, and a hard-working ethos. Tim had the biggest smile on his face when he 

described that conversation. That led me to believe that Tim needed to hear those words 

from someone other than a parent figure or coach.  

Understanding our students and the prior knowledge, experiences, perceptions, and 

skills they bring with them to an institution helps us to offer them the care that responds to 
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their specific needs. This also allows staff members to set the student at ease so they can 

point out the student's strengths and skills to help the student to understand they belong in 

the college setting.  

While these two examples demonstrate instances of caring behaviors, it is the impact 

on the future where we can infer that social capital may have been exchanged. For instance, 

in the first example, the first student learned it was okay to be undecided. This student 

learned that being unclear about their goals was part of what college was for—to explore 

and consider what majors or career programs genuinely match their interests and goals. In 

the second example, Tim Learned he had strengths and skills he did not recognize. Through 

Kendra’s reference repeatedly, Tim began to see these strengths and skills in himself. Tim 

spoke of Kendra’s assistance in choosing a major, selecting a four-year college, and then 

after graduation, interest in a master's degree program. The progression in Tim and 

Kendra’s relationship demonstrates how social capital can be transferred through subtle 

interactions that occur over time but are received as care built on trust. Of course, building 

trust is another essential theme that emerges in the research, which I will discuss next. 

Please help me trust you. 

Students spoke about how trust was built over time, especially when they had a 

sense that staff members were endlessly patient with them through their interactions and 

behaviors that build trust over time through patience. Others described a sense of trust as 

feeling safe, having a sense that the school felt like family, and believing staff members 

would keep what they shared with them confidential. For example, one student commented, 

“Once I feel that I am in a safe atmosphere, I will start to open up.” In this example, trust 

and safety were seen as similar, and both took time. Trust frequently does not occur through 
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one interaction but over multiple interactions, each building upon the last. 

Another student spoke about the importance of school being like a family. “I should 

have contacted my family, but I can’t count on them to help me, but I should,” hinting that 

family should be trusted and counted on. She offered more: 

I got really sick after a procedure, and I was on campus one day and needed to go to 

the emergency room. I don’t have any immediate family that would go with me, so I 

asked my school family, and Sally made arrangements to not only get me to the 

emergency room, but she stayed with me. 

This student was complimentary of Sally for putting forth this “extra effort” that let her [the 

student] know, “she had a school family to rely on and who cared for her.” While most of us 

would agree not all families are perfect and that not everyone views family in the traditional 

sense, this student felt that the individuals she interacted with throughout her educational 

experience were like family to her. 

While students did not specifically name confidentiality, they spoke of being able to 

“speak openly and freely.” They reported being able to “say what was on their minds.” 

Another student also expressed that what they wanted was to be assured they would not be 

the talk of the campus. Callie discussed having a medical condition that would cause her to 

be out of school, and she referenced her experience with a support program where people 

“talked too much.” She let me know she was scared to tell the person on the other side of 

the desk too much personal information because people in “that office liked to gossip.” She 

acknowledged that her responsibilities on campus were extensive and that her hesitation 

was, “I did not want everyone I have contact with to know all my personal business.” She 

gave Sally what she needed to know to meet Callie’s needs. This student went on to speak 
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about meeting with Kendra and the need to discuss some things from her past and how it 

took her trust to have that sort of difficult conversation. While not a direct example of an 

exchange of social capital, I suggest that it is through interactions like these that such caring 

work can be done. Creating confidential and safe environments opens the possibility that 

social capital can be offered to the student. On the surface, when students are comfortable, 

they may seem to divulge more information than is needed, but these trusting glimpses into 

their worlds create opportunities for real support to be offered.  

While seemingly a separate topic, students specifically raised the importance of 

timely communication as an aspect of building trust and care. Students repeated several 

specific strategies that were helpful. For example, some spoke about clear email 

communication. Others discussed offering simplified and specific steps to follow without 

lots of technical words. These small details matter. Something like timely acknowledgments 

can offer students the experience of being cared-for. Again, while a seemingly small detail, 

staff being responsive is critical if students are waiting on answers. When responses are not 

offered, students may wonder if they matter.  

Dawn reported, “When someone feels as though they can trust you, they are going to 

be more willing to come to you when they feel like they’re going through a tough situation 

either at home or school.” Staff members understand this need for trust, and it shows up in 

small ways that make a big difference. For example, Kendra stated, “I answer their (student) 

emails, texts, and phone calls. I try my best to be where I say I will be when I say I will be 

there.” Additionally, as a student affairs professional, when I interact with a student, I set 

realistic timeframes to return a call or respond to a question I am unsure of. If I tell a student 

I will return a call by the end of the day, I make sure to do that. While student affairs 
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professionals are vastly knowledgeable in our field, students are dependent upon us to 

provide accurate, timely information in a manner that is not so complicated that they give 

up or not so simplistic that they feel as if they are incompetent. These interactions are 

opportunities to transfer knowledge while responding to the student's needs. This is an 

example of how social capital is transferred in this context. Students may not be able to 

move forward until they receive answers to their questions. Leaving a student to wonder if a 

call or email has been received creates doubt and leads to a lack of trust. This also leads to 

the potential for the student to go to another institution or, even worse, remove themselves 

from higher education altogether.  

While timely email communication is an important aspect of developing trust, in-

person interactions also address students' desires for spaces to be heard. This involves 

verbal cues, non-verbal facial expressions, and casual phrases of acknowledgment. Students 

also expressed appreciation for the ability to “pop in” an office and speak to a staff member. 

Participants used phrases like, “being able to stop and listen-listen to what I needed,” 

“letting me talk through what I was feeling in the moment,” and “supportive and empathetic 

but not feeling sorry for me” to describe being heard by the staff member. A student 

indicated in her post-sort survey that, “being supportive, being able to stop and listen to 

what I needed, being encouraging, being motivating and overall just being there for us for 

whatever we needed,” was what got her through nursing school and to graduation.  

So far, I have discussed themes such as wanting staff members to understand that 

students experience the pressures of family expectations, that they want to understand 

how college works, that they want support figuring out how to navigate school-related 

career decisions, and that they want to experience both belonging and trust at school. The 
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next theme to emerge is certainly related to these, though it has a different flavor, that of 

mentoring.  

Please be a mentor to me.  

Katlyn expressed, “Having someone show me what it means to be unselfish to come 

and work with college students made me realize that I wanted to go into the teaching 

profession.” This particular student spoke in depth about her relationship with Sally and 

what it meant. She stated, “She is someone who loves to see each student succeed in life, 

whatever that may be for them.” Yet it was through this relationship and the modeling that 

occurred that built a relationship into a mentoring experience as time went on.  

Tim’s experience spoke to the long-term impact of the relationship students engage 

in with student affairs personnel and the impact those relationships have on first-generation 

student's career choice: “Our relationship grew from one of support built on honesty and 

trust to a mentorship, driven by enthusiasm and passion for helping others.” In the summer 

of 2022, Tim was hired at the same community college as Kendra. He was over the moon 

with excitement when he described what it meant to him to work side by side with his 

mentor; “it is an honor for me to work alongside the person I looked up to the most.” It was 

through Kendra’s “enthusiasm and passion” for helping others that Tim understood he was 

being cared for. This relationship also demonstrates the transfer of social capital that led 

Tim to pursue his bachelor's degree. He discussed conversations around four-year degree 

decisions and majors that matched his skills. He commented on his decision to pursue social 

work and the career opportunities available with that degree which led him to pursue a 

degree in school counseling, which led to a need for a master's degree. Tim stated, “I have 

been working as a high school counselor now for three years. So when I saw the posting 
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here, I knew I was ready to make the move to higher education.” This was a move to a job 

that he described as, “his dream job in student affairs.” Tim shared that, 

Each of these decisions was made with Kendra along by my side. That  

was important because I valued her opinion and the friendship we had  

developed but the mentoring she provided as well. She was there for the  

highs and lows and the celebrations. Every time I graduated, she was always  

one of the first voices I heard, sending congratulation and asking what was next. 

Through these interactions, which demonstrate an ethic of care, there was an exchange of 

social capital from employee to student, then transitioned to a colleague, which affirms that 

the transfer of insider knowledge is not a one-time transaction but is ongoing.  

 Callie also spoke of her relationship with members of student affairs that would be 

considered mentoring. She talked about activities and interactions that demonstrated care:  

I changed my major one semester short of graduation. I spent a lot of time talking 

to Trinity while making this decision. She helped me weigh the pros and cons. She 

didn’t make the decision but helped me hear what I was already saying. Trinity 

couldn’t have been happier when I told her I was switching to Medical Assisting.  

While it took Callie two more years to complete all her degree requirements and her 

interactions with Trinity were less frequent, she stated, “Any time I was making a tough 

decision, I knew I could rely on Trinity for feedback (chuckle) both good and bad.” Even 

though Callie has graduated, she discussed how her relationship with Trinity has continued 

and how she continues to learn from Trinity. This is another example of the long-term 

impact members of student affairs have on students because of the care they have been 

given and how the care was received by the students.  
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As professionals in higher education, I suggest we remember that we were once in 

our students’ shoes. We did not gain our knowledge without social transactions that gave us 

the foundational knowledge that helped us to persist, complete our degrees, and choose 

careers. Because we’re working with students who may need us to help them navigate 

higher education, one aspect of caring that may be essential is the sharing of insider 

knowledge. While we may know the ins and outs of our work world, our students may not. 

They are trying to fit in. The ability to listen and understand the student and clearly 

communicate information to them in ways that match their needs is a key to understanding 

how to establish caring relations. One student affairs professional stated, “I think it is also 

important to understand that while we are experts in how the college works, resources, and 

next steps, they are the experts of their life.” So this relationship becomes a reciprocal 

process. By that, I mean that we can also learn from our students. Not only does an ethic of 

care occur between the one being cared-for and the carer, the transfer of social capital is 

also a reciprocal interaction. They teach us how to care for them, and, in turn, how we may 

potentially care for future students.  

In the next section, I will draw upon the preceding themes to discuss implications for 

practice and leadership. I will then conclude with a section on limitations and 

recommendations for future research and provide an overall summary of the chapter. 

Study Implications 

The current study was designed to explore first-generation students' perceptions and 

viewpoints of student affairs professionals to better understand how student affairs 

professionals demonstrate care through their actions and interactions. In this study, I focused 

exclusively on first-generation community college graduates at one rural community college 
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in North Carolina. The findings from my study carry implications for both student affairs 

professionals and institutional leaders. The applicable audiences include student affairs 

professionals and leaders at both community colleges and four-year colleges and universities. 

All student affairs professionals, regardless of institutional size or location, can benefit from 

a deeper understanding of behaviors and interactions that is perceived and demonstrated as 

caring. Student affairs professionals at other higher education institutions can learn from the 

findings of my research and can apply individual elements to support student success. In the 

next section, I discuss six implications for practitioners and higher education leaders.  

Implications for Practice and Leadership 

This study has implications for practitioners who engage in direct student contact. 

There are also implications for senior leaders who have minimal direct interaction with 

students. At each level within the institution, staff and leaders alike can help each other 

create the conditions in which students experience care, and as a result, realize their 

educational aspirations. All throughout, a key to establishing caring relations in many 

instances can be expressed through the transfer of social capital.  In the next section, I discuss 

the implications for daily practitioners and for those in leadership positions before moving on 

to recommendations. 

Implication #1: Please understand my family has expectations of me. 

The results build on existing evidence that caring relationships with faculty members 

outside the classroom are essential to student success (Rogers & Webb, 1991; Teven, 2001, 

2007; Wang, 2014). Based on experiences described by student participants, the same is true 

with non-faculty-based relationships such as those with student affairs personnel. The result 

of this study demonstrates that interviewed students want student affairs staff members to 
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understand the expectations first-generation students place on themselves and the 

expectations family members place on them. Student affairs professionals can contribute to 

student persistence and completion by listening to student stories about why the educational 

journey is important to them and their families and finding out what they need. Listening 

actively is one way that student affairs professionals can attempt to establish care and 

positively influence student success.  

If they are interested in creating the conditions in which caring can thrive, I suggest 

that institutional leaders need to understand that students want us to understand them beyond 

being numbers to be placed into budgeting formulas associated with funding dollars. Instead, 

they are human beings with complicated lives and expectations from family members that 

sometimes seem impossible.  

Implication #2: Please understand I do not know how college works. 

 The findings of this study suggest that interviewed students want college staff 

members to interact through clear and simplified communication regardless if the 

communication occurs in person, by email, or over the phone. Higher education, like many 

other fields, seemingly has an acronym for almost everything. This higher education lingo 

can prove to be confusing for all students, especially first-generation students. Here are a few 

examples of acronyms that students may encounter during their introduction to higher 

education: APS-Academic Planning Sessions, FAFSA-Free Application for Federal Student 

Aid, SAP-Satisfactory Academic Progress, RISE-Reinforced Instructions for Student 

Excellence, and AAP-Academic Accommodation Plan. In order to better meet students’ 

needs, practitioners would do well to remember that the higher education world is a new and 

unfamiliar territory for students. While engaging with students, staff members may need to 
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spend an extra moment explaining the various higher education acronyms to students as well 

as the given name of a process, procedure, or form. This extra time for explanation will aid in 

better understanding when the student hears that language again (i.e., it will not be the first 

encounter with the term). It is also important for student affairs professionals to go deeper 

than simply explaining what an acronym stands for, but to also clarify the purpose of certain 

policies and to detail the steps of associated processes. By taking the extra time to describe 

unfamiliar terms and processes, student affairs personnel can demonstrate care by helping 

students become more comfortable navigating the new college environment. Additionally, 

the exposure to the language of higher education is a subtle step whereby student affairs are 

transferring social capital. As a result, staff members who send out communications to 

students could attempt to demonstrate care by writing emails and letters that are clear and 

simplified.  

For example, staff members in financial aid could collaborate with the bookstore and 

the business office to produce handouts with important dates, such as when students can 

purchase books using financial aid and payment plan deadlines. Streamlining informational 

documents is yet another opportunity to help students understand how college works. For 

example, on an institution's website, a prospective student needs to be able to access the steps 

to apply in one location with step-by-step instructions. In North Carolina, completing the 

admission application through the College Foundation of North Carolina (CFNC), the 

Residency Determination System (RDS), and the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, 

all online, can be a difficult process. For first-generation students, these intimidating 

processes can be quite a challenge. However, community colleges can send staff members to 

the local high school during specific times of the year and work one on one with seniors 
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interested in applying to the community college. Or, institutions might create opportunities 

for prospective students to receive guidance and assistance with the application process by 

allowing them the option to schedule an appointment online, by phone, or by email. This 

range of assistance in different formats could apply to any other process a student may 

encounter during their time in college. Students need to be able to receive the assistance they 

require that best fits their schedule in a multitude of formats, such as video conference, in-

person, or over the phone. With that being said, student affairs staff are often the first 

“teachers” students encounter before the student even makes it to the classroom. Essentially, 

student affairs personnel are some of the first individuals to “teach” students how college 

works.  The expectation is to meet students where they are and show them how to get to 

where they want to go while supporting and encouraging them along the way (Herring, 

1987).  

To further the conditions where care may thrive, I also encourage institutional 

leaders to find ways to support students through engagement as a means to help new 

students begin to understand how college works. Senior leaders could participate in new 

student orientations. Through brief introductions, there is an opportunity to demonstrate 

care by helping students to feel welcome. Participating in welcome-back activities is a more 

casual opportunity for deeper conversations that can become the foundation for a more 

meaningful relationship.  

Implication #3: Please help me understand my career aspirations. 

A critical area that emerged from the interviews was students’ desire for more 

clarity in career exploration and the connection to choosing a major. While this aspect was 

part of the research questions, it was not fully explored because participants did not make a 
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connection with the questions being asked regarding career aspiration and the influence a 

staff member may have had on their career choices.  However, two students did speak to the 

influence of their student affairs person on their career choice. In alignment with the 

student’s desire for an improved career exploration process, personnel in student affairs can 

assist students with outlining the courses required for different majors. This allows students 

to think beyond the major to see the different types of courses required within that particular 

program of study. Students may have misconceptions about specific majors, and this 

process could help start deeper conversations about major and career choices. Personnel can 

also recommend various personality and skill assessments for career exploration. These 

activities can provide assistance in helping students to hone their decision-making skills and 

make more informed career choices.  

Student affairs staff often serve in multiple capacities. As a way of fostering an 

environment where care may emerge, it would be beneficial for all student affairs personnel 

to have a basic understanding of labor market information for the service area and 

surrounding counties. This type of knowledge will assist staff members in understanding 

what sectors have the potential for job growth and which sectors offer more stability. 

Typically, this information is embedded within the areas of Career Services or Counseling 

areas. Additionally, this information helps match students with the educational offerings at 

the institution. I believe that labor market knowledge is not widely known across different 

student affairs areas, specifically Admissions, Academic Advising, and Success Coaching. 

Knowledge of labor market information on the front end with admissions, advisors, or 

success coaches would provide students with more information to assist students to make 

better-informed decisions about their career choices and majors. Cross-training staff 
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members in this capacity would also create an atmosphere that encourages students to 

experience care. 

For individuals in positions of leadership outside of student affairs, this study has 

implications for implementing future program offerings. For example, students indicated a 

desire to find employment that comes with a sustainable living wage. In order to meet these 

student needs, leadership could work with business and community members to build a 

diverse workforce and to strengthen the employability of those seeking employment or 

upskilling those currently employed. This could occur through engaging the community, 

speaking with businesses and industry about their various needs, and collaborating with the 

partners involved in the economic development of the counties or regions the institution 

serves. To help students explore care options, institutional leaders could invite business 

partners and community leaders to meet and greet with students, simply provide words of 

encouragement or showcase their business and career explorations rather than employer 

recruiting even.  

Implication #4: Please help me to see I belong here.  

Students in this study asked student affairs personnel to help them see that they 

belonged in higher education and specifically at their chosen college. If student affairs staff 

want to establish caring relations with students, then they may want to listen for when 

students express a need for a sense of belonging, even if students don’t use those exact 

words. A better understanding of a student’s need to belong can aid personnel in a greater 

understanding of the student's personal and physical situations. In order to listen in this way, 

staff members may also want to strategize ways to be fully present with students, creating 

spaces free of interruptions. Being focused on the student's needs also lets the student know 
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they belong at the institution. Members of student affairs can connect with the students 

through casual conversation. These types of interactions may help students feel at ease and 

help them to visualize themselves setting similar goals and achieving those milestones. 

Student affairs professionals may be compelled to attend to the well-being of first-

generation students and all students equitably, with all interactions demonstrating a 

commitment to care and the relationship being created.  

In addition, staff could organize activities and events that encourage interaction with 

other students, especially first-generation students, in order to build a sense of belonging. 

Likewise, staff members could reach out to students and invite them to campus activities. 

This could offer opportunities for students to get to know each other. And finally, the 

student affairs personnel could also explore ways to continuously affirm with the student 

that they have made the right choice to continue their education.  

Institutional administrators can take the lead in cultivating a culture of care. One 

way leaders of the campus community can work toward this goal is to offer first-generation 

faculty and staff the opportunity to share stories with first-generation students in an 

informal setting. Campus leaders can follow up on items in question to gain a better 

understanding of student needs. Again, these more casual settings may create opportunities 

for students to feel supported, encouraged, and cared for. This allows students to get to 

know the faculty and staff who are also first-generation. Students may begin to see that 

being the first in their family to go to college is difficult and is accompanied by its own set 

of challenges. Staff members need to let students know they are not alone in this journey 

and that we are going to be here to help throughout their journey. Taking advantage of 

opportunities to interact with students in a less formal setting allows students to get to know 
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the leaders of the college. An additional bonus is if the leaders within the college are also 

first-generation.  

Implication #5: Please help me trust you. 

Student participants frequently commented on the significance of trust in 

relationships  

with student affairs professionals. Students need to know that someone would be there for the 

long term. Regular student check-ins are one way that staff members can establish trust and 

demonstrate care to students over time. The intentional scheduling of student check-in 

messages is a way to establish a pattern of trust and care over time. 

For higher education institutions, establishing leadership mentoring programs and 

succession plans are critical to the future success of an institution. When an individual has 

been selected for a leadership position, they should be paired with another individual for the 

first year. This has implications for modeling an ethic of care. The notion of care is not 

aligned with being turned on and off and applied when it is convenient. To truly take root, 

an ethic of care is something to be enacted within all aspects of an organization. An ethic of 

care is an approach to being in a relationship that is both authentic and personal.  

Implication #6 Please be a mentor to me.  

 Student affairs could develop a mentoring program for first-generation students, 

either with other first-generation students in their second year or with faculty and staff that 

identify as first-generation. The mentor and mentee could meet twice a semester formally on 

campus for a workshop or structured activity. In between activities, there could be periodic 

touch points throughout the semester. This sort of strategy could begin with one particular 

major and expand as appropriate each semester if there are enough first-generation second-
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year students or faculty and staff. An activity such as this wraps aspects of an ethic of care 

and social capital into a potentially sustainable relationship that continues past graduation.  

 From a leadership perspective, the mentoring programs can be endorsed and possibly 

expanded to not only faculty and staff. What if a business or industry partner was willing to 

mentor a first-generation student who is majoring in the field in which this partner has job 

openings? Now, this student not only has the potential to collect insider knowledge about the 

college, but now has extended their network and available social capital being transferred 

from the business world. This combination of social capital and networking connections 

ideally would lead to future employment.  

In this section, I discussed the findings of this study as portrayed by the student to 

demonstrate some of the needs students are trying to have met when they interact with 

student affairs staff. The students also provided examples of being cared for as they 

perceived the interaction. These interactions depicted an ethic of care because the actions 

of the carer were received by the cared-for student. I detailed specific caring actions that 

student affairs professionals and institutional leaders can implement into daily practices 

that can contribute positively to student success and ultimately lead to the transfer of social 

capital. Next, I discuss the limitations of the study, followed by recommendations for 

future related research. 

Study Limitations  

 In the course of the current study, I encountered a few challenges. Given the results of 

this study and q methodology, below I detail the primary limitations of this research study. 

Limitation #1: Q-methodology Technical Issues.  

The first limitation of this study involved the method of collecting data with 
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QsortWare software. The utilization of an online software package offered convenience; 

however, some technical and user-error issues arose. The associated technical issues slowed 

down the data collection process and required clarification of the instructions. Only a 

minuscule fraction of those who were invited to participate reached out for technical 

assistance. It is unclear how many surveys were started and abandoned because of technical 

difficulties. None of the participants reported prior experience with Q methodology or the 

procedures involved, which may also have contributed to the low response rate.  

Limitation #2: Single Representation.  

The second limitation of this research is that the q sort was only completed by first-

generation graduates at one community college. As the researcher, I invited 347 first-

generation graduates from a sister institution to participate and received no responses. I 

believe a lack of familiarity with me as the researcher may have created a reluctance to 

respond. I have been employed with the North Carolina Community College System for 

twenty-one years and, fortunately, with the same institution for this period of time. I am 

currently the senior administrator in the Division of Student Services, which places me at the 

heart of my research. I acknowledge that because of my position and history with the 

institution, my subjectivity is not neutral in relation to this study. I am fully aware that my 

background may have influenced the data collected in this study. To ensure I accurately 

captured the responses of students, I allowed them to review their individual transcripts for 

accuracy.  

Therefore, it may be helpful to access personal connections and professional networks 

to recruit study participants. Additionally, recruiting should not be confined to one 

community college. It would be helpful to recruit first-generation students from several 



 

147 
 

community colleges to understand if the viewpoints or opinions vary by institution or for 

first-generation students as a whole.  

Limitation #3: Small Interview Pool for Student Affairs Professionals.  

The third limitation of this study was the fact that only two student affairs 

professionals participated in the interview process. Five individuals were invited to 

participate in the interviews, but due to scheduling conflicts, only two interviews were 

completed. A broader sample would allow for more perspectives to be analyzed, promoting a 

greater understanding of a more extensive group's opinions and viewpoints. These two 

individuals are employed at the same community college as I am. None of the individuals 

who were invited to interview reported directly to me.  

Limitation #4: Student Affairs Data Not Analyzed.  

Another limitation of this study was the fact that I asked student affairs professionals 

to participate in the q-sort and post-sort surveys. Q data was collected for 19 student affairs 

professionals, meaning that the student affairs professionals completed the same q sort as the 

student participants. However, due to the complexity of this study and the data analysis, this 

study only utilized the data from the interviews with student affairs professionals. The lone 

student affairs personnel data used in this study was from the two interviews referenced 

above.  

Limitation # 5: Time Gap Between Research Steps.  

A fifth limitation of this study is the time gap between the sort and inquiry. Student 

participants were asked why they ranked their most essential and least essential statements in 

the order they chose several weeks after they completed the sort. This gap in time between 

the initial q sort and the post-survey responses allowed time for changes in thought or 
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opinion by the student participants.  

In the preceding section, I discussed the limitations of the current study. In the next 

section, I discuss the recommendations for future research. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study focused on first-generation college student graduates' perceptions of care 

as demonstrated by student affairs professionals. In reviewing the results of the study and 

knowing the delimitations of the study, three recommendations can be made for future 

research. 

Recommendation #1: Research Design and Instrument.  

The first recommendation for future research begins with the research design and the 

instrument used to collect the data. Future studies using q methodology should have clear 

written directions with screenshots to guide the participants. Demographic information might 

be expanded to include age, socioeconomic status, education, employment status, marital 

status, family and dependents, and English learner. A deeper analysis and interpretation of 

demographic data may lead to a better understanding of how students' relationships with 

student affairs professionals and their daily interactions.  

In addition, the q sort should include post-sort open-ended questionnaires to collect 

the qualitative elements, which serve to add to the richness and quality of the data (Gallagher 

& Porock, 2010). Likewise, this study neglected to include specific data collection 

techniques to adequately address all three research questions. The interview process did not 

include any questions about career selection or the influence the student affairs may have had 

on those decisions.  However, two students spoke about their career path and the influence a 

member of student affairs had on their decision. In the future it would be beneficial to 
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understand the role student affairs staff play in student career aspirations.  

Recommendation # 2: Replicate with multiple community colleges.  

This study was limited to one community college; therefore, the second 

recommendation for future research begins with expanding the participant pool of both the 

students and student affairs professionals. Participants should be invited to participate from 

multiple community colleges. Opening the participant pool to all community college students 

currently enrolled vs. graduates may result in a greater response rate. Inviting student affairs 

professionals from the same community college would create an excellent comparison of 

perceptions, viewpoints, and opinions. By expanding the participant pool and various 

institutions, the number of participants will allow a broader depiction of the data that could 

surface from the study. This will allow for more generalization across institutions and student 

populations that may have more meaning beyond one institution being studied in this study.  

Recommendation # 3: Gain the perspective of all members of the institution.  

A third consideration for additional research could incorporate the viewpoints of all 

members of the institution. While the current study sought to understand first-generation 

students' perceptions of student affairs, an interesting contrast would be to see if these 

perceptions align or differ from the viewpoints of the entire campus community to 

understand their perceptions and viewpoints regarding how they demonstrate care to students 

and other employees. Adding additional employees would allow the researcher to understand 

the viewpoint of faculty, staff, and those in leadership roles. Depending upon the outcomes, 

there may be potential professional development opportunities for institutional staff members 

to learn more about an ethic of care and how to demonstrate an ethic of care in their daily 

interactions with students, colleagues, and community members. As employees further 



 

150 
 

develop an institutional culture of care, they could create professional development offerings 

for other community colleges or present at local and national conferences.  

Recommendation #4: Explore the influence of college employees on student career 

choice.  

A final recommendation for future study would include a deeper exploration of the student's 

choice of career path and the influence community college employees have on these 

decisions. In the current study, this was discussed on a superficial level. More specific 

interview questions could lead to a better understanding of students’ career choices and how 

employees in student affairs influence these decisions. Additionally, to better understand the 

students’ perspectives, I would encourage the researcher to include questions about the 

influence of student affairs personnel's role in first-generation students' selection of major or 

future career choices.  

I have discussed the four recommendations for future research. I presented four 

recommendations: research design and instrument, replication with multiple community 

colleges, a desire to gain the perspective of all members of the institution, and the influence 

of college employees on student career choice. Next, I will provide a summary of the chapter, 

followed by a brief return to my experiences as a first-generation college student, student 

affairs professional, and educational leader. 

Conclusion 

 In this study, I explored first-generation community college students’ perceptions of 

the behaviors and interactions that demonstrate care by student affairs personnel using Q 

methodology. Community colleges continue to look for new ways to serve the growing 

student populations who come with various educational needs and diverse experiences. As 
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already mentioned, an ethic of care is not a prescriptive set of actions or specific behaviors. 

However, as demonstrated in this chapter, caring relationships did occur between first-

generation students and student affairs personnel through natural interactions in which both 

parties contributed to the relationship in order for the caring to be complete.  

A Q methodology research study was conducted to better understand first-generation 

community college students' viewpoints and perceptions of how student affairs professionals 

demonstrate an ethic of care while sharing valuable social capital that leads to student 

success. In this chapter, I included an overview of the research methods I used to analyze the 

data, which contributed to the overall outcome of the data collection. I outlined several 

limitations that may have affected the outcome of the study. Additionally, I discussed the 

implications for student affairs professionals and institutional leadership. I then made 

recommendations for future research based on the overall results of the study. And finally, I 

concluded this dissertation by bringing this study full circle by returning to my experience as 

a first-generation student, student affairs professional, and educational leader.  

Returning to my Experiences as a First-Generation College Student, Student Affairs 

Professional, and Educational Leader 

While this study began with a glimpse of my educational journey, it is these positive 

and negative experiences that have shaped my actions and views of leadership and services 

through daily interactions. As the leader of the division of student affairs in a community 

college in rural North Carolina, I try to model how to create trust, another theme at the 

intersection of an ethic of care and social capital. The culture of trust begins between me and 

my staff. Like responding to student needs, I am reminded it is imperative that I provide my 

staff with answers in a timely manner. I am compelled to listen to each person with an equal 
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amount of thought, effort, compassion, patience, and understanding. I am encouraged to be 

non-judgmental and put my feelings aside. I am compelled to lead by example. I am 

committed to modeling the behavior I want them to demonstrate with the students they 

encounter. They depend on me to communicate promptly, or they may miss out on key 

updates that can negatively impact the students we serve. While trust is an important 

behavior demonstrated through an ethic of care by student affairs personnel as a first-

generation student, I recognize that it strengthens over time, but can easily be broken if the 

interaction is not genuine or authentic; hence, one type of behavior intertwines with another 

and is not occurring in isolation.  

Within our division, we have created a space where students are welcome to come 

and talk. The interactions are more casual, where the transaction of social capital (insider 

knowledge) occurs at a slower pace in a more authentic relational manner when students 

are ready. Additionally, as student affairs professionals, we have the privilege of getting to 

know our students on a personal level and not a transactional one. This is important in my 

role to continue to remind myself what our students are overcoming every day to pursue 

higher education, and secondly, I am the person responsible for student code of conduct 

violations, so students tend to avoid my office. Many of the student affairs professionals 

have snacks and candy available for students because “we all need a pick me up from time 

to time,” when in reality, we are also addressing food insecurities without drawing 

attention to a student's unmet needs. This is a simple demonstration of an ethic of care that 

has the potential to have a long impact. This small gesture has broken down barriers, and I 

personally have had the privilege of getting to know more students because of this subtle 

invitation to our students to come to visit. As a professional in student affairs, we need to 
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acknowledge these behaviors and remember that students are worthy of a confident and 

compassionate response to their inquiries in a timely manner in every encounter to build 

trust and exchange social capital (insider knowledge) in the world of higher education.  

 This dissertation has been a labor of love and has brought full circle my passion for 

student success. I  have demonstrated that an ethic of care and social capital have an 

intersection. This intersection occurs when both parties are authentic in their actions. When 

the actions of the carer are received and acknowledged by the cared-for, trust is established 

over time. Relationships form as a result of patient encounters based on give and take 

between both parties. There is no script or formula for caring or even how social capital is 

exchanged. However, it is at the intersection with an ethic of care that the essential elements 

of expectations, understanding how college works, career aspirations, a sense of belonging, 

trust, and mentoring occurs. Through interactions and behaviors that demonstrate care by 

student affairs personnel, all students, especially first-generation students, can know that 

someone cares about them. Relationships matter and ultimately make a difference in student 

success.  
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Appendix A: Characteristics of Non-Instructional Professionals 

Data were collected from keywords of behavior characteristics demonstrated by Non- 

Instructional Staff at a rural community college administered by the Office of 

Accountability and Strategic Initiatives at CCC & TI. 

 

A warm smile Motivated 

Acting as though they are being bothered Negative 
 

Actually excited to see students 
Negative body language when 
greeting a student 

Available Organized 

Bad Attitude Paranoid 

Body language that they don't like their job Patience 

Chronically tardy Patience 

Communicative Personable 

Compassionate Positive attitude 

Condescending Procrastinator 

Conscientious Provides warm 

Courteous Quick responses to students 

Creative Reliable 

Dependable Resourceful 

Displays a "not my job" attitude. Rude 

Doesn't follow up with timely actions. Uninterested in providing support 
Doesn't support co-workers but rather tries to 
make them look bad 

 

Scornful 

Eager to help Self-centered 

Efficient Sloppy 

Empathetic Smiles 

Ethical Strong work ethic 
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Friendly Takes a long time to get back to a student 

Good communication skills Unapproachable 

Good listener. Undependable 

 
Hardworking 

Unempathetic 

Helpful Unethical 
If they don't know the answer, the employee will 
find it and get back to the student instead of passing 
them off 

 

Unfriendly 

Impassionate Uninformed 

Impatience Unknowledgeable in their area of support 
Impatience and lack of focus when speaking with the 
student. 

 

Unreliable 

Inarticulate Unselfish 

Innovative Unskilled 

Insensitive Unwilling to be helpful 

Judgmental Uncommunicative with students or 
colleagues. 

Kind Very impatience 

Knowledgeable Welcoming 
 

Lack of caring 

Welcoming responses to students, 
staff, and faculty. 

Lack of empathy Willing to try new things 

Lazy Willingness to help others. 

Limited knowledge of the academic offerings Works well with co-workers 
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Appendix B: Invitation to Participate 

Dear Potential Participant: 
 

My name is Dena Holman, and I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership 
program at Appalachian State University. I am conducting a research study to explore the 
experiences of Student Affairs professionals and the impact they have on first-generation 
student success. 

 

Introduction and Purpose of the Study 
This study aims to gain a better understanding of Student Affairs professionals who play a 
significant role in student success, retention, completion, and career aspirations. In 
particular, the study will explore how these individuals use their own experiences to create 
an environment and atmosphere that supports first-generation students through their higher 
education experience. Consequently, participants will offer insight into the practices higher 
education professionals can implement to support the growth and development of first- 
generation college students. 

 

Description of Study Procedures 
As a participant, you will be asked to complete a sort survey where you will sort a set of 
statements (concourse) about the qualities of Student Affairs professionals according to 
how much these attributes or actions affected their ability to aid in the success of first-
generation student success. After the completion, you will have the option to participate in 
a follow-up interview. The interview will be audio-recorded. All discussions and other 
materials will remain confidential and stored on a password-protected computer and a 
secured online server to ensure confidentiality throughout the process. 

 

Risks of Participation 
There are no risks or threats associated with your participation in the research. Under no 
circumstance will your interview data be shared with anyone without your explicit 
permission. The results of this research project may be presented at academic 
conferences, professional meetings, or in publications; however, your identity will not 
be disclosed. 
Presentations and manuscripts typically contain participants’ quotes, but participants will 
not be identified. Your involvement in the research project is entirely voluntary. You have 
the right to discontinue participation at any time. 

 

Benefits of Participation 
 
The findings of this study have the potential to offer recommendations to higher education 
Student Affairs professionals, so they can work towards more policies and practices that 
support student success. Moreover, sharing your experiences may prove to be beneficial 
for you and your institution. 
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Contact Persons 
If you have any questions concerning this research project, please contact Dena Holman 
(Principal Investigator) at (828) 217-0923 or holmandm@appstate.edu or Dr. Peter 
Nelsen (Faculty Advisor) at (828) 262-8686 at nelsenpj@appstate.edu. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

mailto:holmandm@appstate.edu
mailto:nelsenpj@appstate.edu
mailto:nelsenpj@appstate.edu
mailto:nelsenpj@appstate.edu
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Appendix C: Recruitment Message 

 

Dear Colleagues, 
 

I am writing to ask for your help and support with recruiting participants for my 
dissertation research title: “North Carolina Community College Student Affairs 
Relationships with First- Generation Students Influence on Student Persistence, 
Completion, and Career Aspirations..” This qualitative study aims to gain a deeper 
understanding of Student Affairs' role in first fostering student persistence and success. 

 

As a participant, you will be asked to participate in a q-sort methodology where you will 
be asked to sort a concourse of qualities of Student Affairs professionals according to 
how much these attributes or actions affected their ability to be successful. After the 
completion, you will have the option to participate in a follow-up interview. The 
interview will be audio- recorded. All discussions and other materials will remain 
confidential and stored on a password-protected computer and a secured online server to 
ensure confidentiality throughout the process. 

 

If you or some you know might be interested in participating in this study, please take 
a moment to fill out this study participation interest form or share it with others: 
https://forms.gle/DShp44SBV9fAHeLGA. From there, I’ll send more information 
soon. 

 

Thank you for your consideration and support! 
 

Dena Holman Doctoral Student 
Appalachian State University 
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Appendix D: Participant Consent Form 

 

North Carolina Community College Student Affairs Relationships with First-
Generation Students; Influences on Student Persistence, Completion, and Career 
Aspirations 

 

Principal Investigator: Dena Holman 
Department: Doctoral Program in Educational Leadership 
Contact Information: holmandm@appstate.edu 
Faculty Advisor: Peter Nelsen, Ph.D. 
Faculty Contact: 
nelsenpj@appstate.edu 

 

Consent to Participate in Research Information to Consider about this Research 

 

I agree to participate in a research study that will better understand Student Affairs 
professionals who play a significant role in first-generation students' success, retention, 
completion, and career aspirations. I understand I may be one of three participants 
randomly selected from the names submitted from the q-sort who defined a member of 
Student Affairs/student services as the reason they completed a college credential. 

 

I agree to participate in a 30-minute interview conducted in a semi-structured format. 
Each interview will be scheduled at a date and time convenient for the participant. I 
understand that the individual interview will explore how these individuals use their own 
experiences to create an environment and atmosphere that supports the first-generation 
students through their higher education experience. Participants will offer insight into the 
practices higher education professionals can implement to support the growth and 
development of first- generation college students. 

 

I understand that there are no foreseeable risks associated with my participation in this 
study. I also know that this study may help higher education administrators work towards 
creating an institutional environment that is accessible, caring, and supportive. 

 

I understand that my interview will be audio recorded. 
 

I give Dena Holman ownership of the audio from the interview(s) she conducts with me, 
and I understand that audio recordings and transcripts will be kept in Dena’s possession, 
securely protected by a lockable desk and password-protected computer. I understand that 
anonymous information or quotations from audio recordings might be used for future 

mailto:holmandm@appstate.edu
mailto:nelsenpj@appstate.edu
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publications beyond this research project, and all identifying information will be removed, 
and each participant will be given a pseudonym. I also understand I will not receive any 
compensation for the interview. 

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary, and I can end the interview at any time 
without consequence. I also understand that I do not have to answer any questions and 
can 
 
end the interview at any time with no consequence. Furthermore, I understand that 
my responses and data will not be shared with my employer. 

 

If you have questions about this research study, please contact Dena Holman (Principal 
Investigator) at (828) 217-0923 or email holmandm@appstate.edu.If you wish to speak 
with the faculty advisor associated with this research, you may contact Peter Nelsen, Ph. 
D. at (828) 262-8686 or email at nelsenpj@appstate.edu. You may also contact the 
Appalachian Institutional Review Board Administrator at (828) 262-2692 through email 
at irb@appstate.edu, or via mail at Appalachian State University, Office of Research 
Protections, IRB Administrator, Boone, NC 28608. 

 

This research project has been approved on XXXX by the Institutional Review 
Board at Appalachian State University. This approval will expire on XXXX unless 
the IRB renews the approval of this research. 

 

By continuing to the research procedures, you acknowledge you are at least 18 years old, 
have read the above information regarding confidentiality, and agree to participate. If 
you agree to participate, please sign below to proceed with your participation. 

 

I agree to participate in the study. 
 

Participant's Name (PRINT) 
 
 

Signature Date 
 
 

 

  

mailto:holmandm@appstate.edu.If
mailto:holmandm@appstate.edu.If
mailto:nelsenpj@appstate.edu
mailto:nelsenpj@appstate.edu
mailto:irb@appstate.edu
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Appendix E: Participant Confirmation and Scheduling Email 

Dear  , 
 

Thank you for being so interested in participating in my dissertation study to understand 
better the Student Affairs professionals who play a significant role in student success, 
retention, completion, and career aspirations. In particular, the study will explore how 
these individuals use their own experiences to create an environment and atmosphere that 
supports first- generation students through their higher education experience. I am very 
excited to begin this project and hope you are still interested in being a participant in the 
study. 
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Appendix F: Interview Protocol 

Opening Script: 
 

Good morning (afternoon). 
 

Thank you for your participation in my research. As a reminder, I am interested in 
understanding Student Affairs professionals’ role in first-generation student success, 
retention, completion, and career aspirations. In particular, the study will explore how 
these individuals use their own experiences to create an environment and atmosphere that 
supports first-generation students through their higher education experience. 
Consequently, participants will offer insight into the practices higher education 
professionals can implement to support the growth and development of first-generation 
college students. At the same time, they are strengthening the Student Affairs 
professionals' experience in creating an environment of care through interactions with 
community college students. 

 

In this interview, I will be asking you a series of questions about your experiences, 
opinions, attitudes, perceptions, and feelings about your path to your career. This 
interview will be approximately 30 minutes. Please be aware that your perspectives and 
viewpoints are exciting and relevant to this research. I would like to audio record our 
conversation to help me focus on what you are saying in the interview. Is that okay with 
you? 

 

BEGIN AUDIO RECORDING-GIVE PARTICIPANT AN INFORMED CONSENT 
FORM 

 

Again, thank you for your willingness to participate in this research. Please take a few 
minutes to review and sign this consent form. It says that you: agree to be interviewed, to 
be audio recorded, that your personal information will be kept confidential and that you 
will not be personally identified in any reports or presentations, and that your participation 
is voluntary and can be stopped by you at any time. Please let me know if you have 
questions or need me to clarify anything. 

 

Then let’s begin! 
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Appendix G: Interview Questions 

1. How do you define your role as a student affairs practitioner (Student Affairs 
professionals)? 
 
 

2. Would you say that you have established relationships with your students (Student 
Affairs professionals)? 
 
 If yes-how would you describe the relationships that you have with your students 
(Student Affairs professionals)? 
 
 

3. Among support staff in the North Carolina Community College System, what are the 
most needed characteristics of support staff (Student Affairs professionals)? 
 
 

4. What strategies/practices do you use to construct these relationships (Both)? 
 
 

5. What do you think you do to maintain the relationships (Student Affairs 
professionals)? 
 
 

6. How closely do the desired characteristics match existing skills, abilities, and 
qualifications currently sought by student affairs professionals in the NCCCS 
(Student Affairs professionals)? 
  

7.   What characteristics of care demonstrated by student affairs professionals do you  
      think have the most significant impact on students' persistence, completion, and career   
      aspiration (Both)?  
  
8.  Can the characteristics of care demonstrated by student affairs professionals empower  

 students to achieve their goals be replicated (taught), or are they solely learned thru  
 modeled personal experiences (Both)? 
 
 

9.  How do educational experiences draw the individual's into the altruistic career fields  
 (Both)? 
 
 

10.  What types of relationships motivate, touch, support, and comfort individuals    
             through their educational journeys (Both)? 
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11.  How do these individuals perceive their role in creating an environment of trust and  
            care that creates opportunities for information about careers and college to be shared  

         (Student Affairs professionals)? 
  

12. How do these individuals describe themselves as a caring provider (Both)? 

13. What activities, actions, interactions, and relationships do these caregivers engage in  
 throughout their work (Both)? 
 
 

14. What resources do people who care access, mobilize, or confer for students and  
         others  (Both)? 

 
 

15. What are the intended goals of one's caring? Is there any evidence suggesting these  
         goals are being pursued or achieved by those they connect with (Student Affairs  

            professionals)? 
 
 

16. What are the characteristics of the cared for as described by the one who provided the  
 caring support to the student (Both)? 
  

17. What experiences help students relate to you as the one deemed supportive and  
 motivating (Both)? 
 
 

18. What people in your life made or influenced significantly where you are today  
             (Both)? 
 For each of those names above, to what extent did they influence your career  
           decisions  (Both)? 

 

 

  



 

175 
 

Vita  

 

Dena Holman was born in Clearwater, Florida. She graduated from Lees-McRae 

College with a Bachelor of Science degree in Social Studies in 1994. After spending seven 

years working as a teacher's assistant in a high school setting, it was time for a new career 

and adventure in academia. She graduated with a Master of Arts in Education from Western 

Carolina University in 2006 and completed an Educational Specialist in Community College 

and University Leadership in 2014. Not yet finished with her educational journey, in May 

2023, she earned her Doctorate of Education in Educational Leadership from Appalachian 

State University. 

Ms. Holman began her career in higher education in 1995 as a circulation desk 

attendant in the library of Lees-McRae College. In 1996, she joined the North Carolina 

Community College System when she accepted a position in the Learning Resource Center at 

Caldwell Community College in Hudson, North Carolina. After a short stint in the high 

school environment working with at-risk youth, Ms. Holman returned to higher education in 

2003, to work with first-generation students with the Talent Search program. She has spent 

21 years at the community college in various positions of increased responsibility, 

culminating in the Vice President of Student Services, a position she has held for 11 years. 

Ms. Holman is married to her husband Ron, and they have two adult sons, Cody and Kyle, 

and four beautiful grandchildren, Risa, Zoey, Matheus, and Sophia. 


	Abstract
	Acknowledgments
	Dedication
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Chapter 1: Introduction
	Problem Statement
	Research Questions
	Methodology
	Definition of Terms
	Organization of Study


	Chapter 2: Literature Review
	Care Theory
	Social Capital

	Conclusion

	Chapter 3: Methodology
	Q Methodology
	History of Q Methodology
	Participant Recruiting Process
	Participant Demographics

	Q Methodology Procedures
	Step 1: Build the concourse.
	Step 2: Develop the Q Set.
	Step 3: Select the P-set.
	Step 4: Construct and Administer the Q sort activity.
	Step 5: Factor analyze the Q factor analysis.
	Step 6: Post-sort surveys and interviews.

	Conclusion

	Chapter 4: Findings/Results
	Part One: Q sort Research Process
	Data Collection and Analysis
	Eigenvalues
	Correlation Matrix
	Q Factor Analysis
	Factor Loadings
	Z Scores
	Factor Arrays
	Defining Characteristics
	Consensus Statements
	Distinguishing Statements
	Q sort Findings
	Factor Group 1: Communication
	Factor Group 2A: Student-Centered Approach
	Factor Group 2B: Availability
	Factor Group 3: Helpfulness
	Factor Group 4: Support


	Part Two: Student Post Survey Responses
	Most Essential Behaviors or Interactions
	Least Essential Behaviors or Interactions

	Part Three: Student Interviews
	Interview Process
	Demonstrations of Care
	Career Aspirations
	Mentoring

	Part Four: Interviews with Student Affairs Personnel
	Relationship Building
	Student Persistence
	Student Completion
	Career Choice

	Conclusion

	Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions
	Intersecting Themes of an Ethic of Care and Social Capital
	Please understand my family has expectations of me.
	Please understand I do not know how college works.
	Please help me find my career path.
	Please help me to see I belong here.
	Please help me trust you.
	Please be a mentor to me.

	Study Implications
	Implications for Practice and Leadership
	Implication #1: Please understand my family has expectations of me.
	Implication #2: Please understand I do not know how college works.
	Implication #3: Please help me understand my career aspirations.
	Implication #4: Please help me to see I belong here.
	Implication #5: Please help me trust you.
	Implication #6 Please be a mentor to me.


	Study Limitations
	Limitation #1: Q-methodology Technical Issues.
	Limitation #2: Single Representation.
	Limitation #3: Small Interview Pool for Student Affairs Professionals.
	Limitation #4: Student Affairs Data Not Analyzed.
	Limitation # 5: Time Gap Between Research Steps.

	Recommendations for Future Research
	Recommendation #1: Research Design and Instrument.
	Recommendation # 2: Replicate with multiple community colleges.
	Recommendation # 3: Gain the perspective of all members of the institution.
	Recommendation #4: Explore the influence of college employees on student career choice.

	Conclusion
	Returning to my Experiences as a First-Generation College Student, Student Affairs Professional, and Educational Leader

	References
	Appendix A: Characteristics of Non-Instructional Professionals
	Appendix B: Invitation to Participate
	Appendix C: Recruitment Message
	Appendix D: Participant Consent Form
	Appendix E: Participant Confirmation and Scheduling Email
	Appendix F: Interview Protocol
	Appendix G: Interview Questions
	Vita

