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ABSTRACT

INCREASING HIP ACCESS TO FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS
Theresa Ann Cruz Paul, Ed.D.
Western Carolina University (March 13, 2023)

Director: Dr. Emily Virtue

The lack of first-generation student (FGS) involvement in high-impact practices (HIPSs) is critical
in addressing college students' social mobility and economic equity in the 21st century.
Participation in HIPs can lead to academic, personal, and professional gains resulting in more
competitive applications for future employment and graduate schools. At Western Carolina
University, HIPs are disorganized and scattered, leading to confusion for students and faculty
members about the process. Compounding this issue is deficit thinking and unconscious bias
about FGS that advisors hold, which can affect the rates at which advisors refer FGS to be
involved in HIPs. To address this issue, | implemented a video and marketing intervention for
faculty and staff advisors to address their role in supporting FGS in HIPs and how bias
remediation strategies address unconscious bias and deficit thinking. In addition, | created
targeted marketing for FGS to demystify the HIP process. The success of this initiative was
measured through HIP involvement rates, click/engagement/website traffic rates, video
engagement rates, and a faculty pre-and post-test survey. Overall findings indicated that the
marketing for students increased first-generation and continuing-generation participation in
HIPs. The video marketing for advisors resulted in a statistically significant increase in the
knowledge about HIPs and their likelihood of referring students to HIPS. However, the findings

were insignificant in lowering FGS bias or increasing bias awareness amongst faculty members.
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The project aimed to increase FGS involvement in HIPs by 10% with the long-term goal of
having a proportional representation of FGS in HIPs at Western Carolina University. This goal
was not met. However, there was growth in the participation of FGS for all HIPs indicating that
the change initiatives were having a positive effect. The findings from this project are helpful to

other universities seeking to increase access to HIPs for FGS.
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Introduction

Across the nation, first-generation college students (FGS) attend classes and engage in
colleges and universities to develop academic insight and gain valuable skills that will make
them successful in their futures. Along with the involvement in classroom learning comes the co-
curricular involvement obtained through activities like internships, service-learning,
undergraduate research, and study abroad. However, many FGS are not participating in these
activities at the same level as their peers. They miss out on these practices' significant academic
and personal gains (Finley and McNair, 2013; Kuh, 2008).

This project, which focuses on FGS, is a disquisition, a unique cumulative experience for
doctoral candidates in education who are leaders (practitioners) in their field. Compared to a
traditional Ph.D., this project utilizes "existing research to solve an educational problem™
(Shulman et al., 2006, p. 26). Lomotey (2018) describes a disquisition as "a formal, problem-
based discourse or treatise in which a problem of practice is identified, described, analyzed and
addressed in-depth, including methods and strategies used to bring about change and to assess
whether the change is an improvement” (p. 4). In my disquisition, | aimed to address the
disparity of high-impact practice (HIP) involvement for FGS by encouraging participation in
four specific activities, internships, service-learning, study abroad, and undergraduate research. |
implemented a video outreach strategy targeted to faculty and staff advisors to highlight the
inequities these students face, their role in supporting students in their involvement, and
mitigating bias and deficit thinking. Also included in this project was a targeted marketing

approach highlighting participation in the HIPs process designed for FGS.



Improvement Science methodology offers a framework for this project and guides the
identification and assessment of improvement initiatives. Improvement science ascertains what
works, for whom, and in what context to initiate small changes resulting in more extensive
systemic transformation (Bryk et al., 2017; Cohen-Vogel et al., 2015; Crow et al., 2019; Langley
et al., 2009). In this project, | utilized instruments like fishbone diagrams, driver diagrams, run
charts, and plan/do/study/act (PDSA) cycles to explore this problem of practice and select and
evaluate solutions.

The lens of equity and access is paramount to this entire project, and at the crux of the
conversation is social justice. FGS face significant challenges in higher education, including
involvement in HIPs. Having less access to these opportunities inhibits the ability of FGS to
obtain academic, personal, and professional gains (Finley & McNair, 2013; Kuh, 2008); impacts
their level of retention and persistence in education (Demetriou et al., 2017; Provencher &
Kassel, 2019); and influences potential career outcomes for these students (NACE, 2019a;
NACE, 2019b; Miller et al., 2018). The long-term effects on the generational social mobility of
these students and their families are a direct outcome of the lack of access to HIPs.

Practitioners need to understand the impact of HIPs on students and the special
considerations for the FGS population. In the following section, | explore existing research
surrounding the demographics of FGS, their involvement in HIPs, and the challenges these

students face.

Literature Review

The Center for FGS Success (2021) defines first-generation college students as those
whose parents do not have a bachelor's degree. Often these students are more likely to be from

minoritized groups, be students of color, and are older than their continuing-generation
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counterparts (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Redford & Hoyer, 2017; RTI International, 2019a; U.S.
Department of Education, 2019). Of the FGS attending college in 2011, 34% were over age 30,
compared to 17% of students whose parents had a bachelor's degree (Cataldi et al., 2018). These
students are more often non-native English speakers (Redford & Hoyer, 2017) and have more
dependents than their peers (RTI International, 2019a).

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 58% of 2002 high school
sophomores who subsequently enrolled in postsecondary education were either the first in their
families to go to college or had a parent with at least some college experience but did not have a
bachelor's degree (Redford & Hoyer, 2017). According to the Student Affairs Administrators in
Higher Education (NASPA) Center for FGS Success, 42% of 2015-2016 bachelor's degree
recipients were first-generation college students (RTI International, 2019a). FGS are often more
likely to enroll part-time, attend two-year institutions, enroll in exclusively online programs, and
attend Minority-Serving Institutions (MSI) (Engle & Tinto, 2008; RTI International 2019b; U.S.
Department of Education, 2019). Enrolling part-time or in online programs often results in
higher rates of non-completion, as does enrollment in two-year institutions compared to four-
year institutions. FGS often struggle to complete their degrees and are likelier to drop out than
continuing-generation students (Fry, 2021; RTI International, 2019b; U.S. Department of
Education, 2019).

With these characteristics, FGS often require additional financial assistance, take out
more student loans, earn less than their peers, and come from families with lower parental
incomes. According to a Pell Institute study, low-income FGS' mean unmet financial need was
almost $6,000, representing half of their median annual income (Engle & Tinto, 2008; The Pell

Institute, 2019). In fact, the median family income for FGS at two- and four-year institutions was



about $40,000 compared to more than $99,000 for continuing-generation students (Redford &
Hoyer, 2017). FGS also incurred more student loan debt, with 65% of FGS owing $25,000 or
more compared to only 57% of continuing-generation students (Fry, 2021). Conversely,
continuing-generation students had twice as much wealth -- the value of all assets minus any
outstanding debts -- than FGS households (Fry, 2021). This additional revenue makes it easier
for continuing-generation households to supply access and opportunity for their students above
and beyond what is available to FGS.

FGS are less involved in university services and activities than continuing-generation
students. For example, they are less likely to utilize academic advising, career, academic support,
and health services (RTI International, 2019b). These students are less involved in co-curricular
activities like internships, study abroad, and undergraduate research (Finley & McNair, 2013;
Kuh, 2008) and are less likely to have a mentor, particularly a faculty member, who encourages
them to achieve their goals. FGS reported having a mentor 61% and minority students 47%
compared to 72% of white students (Strada-Gallup, 2018). FGS are less involved in college and
the co-curricular activities it entails. These students work more, have family responsibilities, and
do not have the same support from mentors or parents to become involved in these activities.

Participation in university activities allows students to apply learning to real-world
problems and contexts. Researchers have linked student engagement to positive outcomes such
as student-staff contact, respect for diverse learning styles, cooperation among students, and
active learning (Astin, 1996, 1997; Braxton et al., 2000; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). The Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) has defined
a set of specific activities as "HIPs (HIPs)" (Kuh, 2008). The practices identified by AAC&U

include educational activities that are particularly beneficial because they allow students to



interact with faculty and peers over extended periods. These activities also include consistent and
substantive feedback on students' performance while allowing them to synthesize what they have
learned in a real-world application. HIPs often offer students options to learn about themselves,
what they value, and what skills they can provide to future employers and graduate programs.
These practices include first-year seminars, learning communities, project-based learning,
undergraduate research, service-learning, internships, common intellectual experiences, writing-
intensive courses, and study abroad.

Students involved in HIPs can apply their learning to real-world environments. As a
result, these practices increase retention and persistence, lead to academic, personal, and
practical gains, and provide better career outcomes for students (Demetriou et al., 2017; Finley &
McNair, 2013; Kilgo et al., 2015; Kuh, 2008; Miller et al., 2018; O'Donnell et al., 2015;
Provencher & Kassel, 2019). Without equitable access to these opportunities, FGS miss out on
the associated gains (Figure 1).

The benefits of HIPs for FGS are essential to future success. Demetriou et al. (2017)
found that FGS who succeeded in reaching graduation participated in activities tied to their
curriculum, including research with a faculty member, study abroad, and service-learning. These
findings were similar to those of Provencher & Kassel (2019), who looked at first year and
sophomore retention and found that HIP participation was a significant predictor of first-and
second-year retention.

Involvement in HIPs has also supported a positive perception of the campus environment
(Zhao & Kuh, 2004; NSSE, 2020). Given FGS' difficulties persisting to graduation, involvement
in HIPs could significantly affect persistence and retention. In his initial and subsequent studies,

Kuh (2008) noted that participation in HIPs can lead to academic, personal, and professional



Figure 1

Gains for FGS in HIPs

Persistence

EGS
mnvolvement
in HIPs

Academic
{Personal/
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gains. Historically underrepresented groups in higher education, including FGS, are most likely
to achieve these gains (Figure 2). These studies also found that FGS were less likely to
participate in internships, study abroad, and research with faculty members. Finley and McNair
(2013) found that FGS who had participated in HIPs reported gains in learning, practical
competence, and personal development more than students who had not. Their findings indicate
that, for FGS, understanding their learning and self-reported growth and development helps
provide an "equity effect” (Finley & McNair, 2013, p.19). They reduce gaps in learning and
promote connections with their educational environment.

Along with academic achievement and learning gains, HIPs can potentially impact early
career outcomes for students. Miller et al. (2018) explored HIP involvement, seniors' post-
graduation plans, and early job attainment. For students who secured employment by graduation,

the authors found a significant correlation between HIP involvement and having a job or



Figure 2

First-Generation Self-Reported Gains

FIRST GENERATION

Deep Gains Gains Gains

Learning General Personal Practical
Learning Communities +++ ++ +++ 1+
Service Learning +++ ++ +++ 1+

Study Abroad ++ + ++

Student-Faculty Research +++ ++ +++ ++
Internship ++ ++ ++ ++
Service Learning +++ ++ +++ ++
Senior Culminating Experience +++ ++ ++ 1+

+p <.001,++ p <.001 & Unstd B > .10, +++ p <.001 & Unstd B > 30

From "High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who Has Access to Them,
and Why They Matter," by G. D. Kuh, 2008, Copyright 2008 by the Association of
American Colleges and Universities.

enrolling in graduate school at the time of graduation. Certain HIPs also may be more closely
related to career outcomes than others. For example, internships can lead to an over 50%
conversion rate to full-time employment (NACE, 2019a). FGS accounted for 25% of students
who had never interned before and just 19% of students who participated in paid internships.
Interestingly, students with a paid internship experience received nearly 50% more job offers
than those with an unpaid internship or no internship at all (NACE, 2019b). Findings suggest that

participation in these activities can directly affect student career outcomes.

In another study, Wolniak & Engberg (2019) defined career outcomes as earnings, job
satisfaction, job commitment, and learning/challenge within the position and found that broad
HIP involvement does not affect career outcomes. However, they did discover that internships

and study abroad both appear to lead to higher-paying jobs, and students who participate in



undergraduate research will often pursue an advanced degree. Schalewski (2020) also found that
internships, research, and service-learning reproduce social inequalities, especially in career
outcomes. However, he determined that HIPs support upper and middle-class students but could
be doing more for low-income students. The career outcomes literature is relatively new, and
each study defines career outcomes differently, including earnings and job satisfaction (Wolniak
& Engberg, 2019), obtaining employment at the time of graduation (Miller et al., 2018), job
offers after involvement (NACE, 2019a; NACE 2019b), and early career earnings and graduate
degree attainment (Schalewski, 2020). Even though these findings do not undoubtedly support
positive career outcomes for participation in HIPs, it is essential to note that they don't discount it
either. Given the economic inequalities facing FGS, it would be crucial to encourage them to

participate in the potential economic and career benefits that HIPs may provide.

The potential gains outlined make it clear more FGS should be involved in HIPs, yet they
are not as engaged as their peers. FGS have traditionally been less involved in internships, study
abroad, and undergraduate research. Kuh (2008) reported less involvement by FGS in study
abroad, undergraduate research, and internships and the same level of participation in service-
learning (Table 1). Finley and McNair (2013) found similar experiences for FGS in that the
average number of HIPs they participated in (1.24) was less than non-FGS (1.45). In the NSSE
2020 Institutional Report, first-generation seniors' HIPs participation lagged behind peers, with
~1in5FGS and 1 in 8 non-FGS seniors participating in zero HIPs and 54% FGS, compared to
67% non-FGS seniors completing two HIPs. This trend has been found consistently from 2015
through 2020. Non-FGS seniors were also more likely to participate in research with a faculty

member (1.5x), internships (1.3), and study abroad (2.7) than FGS seniors. However, FGS



seniors were more likely than non-FGS seniors to participate in service-learning, and these
patterns have been consistent since 2007.
Table 1

Percent Participation in High-Impact Activities by Institutional and First-Generation Status

First-Year Students Senior Students
Service Research Study Service Internship
Learning with Faculty Abroad Learning
First-Gen - NO 37% 22% 19% 46% 57%
First-Gen - YES 35% 16% 9% 46% 48%

From "High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who Has Access to Them,
and Why They Matter," by G. D. Kuh, 2008, Copyright 2008 by the Association of
American Colleges and Universities.

So why haven't FGS been as involved in HIPs as their peers? What barriers do these
students face in particular, and how can we make changes that will impact them as higher
education professionals? The first step is to delve into the structural challenges that block these
students from participating. In creating a causal map of these underlying reasons (Figure 3), it is
clear that there are many. Challenges range from resource constraints and ideological differences
to historical discrimination and organizational barriers. Each section of this fishbone diagram
identifies structural barriers that impact FGS involvement in HIPS and provides a roadmap to
respond, redress, and sustain a viable solution.

Monetary and resource constraints continue to be a concern for many FGS. FGS take out
loans to pay for college and have higher unmet needs than their counterparts (Chan et al., 2020;
Engle & Tinto, 2008). They often come from homes of lower socioeconomic statuses, indicating

a lack of financial resources to support participation in potentially expensive HIPs (Engle &

Tinto, 2008; Fry, 2021; Furquim et al., 2017; Redford & Hoyer, 2017; RTI International,



Figure 3

Causal Map of FGS involvement in HIPs
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2019a). Many FGS have a job while in school (66%), are employed off-campus, and work more
hours than continuing-generation students (RTI International, 2019c). Considering that many
HIPs require students to forego paid employment to participate in activities like study abroad,
service-learning, undergraduate research, and internships, it is not surprising that FGS struggle to
be involved.

Deficit Thinking

On the surface, HIPs appear to be equally open to all students, providing the same
opportunities for those who participate. So, if FGS are not participating in these activities, it must
be due to their lack of effort and talent. This belief that society offers enough opportunity and
mobility for anyone, no matter their social position at birth, to use their skill and effort to rise to
the top is known as meritocracy and is integrated into American society (Littler, 2017). The
problems with this belief are that (1) it legitimizes a competitive system where some succeed and
some are left behind (Hickman, 2009); (2) it assumes that talent and intelligence are innate
(Young, 1994); (3) it ignores the fact that climbing the ladder is easier for some but not others
(Littler, 2017); (4) it idealizes upper-middle-class values as the norm (Mijs, 2021); and (5) it
serves as a myth to expand economic and social inequalities (McNamee & Miller, 2009).
Meritocratic beliefs hide that minimal involvement by FGS in HIPs is a structural barrier by
focusing on the FGS and their perceived deficiencies.

We often interpret our interactions through our values and, sometimes, our unconscious
biases (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). This unconscious or implicit bias is challenging to identify
and difficult to control. In this context, unconscious bias plays a part in faculty and staff's beliefs
about FGS and how successful they may or may not be in their involvement in HIPs. It is

possible that because of these beliefs, faculty may overlook FGS for opportunities that they may
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not do with continuing-generation students. Placing implicit bias into action often results in
deficit thinking about students and blaming the victim when problems arise. Faculty may believe
that FGS are not involved in HIPs because of their individual or community traits (Bruton &
Robles-Pifia, 2009; Gorski, 2016; Haggis, 2006; McKay & Devlin, 2016). For example, we
might say that FGS are not involved because they don't value the activities, dedicate the time
needed, or have the resources (Figure 4). When deficit beliefs are held, many solutions in the
structure surrounding the problem are not investigated.

Figure 4

Deficit-Minded Explanations of Equity Gaps and Equity-Minded Questions

; L How do we do Do we regularly evaluate :
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From "Assessing Underserved Students' Engagement in HIPs," A. Finley & T. McNair,
2013, Copyright 2013 by the Association of American Colleges and Universities.
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The mainstream public, our faculty, administration, and fellow students hold meritocratic
and deficit ideologies. Faculty are often among the most influential groups for underrepresented
and minoritized students (Bensimon, 2007; Hurtado, 2011; McCallen & Johnson, 2020). They
can mitigate structural barriers facing students in higher education (Bensimon, 2007) and provide
additional social capital, particularly for FGS (McCallen & Johnson, 2020).

However, faculty are not immune from deficit thinking and potentially can cause
significant harm to students. Faculty interact with students in social situations through classroom
interactions, unstructured office hours, advising discussions, and spontaneous meetings in the
hall, all of which can display implicit faculty bias (Greenwald, 1995; O'Meara, 2021). O’Meara
(2021) discusses the impact faculty have on students by stating, “because of their distinct roles in
classrooms, in designing curriculum, in knowledge production and gatekeeping, faculty exercise
discretion in areas with high stakes for equity and full participation” (p.558). Bensimon & Gray
(2020) suggest that faculty must be aware of these potential prejudices and become equity-

minded individuals to alleviate these concerns.

Intersectionality, Habitus, and Cultural Capital

Although my primary purpose in this disquisition is to discuss FGS involvement in HIPs,
| would be remiss not to include a brief discussion of intersectionality and the impact of habitus
and cultural capital. These concepts have been widely studied in women’s studies, sociology,
psychology, communication, political science, history, marketing, health sciences, education, and
many more.

Intersectionality is the relationship between societal classifications and how these
categories intersect with societal power relations (Collins & Bilge, 2020). This lens helps us see

how the combination of race, class, gender, sexuality, nationality, ability, age, language,
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ethnicity, and others intertwine to affect how power relations within society impact an

individual. FGS, like all students, consist of more than just this status. They could include
women, veterans, black, parents, older, low-income individuals, or any combination of the above
identities. Considering a broader view of FGS in developing potential solutions to this problem is
essential. Intersectionality can be an analytic tool to help us understand the complete picture.

The lack of involvement in HIPs is not a concept reserved for FGS. Students in different
racial, ethnic, or sexuality-based groups also do not participate at the same levels as their peers
(Finley & McNair, 2013; Hembroff & Rusz, 1993; Kinzie et al., 2020; NACE, 2019a; NSSE,
2020; Siddiqui & Jessup-Anger; 2020; Simon & Ainsworth, 2012; Stewart & Nicolazzo, 2018).
This layering of potential barriers facing students from multiple categories compounds
understanding the problem and identifying a possible solution.

At the crux of these identities is the conversation of Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of
cultural capital and habitus and what resources students bring to support their involvement and
overcome structural barriers placed in their path. Habitus is a construct that incorporates
individuals who share similar conditions, dispositions, preferences, and practices in social
settings (Horvat, 2003). Every aspect of an individual’s upbringing and social situation impacts
their development of habitus, including race, class, gender, ethnicity, location, and other
categories. Related to habitus is cultural capital, which Lamont and Lareau (1988) define as
“widely shared high-status cultural signals (attitudes, formal knowledge, behaviors, goods, and
credentials) used for social and cultural exclusion” (p. 156). Higher education gatekeepers, like
faculty and staff members, consciously or unconsciously respond to these hidden signals and
respond differently to students who match these expectations. Students who indicate they have

the right cultural capital are referred to HIP opportunities that others may not (Simon &
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Ainsworth, 2012). Intersectionality, habitus, and cultural capital point to a multi-layered
approach to understanding FGS involvement in HIPs. The ultimate culprit to access for these
students may be a mixture of addressing the underlying issue of cultural capital through
gatekeeping bias.

Finally, the last branch comprises the potential organizational causes underlying the lack
of FGS involvement in HIPs. One of the primary causes in this area is the structure and policies
surrounding the HIPs process. Institutions may not have a transparent system established for
becoming involved in HIPs that can often confuse FGS and their families (York-Anderson &
Bowman, 1991; Unverfeth et al., 2012). Navigating higher education bureaucracy is often
overwhelming, and many institutions do not consider the FGS experience in navigating these
processes. Another potential organizational cause is the lack of specifically identified marketing
and communication shared with FGS regarding HIPs. If students can navigate the process and
determine where to start, they are often misinformed about the expectations, financial
obligations, and self-navigated structure required to be involved. These misperceptions cause
additional barriers for FGS seeking involvement in these activities. Students often hear about and
decide to pursue HIPs through faculty referrals (Foltz, 2020). Faculty support and influence can
help students identify potential actions that support their personal and professional development.
However, if faculty are making referrals and assumptions on which students will be successful
based on deficit-based thinking or stereotypes, then often FGS may be looked over for these
opportunities (Killpack & Meldn, 2016; Milkman et al., 2015; Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; Ott &
McTier, 2020).

Along with these broader institutional barriers, problems are specifically related to the

design of HIPs. Service-learning and other activities have been critically examined to uncover
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the perpetuation of racism and classism if not designed with equity at the forefront (Irwin &
Foste, 2021; Kilgo, 2016; Nufez, 2017; Stewart & Nicolazzo, 2018; Schalewski, 2020).
Institutions have also struggled with implementing these practices effectively for students, with
some institutions creating overly burdensome processes and institutional hurdles. Instead,
institutions must be thoughtful in designing HIPS to ensure scalability (Kuh & O'Donnell, 2013),
institutionalization (Perez, 2016), and quality of experiences (Zilvinskis, 2019) for all students.
FGS involvement in HIPs has many moving parts that play a role in the success of these
students. As practitioners, we must be aware of meritocratic and deficit-based thinking when
identifying the causes of this issue. Keeping equity, sound design practices, and the interplay of
faculty and students at the forefront of these discussions will help address these concerns for

FGS.

The Local Context

This project will focus on one university's HIP practices and student population. This
institution struggles with FGS students' involvement, organizational challenges in the structure
of HIPs, and communicating these opportunities to students.

Western Carolina University (WCU) is a comprehensive 4-year regional university in the
southeast. The surrounding community is rural; however, several major metropolitan centers are
within three hours of the campus. WCU's surrounding county is majority white (80%) and has a
higher than the national average poverty rate of 19.4% compared to 13.1% nationally (U.S.
Census, 2018). The University serves over 12,000 students through residential and distance
programming. Most students are white (78.6%), 18-24 years of age (72%), in-state (88.7%), and

undergraduates (86%) (Western Carolina University, 2019). Many WCU students are first-
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generation (43%), and most come from the surrounding geographic region (J. Kelly, personal
communication, July 23, 2020).

WCU spreads out HIPs across various units and divisions. The Association of American
Colleges and Universities (Kuh, 2008) has identified 10 HIPs spread across 12 departments and
10 senior leadership units (Figure 5), with no reporting or management structure to coordinate
efforts across these departments. This lack of a central system results in departments creating
their own processes for involvement in HIPs, no primary way to obtain information for students
and faculty, and haphazard marketing and promotion opportunities. For this intervention, |
focused on the four HIPs that report to the Vice Provost and Associate Provost for Academic
Affairs: (a) service-learning, (b) study abroad, (c) undergraduate research, and (d) internships.

The disjointed nature of HIPs is detrimental to the institution's success and a hindrance
for FGS. Often FGS struggle with navigating the complexity of higher education and
understanding the effect that HIPs can have on their personal and professional growth. By
keeping HIPs decentralized, the institution maintains barriers for FGS to navigate in becoming
involved in these activities. These students must go to several websites and employees to learn
about the process, discuss their options, and gauge which practices make the most sense.

Often faculty are the most influential guides for students during their university
experience and are often the first-place students hear about potential opportunities and activities
on-campus (Foltz, 2020). WCU also has a close relationship between students and faculty.
Faculty often recruit students for internships, study abroad, research, and service-learning
designated (SLC) courses for the following semester. They are also the first contact for students’
undergraduate research and internship processes. However, some faculty have expressed concern

over referring students to HIPs. Faculty and staff have discussed amongst themselves that they
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Figure 5

HIP Reporting Structure at WCU

HIPS Experience
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do not feel the student would be "a good representative of WCU," would "require more time and
effort to work with because they are not academically prepared,” or would "not be able to
compete with more competitive students.” These comments echo the stereotypes many
individuals hold about FGS and can indicate faculty bias about these students.

The faculty and staff belief that FGS are under-prepared academically has significant
effects on their ability to see these students succeeding in the classroom and in co-curricular
activities like internships, study abroad, undergraduate research, and service-learning (Killpack
& Meldn, 2016; Lanzi, 2020; Milkman et al., 2015; Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; Ott & McTier,
2020; Ward, 2013). At WCU, many FGS may be identified as part of the Academic Success
Program (ASP), a conditional admittance program, where the label given to these students
impacts their future relationships with faculty members. Faculty may not believe FGS can
participate effectively in HIPs and may unconsciously refer other students for these
opportunities.

As gatekeepers to these opportunities, faculty and staff members rely on their
interpretation of a student’s background, values, beliefs, or experiences to determine what they
can accomplish while participating in a HIP. This cultural capital and habitus that a student
brings to the forefront in their conversations with faculty and staff members can have a chilling
effect on their likelihood of referring these students for these opportunities (Horvat, 2003;
Lamont & Lareau, 1988; Simon & Ainsworth, 2012).

At WCU, FGS are not participating at the same level as their peers in HIPs. The
University is a regional institution with a 43% population of FGS (J. Kelly, personal
communication, July 23, 2020). Given the University's mission to serve and support these

students, one would expect to see a representative proportion of these students involved in HIPs
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at WCU. However, given the institution has a FGS population of 43%, you would expect to see
43% of FGS students participating in HIPs at WCU, which is not currently the case.

Table 2 shows the percentage of FGS participating in study abroad, service-learning,
undergraduate research, and non-required undergraduate internships during the Fall 2018 —
Spring 2021 semesters. The data show the underutilization of FGS in HIPs, which is well below
43%, which is expected (Cruz Paul, 2021). The underrepresentation and lack of access for FGS
in HIPs are worth attention. Given the potential benefits for FGS and the large population of
these students served by WCU, it is surprising that the institution has not attempted to address
this. The four departments offering these HIPs report to different administrative heads and are all
within the Division of Academic Affairs but lack central leadership. There has also not been a
concerted effort to identify HIPs usage on campus or to break down the participation statistics by
demographic data. This intervention will be the first time the institution has looked at FGS
involvement in HIPs.

Table 2

Percentage of FGS' Involvement at WCU

Fall Spring  Summer Fall Spring Summer Fall Spring  GOAL
2018 2019 2019 2019 2020 2020 2020 2021 FGS
%
Study Abroad 12.9% 23.3% 143% 27.3% 30% COVID COVID COVID 43%

Non-Required 8.3% 0.0% 15.6%  27.3% 222% 235% 13.3% 25% 43%
Internships @

Undergraduate 16.7% 16.1% 20.0% 22.9% 20.0% 45.5% 244%  25% 43%
Research

Service 37.7% 35.6% 229%  42.7% 34.6% COVID 465% 37.9% 43%
Learning

& Sample of 140 courses taken from the College of Arts and Sciences and the College of Business
that do not necessitate an internship as a graduation requirement.
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In the Spring of 2021, I held focus groups with FGS, who shared their perspectives on
HIPs at WCU. These students expressed frustration with the convoluted process, the lack of
support from faculty and staff, and a general lack of advertisement of the offerings. These
qualitative findings contextualize our understanding of FGS involvement in HIPs at WCU.

The first student addressed the lack of advertisement at WCU as a concern. She felt the
University did not do a good job promoting co-curricular experiences at the same level as social
experiences.

| don't think that HIPs are necessarily part of the culture here just because, like they

advertise like the fun activities, all the time that are on Engage but don't necessarily

reach out about service-learning opportunities or anything like that.

In utilizing the school's primary engagement website Engage, the student felt that the University
did not emphasize HIPs like service-learning for her connection to on-campus activities. HIPs
like service-learning, undergraduate research, and internships are often attached to coursework.
These activities are conveyed to students through word-of-mouth from advisors and faculty,
making engaging FGS in these practices increasingly challenging unless the University provides
targeted and consistent marketing of these offerings in ways that students hear the message.

The second student identified the potential barriers FGS face in engaging in activities
primarily 'invite only' or promoted through word-of-mouth. In a closed process like
undergraduate research or internships where students must talk one-on-one with a faculty or staff
advisor to get information, gatekeeping and unconscious bias can affect access to FGS.

Undergraduate research is something my advisor has talked to me about a few

different times, and I'll like try to get information from him about it, and it's like

I'm like pulling his teeth out like he doesn't want to tell me.
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Students who do not fit the traditional student mold (i.e., white, middle class, continuing
generation) face an undercurrent of deficit thinking about their abilities to succeed in HIPs.
Given that many of these activities are conducted in concert with faculty and staff support, this
places an additional barrier that FGS may have to overcome to gain equal access to these
activities.

The final student | spoke with stated that they found getting involved in HIPs challenging
and that the institution lacked good communication and guidance.

When | did my internship, I didn't know I had to do it until it was time to do it...so

it was like a mad scramble to find an internship, but no one could tell me where to

find one. I had to kind of look for that myself, and then, when | did find one, it was

great...it was a difficult process to navigate, especially when you didn't even know

where to start.
Addressing these concerns through targeted marketing to FGS students will provide some of the
context and cultural capital these students are missing compared to their peers. Continuing
generation students have family and peer support that gives information about these
opportunities. In contrast, FGS must rely more heavily on the information they receive directly
from the institution, faculty, or staff. These conversations with FGS echo the need for a unified

solution to this problem of practice.

Theory of Improvement

When looking at a problem within the context of an organization, it is easy to identify the
surface-level causes and address those. Identifying surface causes repeatedly happens in higher

education, where a band-aid approach is often applied to complex problems. Utilizing tools to
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identify specific improvements to address these problems appropriately is essential. | created a
driver diagram (Figure 6) to help explore why WCU FGS are not involved in HIPs as their peers
and what practice changes could help improve this.

Given the limited involvement FGS have at WCU in HIPs, it is essential to target this
population in any solution created.

My theory of improvement holds that implementing an awareness campaign about

HIPS and FGS bias with faculty and staff advisors and crafting targeted educational

marketing materials for FGS will mitigate the disparate involvement of these

students.
Creating awareness with faculty and staff advisors increased student referrals to HIPs and
educated faculty/staff on potential biases that may negatively impact FGS involvement in HIPs.
Also, increasing the targeted marketing to FGS attracted students who may not see themselves
as part of the HIPs culture. After this one-year project, | expected a 10% increase in FGS
participating in HIPs by Spring 2023. In the long term, | should see FGS involvement in HIPs
reflects the proportion of FGS attending WCU, which is 43%.

To showcase my theory of improvement, | have utilized a driver diagram to display how
these improvement initiatives impacted the drivers that led to our project goal (Figure 6). For this
project, | focused on the purple sections of the driver diagram. The project's aim is on the far left
of the chart: to increase FGS participation in each HIP by 10% by Spring 2023. To get there, we
must impact the primary and secondary drivers. In this project, | focused on the organizational
support offered to FGS. In particular, the secondary drivers of the faculty/staff advisor referral
pipeline to HIPs and the educational marketing information about HIPs for FGS. I increased

FGS' knowledge about HIPS at WCU and their participation by impacting these areas. | widened
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Figure 6

Driver Diagram of FGS Access to HIPs

*HIPs at Western Carolina University are defined as Study Abroad, Undergraduate Research, Service-learning, and Internships
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the avenue to access HIPs through increased advisor referrals. 1 did this by instituting several
new initiatives.

| created educational materials targeted at the faculty/staff advisors of WCU. These
materials educated the campus partners on the HIPs process at WCU and provided informational
statistics on the importance of FGS involvement. These materials included information on the
advisor's crucial role in helping FGS participate in these activities. Materials consisted of data on
the importance of advisor-student relationships, unconscious bias, and cultural gatekeeping
practices that may undermine advisros’ interactions with FGS (Killpack & Melon, 2016;
Milkman et al., 2015; Moss-Racusin et al., 2012; Ott & McTier, 2020).

The second initiative was to create and utilize effective marketing materials promoting
HIPs for FGS. By creating targeted marketing materials, we could better attract and impact these
students' participation decisions (Aaker et al., 2008; Reutterer et al., 2006; Rupp et al., 2014). It
was also important to streamline and make the high-impact process transparent. Often university
processes are cumbersome to students, especially for FGS who are less familiar with higher
education bureaucracy (Unverfeth et al., 2012). Coordinating the marketing of these departments
into a cohesive strategy and streamlining the processes into an easily accessible website allowed
all departments to push students to one cohesive site with easy steps to navigate, eliminating
needless institutional barriers to HIPS. | impacted student participation in HIPs through these
marketing materials by targeting FGS. | also hoped to increase the number of FGS referred by
faculty to these practices, increasing the overall number of students becoming involved in HIPs
at WCU.

Positionality Statement
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My involvement in this project has many parts, including my roles as a practitioner,

scholar, and member of the FGS community. To implement my project, | assembled a team of

colleagues at WCU who assisted me in realizing my intended changes. Each member was

selected for their role and work with FGS (Table 3). First, I included an administrative person

with influence and decision-making power for each HIP to provide feedback on the marketing

initiatives. These consisted of the Executive Director of the Center for Community Engagement

and Service Learning (CESL), who worked with faculty to offer service-learning courses, the

Study Abroad Advisor who implemented the study abroad program for undergraduate students,

and the coordinator of undergraduate research who managed the research programming and

conferences. Finally, | was the Director of the Center for Career & Professional Development

(CCPD) and managed academic internships for half of the academic departments on-campus.

Along with these team members, | included the Assistant Director of ASP, who works with FGS

and programming specific to them, and the Director of the Advising Center, who had insight into

Table 3

Design Team Membership, Credentials, and Responsibilities

Role

Office

Responsibilities

Executive Director

Center for Community Engagement
and Service Learning (CESL)

Service Learning

Director Center for Career & Professional Internships
Development (CCPD)
Study Abroad Advisor International Programs and Services Study Abroad

Coordinator

Undergraduate Research

Undergraduate Research

Assistant Director ASP Mentoring and Persistence to Success FGS
Director Advising Center Faculty/Staff Advisors
Student Representative 1  English Major FGS
Student Representative 2 Social Work Major FGS
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the timing of the project and feedback on the design for faculty and staff advisors. Finally, |
included two first-generation undergraduate students who provided insight from the student's
perspective about the marketing initiatives.

As a practitioner, my interactions with these design team members in my everyday
work could have impacted how this intervention was conducted and analyzed, which was
considered when developing a design team. The CCPD is in the same division as CESL and
reports to the same supervisor, which creates a level of competitiveness between the Executive
Director and me. | also possess a higher title than the Study Abroad Advisor and the Assistant
Director of ASP, resulting in a power differential.

Given this project's setting, it was essential to understand my positionality and
relationship to the subject, context, and individuals involved. As a scholar, | have the opportunity
to examine and collect data about my problem of practice, which was my intervention's focus. |
was accountable for interpreting and analyzing the data I collected, placing meaning on these
data, and deciding what was essential and what was not. | was a part of this process, and as a
practitioner, | was vested in the success of these programs. | was also a colleague for those who
engaged with me on this improvement work and needed to maintain long-term relationships with
them well after the intervention concluded. Given these dual roles, | had to recognize the
differences and similarities to navigate effective relationships with those involved in the project.

Along with these two roles | played in this intervention, | also recognized the
identities | brought and how they affected my relationships and interactions with others. My
project's design team was comprised of the four leaders of HIPs at WCU. We are mostly white,
in our 30's — 40's, have Master's degrees, live in the local area, and work at the same institution.

We share similar values and opinions about student success, higher education, and change
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initiatives, and | share a comparable title with many of these leaders. However, my title is more
elevated than two of the individuals.

Given these similarities, I included additional design team members. | believe that it
was vital to invite several FGS members. The difference in perspective was critical for
identifying a meaningful change that impacted all students. Stewart and Nicolazzo (2018) have
determined that it is best practice to include the most vulnerable populations of students in the
planning process to craft improvements that are best for these students and, in so doing, are best
for most students. By including FGS in this process, | can increase the likelihood that my change
initiatives are designed for the success of the population | hope to serve.

The student participants in HIPs at WCU share some identity categories with me. | am
a white female, like many students at WCU. | was also a FGS and was Pell-eligible while in
college. These similarities give me insight into these students' possible perceptions and struggles.
However, it has been over 15 years since | was an undergraduate student, and the world context
has changed significantly since that time. | am also different from the students at WCU in several
crucial ways. I am not from North Carolina. With over 80% of the students coming from North
Carolina, I do not have the same geographical context. | also attended a suburban/urban
university while in school. The institution was the same size as WCU and was a public university
but had a more diverse student population. The university | attended was closer to regional
partners that often host sites for HIPs compared to students at WCU. This difference could be
potentially critical, given that many HIPs rely on partnerships with community contacts and
depend on additional resources.

Finally, I am very interested in first-generation and low-income students. | care deeply

about public-serving institutions and their impact on these populations of students. | see higher
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education as a means to socioeconomic mobility for students and that HIPs are essential for FGS
to obtain more meaningful employment. My deep interest in this topic could present biases in my
work and impact how I interpret results. When studying and reporting on this topic, | needed to

be mindful of my identities, interests, and relationships.

Improvement Initiative

In understanding my unique perspective on the problem and the identified areas from the
literature, utilizing the driver diagram above helped identify a viable solution. The improvement
initiative outlined below addresses the concerns identified in the national literature and the
contextual complexity of the institution.

To increase FGS involvement in HIPs at WCU, | needed to increase access to the current
opportunities available to students. One of the most significant ways to market to students about
co-curricular activities is through word-of-mouth from faculty members and advisors (Foltz,
2020). Because advisement is a central access point for most students, it was essential to address
some potential barriers and gatekeeping biases for FGS. Also, as marketing processes have
adapted to understand their consumers, differentiated marketing styles or targeted marketing
have proven successful for specific groups (Aaker et al., 2008; Reutterer et al., 2006; Rupp et al.,
2014).

| created marketing material for faculty and staff advisors, including an informational
video component that outlined the importance of faculty referrals of FGS to HIPs and addressed
the unconscious biases and gatekeeping practices that discourage student involvement. The video
also included information on the HIPs offered at WCU and how to help students access those

services. | created a short 2.4-minute animated video that showcased FGS' challenges in higher
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education. The video highlighted the statistics of FGS involvement in HIPS and identified
faculty and staff advisors' roles in mitigating these differences through holistic advisement with
students, and identifying potential ways for FGS to get involved in HIPs. The video labeled and
mitigated unintentional bias and deficit thinking in working with students.

In addition to the video for advisors, | crafted targeted email marketing explicitly for FGS
for this project. The marketing designs were purposeful to educate students about the process for
involvement in HIPs and to direct them to a central website with additional information. The
marketing was sent through email to students’ university email addresses.

The project period was from Spring 2022 through Spring 2023 (Figure 7); the student
marketing materials were developed during Spring 2022 and launched during Summer 2022 and
Fall 2022 semesters. | tracked email read, click, and website traffic rates during this time. The
faculty marketing materials were designed during the Summer 2022 semester and implemented
in Fall 2022. 1 sent the initial email with the pre-test and video to the faculty and staff advisors
right before the advising window opened during the semester. | administered the post-test in late
November into early December after the advising period. Student participation numbers in the
HIPs for first-generation and continuing-generation students were tracked during the project
period and included baseline data from Summer 2021, Fall 2021, and Spring 2022.

Measuring these initiatives were essential to determine if these solutions impacted FGS
and their involvement in HIPs. Improvement science tools like the fishbone and driver diagrams
helped us conceptualize the problem and solution. However, other instruments, such as the
PDSA cycles and run charts, were also valuable in assessing the impact of these initiatives on

our identified group of participants.
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Figure 7
Gold=formative assessment
Implementation Timeline for Improvement Initiative Purple=summative assessment
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Formative and Summative Evaluation

Improvement science identifies what works, for whom, and in what context to initiate
small changes resulting in more extensive systemic transformation (Bryk et al., 2017; Cohen-
Vogel et al., 2015; Crow et al., 2019; Langley et al., 2009). These small changes are initiated in
cycles used to make formative changes to the improvement project resulting in a change.
Assessment and evaluation of these changes are imperative to understand the impact and context
through which these initiatives make a difference. Without conducting formative and summative
assessments, | cannot tell if a change is an improvement and in which ways.

One of the key ways to ensure that practitioners understand the problem and determine
effective solutions is to utilize a Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA) cycle (Crow et al., 2019; Langley
et al., 2009). 1 used the PDSA cycle to plan the change | wanted to implement with thought and
by utilizing the knowledge | have already gained. Then | executed my team’s defined change. |
studied the evolution within the project by collecting data about the process and the impact the
intervention has had. Finally, | made any adjustments or changes based on what | learned. The
framework is meant to have multiple cycles where the method or initiative adjustments happen
each time.

The ultimate goal of the evaluation process is to ensure that we understand the overall
change and how best to implement the change. The formative assessment through the PDSA
cycles ensures that our transformation is not just implemented without thought but is designed
intentionally. To determine if the final goals are met for the project, it is necessary to create a
summative assessment process that will measure our ultimate aim and identify without a doubt

that our change was impactful.
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For this project, the Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA) cycles provide a framework for
efficient program adjustments to identify and eliminate barriers FGS face in HIPs (Langley et al.,
2009). The launch of each marketing initiative triggered a new PDSA cycle that was analyzed
through process measures. The project used a quantitative approach, including survey, click rate,
engagement rate, website traffic rate, and participation data (Table 4). Utilizing improvement
science techniques, | identified formative assessment methods, which included two driver
measures to assess the student marketing initiatives and three driver measures to measure advisor
knowledge of HIPS, level of bias, and engagement with the change initiative. The process
measure determined if the student and advisor marketing plans were followed as intended.
Finally, the design team had summative assessment methods to determine if the ultimate aim of
the project was met and if there were any unintended consequences of this project. The outcome
measure assessed the level of FGS involvement before, during, and at the end of the project. The
balance measures helped to determine if there were negative impacts to implementing the change
in the population.

Table 4

Measures for Improvement Initiative

Measure Assessment Method

OUTCOME MEASURE: Descriptive Statistics
Measure FGS involvement in HIPs
Count of F.G. and Non-FG student participation for each HIP

DRIVER MEASURE: Descriptive Statistics
Measure student marketing outreach initiative
Click, engagement, and web traffic rates

DRIVER MEASURE: Descriptive Statistics
Measure student marketing outreach initiative

Short survey administered to students involved in HIPs to

determine how they heard about the opportunity
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DRIVER MEASURE: Paired Samples t-test
Measure advisor knowledge of the HIPs process
Pre-and Post-Test Faculty/Staff Survey

DRIVER MEASURE: Paired Samples t-test
Measure advisor level of bias and bias awareness
Pre-and Post-Test Faculty/Staff Survey

DRIVER MEASURE: Descriptive Statistics
Measure advisor engagement with video content
Viewing length of video content

PROCESS MEASURE: Run Chart
Measure how the marketing plan was followed
Calendar checklist completed by the project lead

BALANCE MEASURE: Paired Samples t-test
Measure if improvement had a negative impact on FGS GPAs
Participating FGS GPAs

BALANCE MEASURE: Descriptive Statistics
Measure if improvement has decreased non-FGS involvement
HIPs attendance data

Formative Assessment

Throughout the project timeline, it was necessary to continue evaluating our marketing
initiatives' impact. | attached a measure to understand the overall effect of these changes on
student involvement in HIPs. These results helped to monitor what was happening during the
process and helped to provide ongoing feedback that I could use to improve the process.
Student Marketing Initiative

I measured email open and click rates to calculate the targeted email marketing impact on
FGS. I also measured the HIP website page views, average time spent on the page, bounce rates,
and exit percentage rates (Roy & Sharma, 2021). The goal was to measure the email marketing
campaign and the traffic driven to the main HIPs website containing information about the HIPs
process. | duplicated this process in the Fall 2022 semester with the second set of emails that
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went out. A short survey was also sent to all students involved in the identified HIPs during the
Spring 2022, Summer 2022, Fall 2022, and Spring 2023 semesters to determine how they heard
about the opportunity.

To understand how students received the marketing, | created a set of four emails (see
Appendix A for a sample email). The first of which was emailed to all registered students. For
continuing generation students, the subsequent three emails included the same content with a
different title. However, for the FGS, edits were made to the email content and titles. Duplicate
emails were sent to registered students in the Summer 2022 and Fall 2022 semesters. The emails
were sent in a newsletter format using Cerkl, an internal communications software, with pictures,
text, and a button to direct the reader to the HIPs website for more information. Data were
collected using the Cerkl email analytics feature. The number of total emails sent, overall opens,
unique opens, overall clicks, and unique clicks were tracked along with the open and click rates
for both the Summer 2022 and Fall 2022 semesters.

Open and clicks refer to the total amount of times the email was opened or the links were
clicked (Table 5). The unique opens and unique clicks refer to the first time an individual opens
an email or clicks the link. The open rate is the percentage of the total emails sent that were
opened, and the click rates are the percentage of clicks for the included link. For all emails sent,
the click rates remained relatively steady across all populations and semesters. These rates were
also relatively low compared to average click rates for the education industry, which hover at
about 4.4%, but the open rates for these emails were much higher than the average of 28.5%
(Campaign Monitor, n.d.b).

The open rates for the Summer 2022 semester were 5% points higher for FGS compared

to their continuing-generation peers. However, this did not hold in the Fall 2023 semester.
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Table 5

Student Email Marketing Campaign

Summer 2022 Fall 2022
Unique Open Unique Click Unique Open Unique Click
Sent Open Open Rate Clicks Clicks Rate | Sent Open Opens Rate Clicks Clicks Rate
Email Title All Registered Students
Getting Involved With
WCU 2966 2454 1423  48% 34 31 2% | 8092 6696 3769 47% 74 65 2%
FGS

Success is More Than a
Degree 1071 910 512 48% 14 13 3% | 3659 2606 1497 41% 36 33 2%
Getting Paid or Getting
Skills. Do | Have to
Choose? 1071 863 500 47% 12 11 2% {3659 2690 1525 42% 33 30 2%
Making the Most of
Your Fall Semester 1071 969 519 48% 8 8 2% | 3659 2625 1492 41% 13 13 1%

Continuing Generation Students

Success is More Than a
Degree 1879 1293 751 40% 6 6 1% | 4434 3386 1888 43% 24 20 1%

Well-Rounded Students
"Win" in Jobs and Grad

School 1879 1367 765  41% 15 14 2% | 4433 3353 1909 43% 37 37 2%
Add to Your Degree
with these Practices 1879 1597 878  47% 35 25 3% | 4433 3005 1775 40% 17 16 1%
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Instead, FGS were 1% point behind their peers in their open rates for the fall. This difference
may indicate that FGS are interested in co-curricular activities but are more open to the
possibility when they feel less pressured, like in a summer semester. Instead, during the fall
semester, FGS may struggle to keep up with their academic, work, and other commitments
pitting these co-curricular activities against an already tight schedule. Interestingly, continuing
generation students had an open rate in their first two emails at 40% and 41%. However, their
last email jJumped to a rate of 47% in the summer. This difference may indicate that continuing
education students may be less diligent in checking their emails during the middle of the summer
semester compared to the beginning and end of the semester. In contrast, FGS consistently check
their emails throughout the semester. The differences in the subject lines of the emails did not
seem to make a difference regarding open rates for this project.

In addition to tracking the email open and click rates, the intention was to follow the
website traffic rates for the newly designed HIPs website (see Appendix B for old and new
designs). Google Analytics was set up on the site and tracked by the University’s web
management team from May 2022 — December 2022. These data were pulled in December 2022
and analyzed. Once the reports were pulled, it was clear there was a problem with the Google
Analytics setup and that the data from May 2022 — September 2022 had been tracked incorrectly.
When the University hired a new web data management employee, they brought this to the web
team's attention and redesigned the tracking protocols, affecting this project's data. The only
accurate data were collected for October, November, and December 2022. Despite the small
amount of data that was obtained, | was able to glean some insights. In Table 6, | measured the
total and unique number of times the page was viewed, and the average amount of time a viewer

spends on the page. The bounce rate is the percentage of viewers who visited the landing page
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but did nothing on the site and left, and the exit rate is the percentage of viewers who closed or
jumped out of the landing page to a subpage within the website. Overall, the website performed
well, with visitors viewing the homepage for over a minute. In addition, the percentage of
viewers who then went on to a subsequent page was reasonably high, with, on average, 40.16%
of viewers moving on to another page on the site, which was the ultimate goal for the site design.
| also saw spikes in page views centered around the dates the emails were sent out. It indicated
that the emails were driving web traffic to the site.

Table 6

Web Traffic for HIPs Website

Avg.
Unique Time Date
Page on Bounce  Exit Date of Traffic Emails
Pageviews Views Page Rate Rate Spikes Sent
October 173 134 1:11 39.64% 4451% Oct.9,10,30,31 Oct. 9, 30
November 51 25 1:40 4.14% 23.53% Nov. 1, 4, 17 N/A
December 21 10 0:08 12.50% 42.86% Dec.1,5 N/A
Total Averages 254 176 1:14 35.97% 40.16%

The question then becomes, did the email marketing campaign and the redesigning of the
website make a difference in how students heard about these opportunities and their level of
involvement? From the initial data, it seems that first-generation and continuing-generation
students were opening the emails they received. From the website traffic rates, most of those
who visited the website found the information valuable enough to see other parts. However, there
seems to be a disconnect between the email click rates and the website traffic rates, and it is clear
that even though students opened the emails, very few of them clicked the button to go to the
website for more information.

In addition to the marketing data, | conducted a series of student surveys (Appendix C)
administered each semester from Spring 2022 — Spring 2023. These surveys were collected via
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Qualtrics and sent to students who participated in internships, service-learning, study abroad, or
undergraduate research. | sent out surveys in the Spring, Summer, and Fall of 2022 at the end of
the semester to students who had participated in a HIPs experience. Due to the timing of this
project, the Spring 2023 surveys were sent at the beginning of the semester. A total of 522
surveys were collected over the four semesters. The survey asked how the students heard about
the HIP opportunities and had them identify if their advisor had discussed these practices with
them during their advising session. (The questions related to the student’s advisors are discussed
in the Advisor Marketing Initiative section.) The survey asked students to select how they had
heard about the HIPs in which they participated. They were able to select multiple options. Most
often, students were required to participate in the activity (Table 7). However, faculty referrals
and emails were the second and third-highest options. After launching the email campaign to
students in the Summer of 2022, | expected growth in the email option. However, this was not
the case. | did not see a consistent increase in the number of students who selected email as the
way they heard about HIPs opportunities. One reason may be that I did not collect as many
results for the survey in the Spring 2023 semester as | did in the previous Spring or Fall
semesters; however, this is only conjecture.

Table 7

How Students Heard About HIP

Spring Summer Fall Spring
2022 2022 2022 2023
Requirement for
Program 79 22 36 45
Faculty Referral 50 13 27 12
Email 35 10 22 7
Family/Friend Referral 10 7 4 2
Other 6 15 7 6
Staff Referral 7 1 0 1
Social Media 4 2 0 1
HIPs Website 2 1 0 2
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Finally, a process measure was utilized to ensure the marketing emails and surveys went
as planned. The design team created a calendar to identify the date for each email and each
survey reminder to go out to students. As the team sent out the emails and assessments, they
were tallied on the calendar to ensure the project coordinator followed the plan. In the spring
2022 semester, all student marketing emails and reminders were sent out on the scheduled days.
During the summer 2022 semester, all the student surveys were administered on time. Five
marketing emails were planned to go out every two weeks. However, because the marketing
emails were not created before the semester started, they were not always sent out as scheduled.
Two of the five emails were delayed by a few days, and one did not go out at all. This delay was
primarily due to external factors hindering the process and because each email's design required
finding and writing new content and identifying new images. During the Fall 2022 semester, all
four created emails were distributed on time because they had already been developed. The
emails in the fall semester were all pre-scheduled using the Cerkl software and went out as
planned every three weeks during the semester. | administered the student surveys on time for
the fall 2022 and spring 2023 semesters.

Advisor Marketing Initiative

The advisor marketing process differed from the student marketing process. The design
team chose to educate the faculty and staff advisors about the HIPs process and FGS' barriers
through a short video. The video included information about unconscious bias and deficit
thinking and the advisors’ role in helping students to get involved in HIPs. To assess the impact
of this driver, 1 used a pre-and post-test survey to measure advisors’ knowledge of HIPs at WCU
and their level of bias and bias awareness before and after watching the video. The initial pre-test

and video were emailed to 371 faculty and staff advisors three weeks before the advising
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window began in the Fall 2022 semester. Recipients were asked to complete the pre-test survey
via Qualtrics and then were routed to a Panopto video for viewing. A total of 62 (16.4% response
rate) completed the pre-test, and of those, 56 (15.9% response rate) went on to view the video,
with only 50 (13.5% response rate) completing the video. Seven weeks later, those advisors who
had completed the pre-test and viewed the video were asked to complete the post-test survey. Of
the 50 advisors who completed the pre-test and viewed the video, 37 (10.0% response rate)
finished the post-test.

The level of engagement advisors had with the video content was another driver
identified for this project. The driver measure identified was the number of unique views, the
number of minutes delivered, and the average completion to determine the effectiveness of the
video for faculty and staff advisors. A total of 56 advisors viewed the footage with a 92.80%
completion rate. The completion rate indicates that the video was engaging enough to keep the
viewer's attention for the entire video. Six advisors did not fully view the video or receive the
post-test. For the remaining advisors, the average video duration was 2.4 minutes, the entire
length. After sending out the video and the survey, I received a series of emails from a staff
advisor stating, “I have referred to our HIP website and made more HIP-related suggestions
because of it....it made an impact and helped me change some of my advising habits.” She felt
that the video helped her identify biases and highlighted HIPs at WCU.

In addition to measuring engagement with the video content, a pre-and post-test survey
(Appendix D) was created to measure the next driver. This survey assessed advisors’ knowledge
of HIPs, the likelihood of referring students, the level of bias, and bias awareness. The video
content was intended to lower the advisors’ level of prejudice and increase their bias awareness,

knowledge of HIPs, and the likelihood of referring students. The first portion of the survey asked
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demographic questions to determine if their role, title, length of employment, age, income,
gender, or ethnicity made a difference in the results. The second section of the survey asked
about the advisor's knowledge of the HIPs process at WCU and their likelihood of referring
different types of students (i.e., first-gen, non-traditional, underrepresented) to the four HIPs. The
third section of the survey consisted of a shortened version of the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale (Reynolds, 1982) to determine how authentic respondents were to the bias
scales. The fourth section included a First-Generation Attitudinal Profile developed for this
project based on Colbow et al. (2016) Classism Attitudinal Profile to determine faculty members'
potential bias toward FGS. Experts from the campus who worked closely with FGS evaluated the
items for this measure and provided feedback. Finally, | adapted a Bias Awareness Scale
developed by Perry et al. (2015), which was a validated measure of the level of personal bias
awareness that Caucasian recipients have toward Black individuals. To adapt the scale, |
replaced the word Blacks in the original scale with FGS and used the same statements.

| collected 62 responses in the pre-test and 37 completed the post-test. Given there were
more responses for the pre-test, | decided to run independent samples t-tests to determine the
relationship between faculty or staff status and results for the knowledge, likelihood, FGS bias,
and bias awareness scales for the pre-test group only. | conducted the same tests with the pre-test
group to determine the relationship between respondents' undergraduate and graduate first-
generation status and their answers on these scales. | created a set of subscales by combining the
responses to the items that asked about knowledge of HIPs for each HIP (internships, service-
learning, study abroad, and undergraduate research). The items included how knowledgeable
they were about referring students, where to go to find information, the benefits, and the

requirements of participating in each HIP. | then combined these subscales into an overall
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knowledge scale for each respondent. For the likelihood scale, | combined the scores from the
questions that asked how likely the respondent was to refer students, first-generation,
underrepresented, and non-traditional students for each HIP to create the subscales and then
combined these to create an overall likelihood scale. For the FGS bias scale, | combined all nine
items to create the scale. | did the same for the bias awareness scale, by combining all four items
to make the scale.

In addition to the four scales used for this project’s assessment, the survey also included
questions proven to determine if the respondent was trying to present themselves in a socially
desirable way (Andrews & Meyer, 2003; Reynolds, 1982). | used the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale short form to determine if the respondents for this project were more or less
likely than the average population to answer their questions truthfully. After reviewing the
literature in which the short form had been administered, Andrews and Meyer (2003) determined
that the mean and standard deviation scores for a non-forensic group would be M = 5.37, SD =
3.13. For this study, the advisors who completed the pre-test scored an average mean of 7.5 with
a standard deviation of 2.87. Indicating that this pool of respondents is more likely than average
to want to appear socially desirable to the test administrator. Wishing to appear socially desirable
is essential when reviewing the respondents’ answers to their knowledge of HIPS, likelihood to
refer students to HIPs, level of FGS bias, and level of bias awareness.

In Table 8, respondents were most knowledgeable about internships (M = 3.15, SD =
1.27) and research (M = 3.16, SD = 1.16), whereas they were least knowledgeable about service-
learning (M = 2.81, SD = 1.11). Overall, the advisors were somewhat knowledgeable about HIPs
practices, with an average score of 3.03 (SD = 0.86). Regarding their likelihood to refer students,

advisors were most likely to refer students to internships (M = 3.90, SD = 1.20) and
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undergraduate research (M = 3.91, SD = 1.04) and were least likely to refer students to service-
learning (M = 3.57, SD = 1.03). Even though advisors were more likely to refer students to HIPs
(M =3.79, SD = 0.85) than to be knowledgeable of HIPs, they still were only somewhat likely to
refer them. Most advisors stated they were not biased toward FGS (M = 2.82, SD = 0.86).
However, they also indicated that they did not recognize or acknowledge a possible bias with a
mean score of 2.00 out of 7.00 (SD = 1.29). So even though our advisors stated they were not
biased toward FGS and didn’t recognize a bias towards these students. They were only
somewhat knowledgeable and somewhat likely to refer students to HIPs.

Table 8

Central Tendencies for Subscales and Scales
Service  Study  Undergrad

n =62 Intern Learning Abroad Research Overall
Knowledge Scales

Mean 3.15 2.81 3.02 3.16 3.03

Median 3.25 3.00 3.00 3.00 2.88

Mode 5.00 3.00 2.00 2.00 2.69

Std. Deviation 1.27 1.11 1.03 1.16 0.86
Likelihood Scales

Mean 3.90 3.57 3.80 3.91 3.79

Median 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00

Mode 5.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 4.00

Std. Deviation 1.20 1.03 1.08 1.04 0.85

FGS Bias Scale Bias Awareness Scale

Mean 2.82 2.00

Median 2.89 1.63

Mode 3.22 1.00

Std. Deviation 0.86 1.29

| conducted several independent sample t-tests, utilizing the pre-test responses only, to

determine if there was a difference in findings for faculty and staff advisors (Table 9 and Table

10). For the knowledge scale (t(60) = 0.60, p = 0.27), likelihood scale (t(43) = 1.16, p = 0.13),

and FGS bias scale (t(42) = 0.18, p = 0.43), there was no significant difference between faculty
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advisors’ and staff advisors’ responses. To test the assumption of equity of variance, | utilized
Levene’s Test, and the results were not significant for the knowledge scale (F = 0.00, p = 0.97)
but were significant for the likelihood scale (F = 4.13, p = 0.05), FGS bias scale (F =5.03, p =
0.03), and bias awareness scale (F = 9,05, p = 0.00). Staff advisors were significantly less likely
to acknowledge their potential bias (M = 1.49, SD = 0.65, n = 17) than faculty advisors (M =
2.20, SD =1.42, n = 45). The bias awareness scale showed a significant difference between these
two groups for this scale (t(57.74) = 2.71, p = 0.004). The effect size was medium (d = 0.57),
measured using Cohen’s d test. Overall, there was no difference between faculty and staff
advisors on their knowledge of HIPs, likelihood to refer students to HIPs, or bias awareness.
However, staff advisors were less likely to acknowledge their bias.

Table 9

Group Statistics Faculty/Staff

Fac or Std. Std. Error
Staff n Mean Deviation Mean
Faculty 45 3.08 3.08 3.08
Knowledge Scale Staff 17 2.93 0.91 0.22
Faculty 45 3.73 0.92 0.14
Likelihood Scale Staff 17 3.97 0.62 0.15
Faculty 45 2.80 0.93 0.14
FGS Bias Scale Staff 17 2.84 0.64 0.16
Bias Awareness Faculty 45 2.20 1.42 0.21
Scale Staff 17 1.59 0.67 0.16
Table 10
Independent Samples t-test for Faculty/Staff 95% Confidence
Difference
One-Sided
F Sig. t df p Lower  Upper
Knowledge Scale 0.002 0.969 0.603 60 0.274 -0.344 0.641
Likelihood Scale 4,133 0.046 -1.162 43 0.126 -0.644 0.173
FGS Bias Scale 5.032 0.029 -0.183 42 0.428 -0.460 0.383
Bias Awareness Scale  9.047 0.004 2.714 58 0.004 0.187 1.242
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| had also assumed that if an advisor were a FGS at the undergraduate level, their

likelihood to refer students to HIPs would be higher. | also thought that their level of FGS bias

would be lower and their awareness of potential bias would be heightened. This hypothesis did

not hold. In conducting independent samples t-tests (see Table 11 and Table 12), the assumption

of equity variance using Levene’s Test was found not to be significant, showing the assumption

had not been violated for the knowledge scale (F = 2.07, p = 0.16), likelihood scale (F =3.43, p

=0.07), and bias awareness scales (F = 2.90, p = 0.09). However, for the FGS bias scale,

Levene’s Test was significant, showing the assumption had been violated (F = 6.14, p = 0.02).

The FGS bias scale results showcased a difference (t(60) = 0.56, p = 0.29). However, the

confidence interval was too broad to say that these are valid results (-0.72 to 0.41). No

Table 11

Group Statistics FG Advisors at UG Level

FGS UG Std. Std. Error
level n  Mean Deviation Mean
FGS 19 275 1.00 0.23
Knowledge Scale Non-FGS 43 3.16 0.77 0.12
FGS 19 3.59 1.08 0.25
Likelihood Scale Non-FGS 43  3.89 0.72 0.12
FGS 19 271 1.10 0.25
FGS Bias Scale Non-FGS 43 2.86 0.74 0.11
FGS 19 155 1.02 0.23
Bias Awareness Scale Non-FGS 43  2.20 1.36 0.21
Table 12
95% Confidence
Independent Samples t-test for FG Advisors Difference
One-Sided
F Sig. t df p Lower  Upper
Knowledge Scale 2.065 0.156 -1.780 60 0.040 -0.881 0.051
Likelihood Scale 3.428 0.069 -1.264 60 0.106 -0.758 0.171
FGS Bias Scale 6.137 0.016 -0.563 26 0.289 -0.723 0.412
Bias Awareness Scale 2.900 0.094 -1.867 60 0.033 -1.348 0.047
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significant difference between first-generation and non-first-generation advisors was found in

their knowledge of HIPs, likelihood to refer students to HIPs, or their bias awareness. There was

some indication that there might be a difference in the FGS bias scale. However, there were not

enough survey results to make a valid claim about these findings.

To understand the driver measure of the impact of our video intervention on our sample

of advisors (Table 13 and Table 14), | measured their level of knowledge about HIPs, likelihood

to refer students to HIPs, FGS bias, and bias awareness before and after the intervention. |

wanted to understand if viewing the short video on FGS’ barriers when accessing HIPs would

impact these measures. Initially, the sample had a slight increase in each scale. Their knowledge

Table 13

Paired Samples Statistics

Std. Std. Error
Mean n Deviation Mean
Pair 1 Know_Scale Pre 3.11 37 0.82 0.13
Know Scale Post 3.39 37 0.64 0.11
Pair 2 Like Scale Pre 3.79 37 0.79 0.13
Like Scale Post 4.07 37 0.64 0.11
Pair3 FGS Bias Scale Pre  2.81 37 0.91 0.15
FGS Bias Scale Post 2.90 37 0.91 0.15
Pair 4 Bias_Awareness_Pre 2.01 37 1.18 0.19
Bias_Awareness Post  2.21 37 131 0.21
Table 14
Paired Samples t-test Paired Differences
95% Confidence
Interval of Diff.
Std. One-
Std. Error Sided
Mean Deviation Mean Lower Upper t df p
Know Scale Pre Post 0.28 0.63 0.10 -0.490 -0.071 -2.715 36 0.005
Like Scale Pre Post 0.28 0.68 0.11 -0.507 -0.054 -2511 36 0.008
FGS Bias Scale Pre Post  0.09 0.77 0.13 -0.350 0.164 -0.735 36 0.233
BAS Scale Pre Post 1.96 1.06 0.17 -0550 0.158 -1.122 36 0.135

47



of HIPs before the video (M = 3.12, SD = 0.82) increased after watching the video (M = 3.39, SD
= 0.64) with a mean difference of 0.28. The advisors’ likelihood of referring students to HIPs
before the video (M =3.79, SD = 0.79) also increased after watching the video (M = 4.07, SD =
0.64) with a mean difference of 0.28. In addition, the advisors’ level of bias awareness also
increased by a mean difference of 0.20 from before watching the video (M = 2.01, SD = 1.18) to
after watching the video (M = 2.21, SD = 1.31). There was a small increase in the advisors’
measurement of FGS bias from the pre-test (M = 2.81, SD = 0.91) to the post-test (M = 2.90, SD
=0.91), with a mean difference of 0.09. Further analysis with a paired samples T-test revealed
the difference in pre-and post-test scores for the knowledge scale was significant, t(36) = 2.72, p
= 0.005, with a small effect size of d = 0.45 measured by Cohen’s d. The likelihood scale's pre-
and post-test scores were also significant, t(36) = 2.51, p = 0.008, with a small effect size of d =
0.41 measured by Cohen’s d. However, the scores for the FGS bias (t(36) = 0.74, p = 0.23) and
bias awareness scales (t(36) = 1.12, p = 0.135) were not significant. These findings indicate that
this sample of advisors did gain more knowledge about HIPs and was more likely to refer
students to HIPs after watching the video. However, | did not find that the video intervention

helped to lower FGS bias or increase bias awareness in this sample.

Summative Assessment

Throughout the employment of the improvement initiative, it was imperative to continue
to assess if the project made significant progress toward our overall goal of increasing FGS
participation in HIPs. It was essential to collect student participation data to determine the
overall impact of the improvement initiative on our goal. As stated, this project aimed to increase
the number of FGS participating in HIPs at WCU by 10% before January 2023. To determine if |

have met this goal and have succeeded in providing access to FGS, | measured the number of
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first-generation and continuing-generation students participating in internships, service-learning,
study abroad, and undergraduate research.

| collected baseline data from the design team members for the Spring 2022 semester
before the improvement initiative to determine current activity levels in the four HIPs. The
internship measure included only non-required internship courses offered at WCU. | did not
include required internship courses because they are not optional for students and will not
showcase the optional involvement of FGS versus continuing-generation students. Service-
learning involvement included all required and non-required service-learning courses (SLC).
There was no easy way to indicate if the course was a requirement for a program. Some class
sections are identified as SLC, and others are not. If more than one section was offered, the
student might have chosen to take the SLC-designated section. Study Abroad included all full-
semester and short-term study abroad excursions under Study Abroad’s purview. Finally,
undergraduate research included conferences, programming, and grant-associated activities,
some of which only happened in the fall or spring semesters. FGS status was obtained from the
university data management system and applied to the HIPs records. After collecting the baseline
data, | gathered additional participation data from the design team for Summer 2022, Fall 2022,
and Spring 2023. The initial pilot of student marketing materials went out in the Summer of 2022
and again in the Fall of 2022. | implemented advisor marketing in Fall 2022. | then compared
these to the baseline data to determine the FGS and non-FGS participation change in HIPs.

As noted in Table 15, the percentage of FGS participating in HIPs did increase from the
baseline semester of Spring 2022 to the final semester of Spring 2023. For non-required
internship courses, the percentage of FGS who participated increased by 7%. For service-

learning, there was an increase of 35%, for study abroad 6%, and for undergraduate research,
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there was a decline of 2%. The initial outcome of this project was to increase FGS involvement
by 10%, which was met for service learning but not for the others. However, there was an

apparent positive increase for all four HIPs.

Table 15
FGS and Non-FGS Involvement in HIPs
Spring 2022 Summer 2022 Fall 2022 Spring 2023
Non % Non % Non % Non %

FGS FGS FGS |FGS FGS FGS |FGS FGS FGS |FGS FGS FGS
Internships 25 33 43% | 31 47 40% | 6 21 29% | 32 64 50%
Service-Learning 243 465 34% | 73 155 32% | 222 324 69% | 67 97 69%
Study Abroad 6 6 50% | 1 5 17% | 3 13 23% | 10 18 56%
UG Research 57 100 57% | O 0 0% 9 21 43% | 28 51 55%
TOTAL 331 604 55% | 105 207 34% | 240 379 63% | 137 230 60%

As with every study that is not experimental in design, there is the potential for external
factors to impact results. The timing of this study was within a year after COVID-19 had ended.
Many virtual options were developed for internships, service-learning, and undergraduate
research during this time. It is possible that the addition of these virtual options also helped to
increase the involvement of FGS in HIPS.

In addition to driver measures, | evaluated several balance measures to ensure that the
marketing initiatives did not unintentionally impact the system negatively. The first balance
measure was to ensure I didn’t inadvertently decrease the number of non-FGS who participated
in HIPs by advertising to FGS. Instead, we see in Table 15 that I had an overall increase for all
students participating. In spring 2023, service-learning (SLC) inventoried and redefined the
number of service-learning courses, resulting in fewer designated SLC courses. In Spring 2022, n
= 708 students participated in SLC courses, but in Spring 2023, only n = 164. The change in the
number of designated SLC courses made it difficult to obtain a comparable overall number of
involved students between the two semesters. Also, for undergraduate research the data for two
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of the four research experiences were not available at the time of this project. Therefore, | was
unable to get a full participation headcount for Spring 2023. In the data that is available there
was a 50% decline. However, looking at internships and study abroad, there was an increase in
both FGS and non-FGS students involved in these practices. For non-required internships, there
was a 65.5% increase, for study abroad a 133% increase. | would assume that given the pattern
of the other HIPs, service-learning would have followed suit and experienced overall growth as
well.

The second balance measure helped me determine if increasing FGS involvement in HIPs
caused a decline in the student's overall GPA. I collected all FGS involved in a HIP from
Summer 2021 to Spring 2023 (n = 1091) and mapped out what semester they had participated in
one of the four HIPs. I eliminated students for whom | did not have pre-and post-data available
or those who did not have pre-GPA data available that participated consecutively in multiple
HIPs over several semesters. This process left 371 viable FGS. When students participated in a
HIP early in their academic career and then again toward the end of their career, | included the
pre-and post-GPA from the last activity. | reasoned that a student’s GPA would be more stable
toward the end of their academic career than at the beginning. | then took the cumulative GPA
from the semester of the HIP experience and the final cumulative GPA where the student
participated in the HIP experience and utilized a paired samples t-test to assess the change.

| wanted to understand if involvement in HIPs for FGS affected their GPA negatively
(Table 16 & Table 17). Before participating in the HIP, our population of FGS had a cumulative
GPA of M = 3.4234 (SD = 0.50). After participating in the HIP, it was M = 3.4262 (SD = 0.50)
with a mean difference of 0.003 (SD = 0.12). Further analysis with a paired samples T-test

revealed that the difference in pre-and post-GPA scores was not significant, t(369) =-0.442, p =
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0.329. These findings indicate that this sample of FGS did not experience a substantial decrease
in their cumulative GPA in the semester they participated in a HIP. However, it is essential to
note that causation cannot be pinpointed as students’ coursework changes from semester to
semester, and external factors may be at play, making it hard to compare a GPA from one
semester to another. The findings from this study indicate a positive impact on FGS student

involvement in HIPs and signify the potential for duplication of these change initiatives at other

institutions.
Table 16
GPA Paired Samples Statistics
Std. Std. Error
Mean n Deviation Mean

Pre-GPA 3.4234 370 0.50 0.03

Post-GPA  3.4262 370 0.50 0.03
Table 17
GPA Paired Samples t-test

95%
Confidence
Interval of Diff.
Std.
Std. Error One-Sided
Mean Deviation Mean Lower Upper t df p

Pre-GPA
Post-GPA  0.003 0.12 0.01 -0.015 0.010 -0.442 369 0.329

Recommendations for Leadership Practice and Continued Scholarship

Institutions must continue to look for ways to engage and motivate FGS to be involved in
HIPs. The benefits to these students are increased retention and persistence to graduation, the

potential for better career outcomes or graduate school enrollment, and academic, personal, and
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professional gains. These practices increase students’ socioeconomic chances and help higher
education become a better value-added experience. For FGS, these HIPs can create higher
retention rates, better career outcomes, and academic, personal, and professional gains.
Implementing small-scale changes, like the marketing initiatives for this project, can move the

needle toward better access for these students.

Student Marketing

The first statement | would like to make is that marketing works! However, marketing
works best if it is targeted at the audience's needs. It is crucial to understand and do a thorough
analysis of what the audience wants and what the barriers are to their involvement. By
conducting a root cause analysis, like the fishbone diagram, an institution can determine what
needs to be addressed. It is also imperative to check the findings against the population’s reports
(Maxwell, 1992). If practitioners decide that the barriers to FGS are finances, time, and other
commitments, check this reasoning by conducting focus groups with FGS at the institution. In
addition to targeting marketing content, providing enough time to plan out content and a
distribution timeline ahead of time is essential. By planning out and writing content during a
slower time of year, like summer, there will be time to seek input from others and revise. Also,
planning allows the design team to establish a distribution timeline where emails can be sent
automatically. The emails can be set up once at the beginning of the semester, making it
extremely easy for one individual or a small group to oversee. Arranging the email marketing to
be consistent on a bi-weekly or every three-week schedule is best. That may sound like a lot of
emails and be overwhelming for students, but in fact, more emails will keep the information

current and provide consistency when competing with other information (Campaign Monitor,
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n.d.a). Finally, as shown in the student assessment, faculty referrals remain essential for nudging

students toward co-curricular activities.

Faculty Marketing

Overwhelmingly faculty are the key influencers for students (Bensimon, 2007; Hurtado,
2011; McCallen & Johnson, 2020). Because of this, it is imperative to market to the influencers
in addition to marketing to the target student audience. The findings from this project show that a
short video emailed to advisors can increase their knowledge of -- and the likelihood of referring
students to -- HIPs. Short instructional videos are easy to produce using programs that most
institutions have for classroom instruction, such as Panopto. There are several options for
creating animated videos online, and for those who are more adventurous, using student interns
or producing these videos as a class project might yield an impactful product. Remembering to
keep the video short and targeted for the audience would be essential. The video for this project
was made specifically for advisors, included content relevant to advisors, was distributed to
advisors, and had an average completion rate of 92.80% for those who viewed it. Overall, the
video option is easy to share and can quickly get a targeted message across to faculty and staff.
Leadership Implications

When implementing any change initiative, there are several lessons to learn. For this
project, the significant implications are related to choosing the proper framework, navigating the
political nature of the context, and keeping equity at the forefront. Being strategic and thoughtful
in these matters significantly increases the likelihood for a successful and scalable change
initiative.

Utilizing the Improvement Science framework provides one of the most significant

lessons learned during this process. Often the plan, do, study, act (PDSA) cycles are used in a
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90-day cycle. However, for higher education institutions, the sequence runs in semesters (Crow
et al., 2019; Langley et al., 2009). Many HIPs run for the entire semester, making it hard to see
the impact until the following semester when new students engage in the activity or re-engage.
However, identifying shorter-term benchmarks, like driver measures and smaller PDSA cycles,
will help to determine if the change has an impact. For this project specifically, utilizing the read
rates, click rates, and website traffics rates acts as an intermediary measure to determine the
effect of student marketing and allows practitioners to adjust the marketing as the project
proceeds. For the advisor video, measuring the email click and read rates and the video
engagement rates is a measurable indicator of engagement and can identify if the video is too
long or if the timing of the email is not ideal for the expected response.

To successfully implement a change in a complex organization like a higher education
institution, practitioners must choose the correct tools for the job and influence others to
collaborate on the change. Creating a marketing initiative that spans multiple HIPs requires
identifying who to include in the design and implementation teams. The key is to determine who
is a potential friend, foe, ally, or adversary and use those relationships appropriately to have the
team work collectively (Stybel & Peabody, 2005). For this initiative, the inclusion of the partner
departments like service-learning, study abroad, undergraduate research, career center, and
advising centers was essential. Besides these groups, other departments manage HIPs outside the
scope. To maintain working relationships with these departments, it was necessary to notify them
of my work on the project and why they were omitted. When working with adversaries, like
departments, who might have competing interests, you must let them know how your change

initiative might positively impact their goals to create synergy between your interests.
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For those groups who are friends or allies, you need to consider how to include them in
the process. For those who will be true partners, this may mean having them participate in the
development of the initiative or facilitating the process (Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008). For my
project, 1 choose to work closely with the other HIPs directors to educate and include them in
developing the project. | incorporated them in initial discussions to establish a root cause
analysis and driver diagram, using the conversations from these activities to help determine that
the project benefited all our departments. In addition, | was sure to be upfront about the level of
work that | expected from each partner. For this project, it was minimal since most of the
distribution was automated. Minimal effort and an organized outline of the required task
commitment made it easier to create buy-in and connection.

In addition to being specific about obligations for the project, | was also aware of the
potential political ramifications and territorial debates that often happen amongst departments
within the same realm. To combat this, | spent time identifying these departments' goals and
understanding the underlying emotion in these conversations (Fisher et al., 1987). When
discussing the project with the advising center, there was an initial reservation about emailing all
advisors about the project. By examining the implications of sending the email out and their
concerns, we were able to work through their initial reservations. The project would not have
been accomplished if | had pushed my agenda without considering their emotions and the effect
on the department. Only once we could discuss it openly were we able to come to a solution that
worked for the project and their department.

The last leadership lesson | learned through this process is that leaders must always keep
the equity lens at the forefront of their decisions when doing equity work. In each stage of the

implementation process, it is imperative to look back at the original goals and what equity
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disparities brought the team to the project. It is easy to get bogged down in the daily tasks but
building time to reflect and recenter is crucial to the process. Leaders using the PDSA as the
framework creates a reflection period when practitioners can stop “doing” and pause to study and
plan the next phase. During these reflections, leaders can incorporate equity conversations into
the work. Remaining critical of the institution's HIPs is essential to uncovering policies and
procedures that could contribute to inequitable student access (Irwin & Foste, 2021; Macfarlane
& Tomlinson, 2017). Maintaining a critical eye significantly increases the likelihood that all
voices are heard. By building a change initiative for the most vulnerable population and
including student voices in the development, practitioners confirm that the activity will meet the
needs of these groups (Stewart & Nicolazzo, 2018). Including students in the design team for a
change initiative is vital to ensuring that the experience will meet the needs of these students.
Limitations

First and foremost, attempting to address bias is never easy. This bias is unconscious, and
something we don't want to see reflected in our actions makes it especially difficult to tackle.
Cultural change in faculty and staff thought about who students are is deeply routed and requires
time to change (Applebaum, 2019; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017; Tate & Page, 2018). This
disquisition project was one year; however, it is a part of the series of improvements | hope to
make at WCU. Improvement science focuses on the cyclical movement of the PDSA cycles to
continuously move toward overall change. This project is the first phase of my push toward
broadening the perspectives of my colleagues when working with students.

Literature also discusses the short-lived effect of bias remediation (Lai et al., 2016;
Vuletich & Payne, 2019). Lai et al. (2016) note that short-term interventions do not have a

lasting effect on levels of implicit bias. The authors suggest utilizing prolonged everyday
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experiences such as participating in a semester-long class on this topic or being close to someone
of a different race. Vuletich and Payne (2019) reinterpreted Lai et al.’s (2016) findings to use a
context-based view of bias and how this may impact individuals. Their findings focus on the
environment and structure of the individuals’ surroundings to affect their level of bias. These
authors suggest targeting short-term interventions to occur directly before decisions are made.
Because of this, | designed the intervention to happen before the advisement period. However, |
did not see that this timing impacted the level of bias held by advisors.

The third limitation of this project is that some may feel that these are minor changes that
may not have a large enough impact on the problems I tried to address. Creating marketing
materials and a short professional development video at one institution may not seem like much.
However, working through the improvement science framework can take these small changes,
assess their effectiveness and adaptability, and accelerate the improvement using networked
communities (Bryk et al., 2017; Crow et al., 2019). The goal is to start small, understand who it
works for and in what contexts, and then bring these ideas to scale in similar settings.

Finally, one may be concerned with the narrow focus of this work. By concentrating
solely on the lack of information and knowledge about HIPs of students and advisors, | may be
ignoring other, just as pressing, concerns. In my root cause analysis, | showcased various topics
that could all be addressed for FGS. Some were within my locus of control, and others were not.
In making small, measurable changes, it was vital for me to dive deeply into one bone of my
diagram and weigh the most pressing concerns for my local context, and for me, this was the
level of knowledge surrounding HIPs.

Implications for Future Research
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Along with the limitations of the project, some areas need additional research. This year-
long project provided ample time to implement the student marketing initiatives over the
Summer 2022 and Fall 2022 semesters to see growth in Spring 2023. However, it would have
been preferable to implement the advisor video and pre-post-test in more than one semester. If
there had been at least two semesters of showcasing the video to advisors, it would have been
possible to meet the outcome goal of increasing FGS participation by 10% in HIPs. This would
have required at least three academic years (summer, fall, spring), one year for baseline data
collection, one year for advisor and student marketing implementation, and one year to collect
participation data post-implementation. The extended timeline is necessary mainly because each
semester (summer, fall, spring) has different participation rates, so comparing fall and spring
participation is a little like comparing apples and oranges. In contrast, comparing fall to fall
would be more realistic.

Also, collecting a larger sample of advisors’ pre-and post-test scores might showcase
some differences in the FGS bias and bias awareness scales. The small number of post-test
scores made identifying differences with this sample difficult. One way to encourage more post-
test score completion may be to shorten the survey to remove many demographic questions and
focus on the faculty/staff and first-gen/non-first-gen questions. In the future, I may send out
reminders earlier for the post-test before the end of the semester, which may ensure more

participation of faculty advisors.

Conclusion

Encouraging FGS to seek involvement in HIPs is essential to address college students’
social mobility and economic equity in the 21% Century. Engagement in these practices allows

FGS to connect in meaningful relationships with faculty, community members, and peers. It
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encourages growth and development on a personal and professional level. It challenges students
to imagine new paths and journeys that were previously unavailable. It creates successful
graduates and life-long learners.

Often FGS are people of color, female, or from lower-income homes. Combining these
factors places FGS at a unique nexus that requires attention to racism, classism, and gender
discrimination to identify barriers. They are often not as involved in HIPs as their peers, which
results in inequitable practices and outcomes. Without interventions or changes to the current
structure, FGS risk missing out on the academic, personal, and professional gains that
continuing-generation students often receive (Demetriou et al., 2017; Finley & McNair, 2013;
Kilgo et al., 2015; Kuh, 2008; Miller et al., 2018; O'Donnell et al., 2015; Provencher & Kassel,
2019).

Faculty and staff advisors are central to engaging FGS in this work. They act as mentors,
guides, cheerleaders, and support for underrepresented students (Bensimon, 2007; Hurtado,
2011; McCallen & Johnson, 2020). However, when deficit thinking is at the forefront of these
conversations, it can have a chilling effect on FGS and their engagement in the campus culture.
These interactions can impact their relationships with the students, sense of place within the
campus, and involvement in HIPs. At WCU, a predominantly white rural institution, the
engagement of FGS is a concern. Part of the challenge at this institution is the unorganized and
convoluted structure of HIPs. HIPS are challenging to find and engage with and cumbersome
without university administrators' institutional knowledge or cohesive advisement. This adds an
additional barrier to students and a necessity to the advisor-student relationship. Students
increasingly rely on faculty and staff guidance to navigate the system, placing them in a

precarious position for implicit bias to raise its head.
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| implemented an email marketing initiative in the Summer 2022 and Fall 2022 semesters
to impact how FGS access and utilize HIPs. These emails provided information about HIPs and
directed them to a website for more details. Overall, first-generation and non-FGS were receptive
to the emails they received, providing high open rates. Those who visited the newly designed
website were also likely to find it helpful to spend time on the site and click links that took them
to subpages. Targeting email marketing for students seems to work as long as the distribution is
consistent and the process is planned ahead of time.

In addition to email marketing, continuing to involve advisors in referring students is
essential to their involvement in HIPs. It is clear that faculty, in particular, have a significant
influence over students and help them choose activities in which to participate. Sending a
marketing video to these individuals helped to ensure they knew the opportunities for students
and increased their likelihood of referring students. However, the short video format may not be
able to impact unconscious bias and mitigate deficit thinking.

Through Improvement Science methodology, it was clear that the targeted marketing and
the advisor marking video positively impacted FGS involvement in HIPs. This project's ultimate
objective was to increase FGS involvement in HIPs by 10% by January 2023. | was not able to
meet this goal at the 10% level. Still, there were positive findings to showcase that -- for first-
generation and continuing-generation students -- these initiatives help promote involvement in
HIPs. Participation in these practices can pave the way for students to pursue successful career
paths and graduate school enrollment that will have long-term effects on their family’s
generational mobility (Miller et al., 2018; NACE, 2019a; NACE, 2019b).

Ultimately, | chose to utilize improvement science to guide my project. In so doing, |

began an intensive exploration of how a small set of interventions could be designed to impact

61



FGS, given the local context. The goal was to increase FGS access to HIPs at WCU. Thus, these
opportunities offer them academic, personal, and professional gains. Overall, with this project I
was able to showcase that these marketing initiatives made an impact on students’ involvement
and on advisor knowledge and likelihood to refer students. This project can be easily duplicated
with institutional partners and appropriate planning time, making an easy way to impact the
involvement inequality within HIPs, providing FGS with a pathway to access these meaningful

practices.
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Appendix A: Sample FGS Student Email

Success is More Than Just a Degree

For students who are the first in their families to attend college, high-impact
practices (HIPs) can be the key to future success. Did you know that HIPs like
internships, study abroad. service-leamning, and undergraduate research can
provide you with skills that are sought by employers and graduate schools?

« 5% of employers consider international experience important for
recruitment

« More than 3 in 4 employers say they want more emphasis placed on critical
thinking, complex problem-solving. written and oral communication, and
applied knowledge in real-world settings all skills you can gain by
conducting research.

« 82% of interviewers told Deloitte they prefer applicants with volunteer
experience, and 92% say volunteer activities build leadership skills

« 5% of employers surveyed stated they prefer their candidates to have
relevant work experience. like internships

So how do you get involved in these activities? Click the link below to learn more
about how to get involved.

Study Abroad has short faculty-led trips for one to eight weeks or full semester or
year-long options.

Internships can be semester-long for credit or can be a mini-intemship that is
project-based.

Service-Learning has one-day service options, week-long altemative break frips,
or longer programs you can join.
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Appendix B: Pre & Post-Revision of HIPs Website
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Appendix C: HIP Study Survey

Administered via Qualtrics to the students who participated in the identified HIPs each semester.
The questionnaire is designed to determine how the students heard about the HIP to determine
the point of entry.

Questions
Please follow the instructions below as accurately as possible.

Please enter your name.
Please enter your 92#
Have you, or will you, be registered for any classes next semester at WCU?
This past semester you participated in Enter Name of HIP here. How did you hear about
this opportunity? (please select all that apply)
a. Received an email with information about the program
b. Saw the program advertised on social media
i. If selected — Please list the social media site on which you saw the
advertisement
Read about the opportunity on WCU’s HIPs website
d. Was referred by a faculty member
I. If selected — Please list the name of the faculty member
e. Was referred by a faculty advisor
i. If selected — Please list the name of the faculty advisor
f.  Was referred by a staff member
I. If selected — Please list the name of the staff member
g. Was referred by a staff advisor
I. If selected — Please list the name of the staff advisor
h. Was referred by a family member or friend
i. Was a requirement for my major/class/academic program
j. Other
i. Please describe
5. Who is the name of your faculty advisor? If you do not have a faculty advisor include the
name of your academic advisor — Text Input
6. Did your advisor discuss the following opportunities with you during your advising
session(s) this semester?
a. Internships — Yes/No
Service-Learning — Yes/No
Study Abroad — Yes/No
Undergraduate Research — Yes/No
Other
i. Please tell us what other co-curricular opportunities your advisor
discussed with you

bl S

o

® oo o
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Appendix D: Advisor Pre-and Post-Test Survey

Administered via Qualtrics to faculty/staff advisor at the beginning and end of the Fall 2023
semester. The survey is designed to be anonymous and respondents were asked to create a code
to compare pre-and post-test results.

Coding Question

Please create a unique ID used to match your pre-and post-test data. Use the first two letters of
your first name, last two letters of your last name, and the last two digits of your birth year
(example: Juan Smith, 1982 = juth82)

Demographic Questions
Please respond to the following questions as accurately as possible.

1. Are you a faculty advisor or staff advisor?
a. Faculty Advisor, Staff Advisor
2. For Faculty Advisors ONLY - How long have you been teaching at a college or
university? (Round down to the nearest year)
a. 0-5years, 6-10 years, 11+ years
3. For Faculty Advisors ONLY - How long have you been teaching at Western Carolina
University? (Round down to the nearest year.)
a. 0-5years, 6-10 years, 11+ years
4. For Faculty Advisors ONLY - What is your current job title at Western Carolina
University?
a. Adjunct, Instructor, Assistant Professor, Associate Professor, Professor
5. For Faculty Advisors ONLY — In what college at Western Carolina University do you
primarily teach in?
a. Arts & Sciences, Health & Human Science, Engineering & Technology, Fine &
Performing Arts, Business, Education & Allied Professions, Hunter Library,
Honors College
6. For Staff Advisors ONLY — How long have you worked at Western Carolina University?
(Round down to the nearest year).
a. 0-5years, 6-10 years, 11+ years
7. What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? (If you are currently
enrolled in school, please indicate the highest degree you have received.)
a. Associate degree (e.g., A.A., AS), Bachelor's degree (e.g., B.A., BS), Master's
degree (e.g., M.A., MS, Med), Professional degree (e.g., M.D., DDS, DVM),
Doctorate (e.g., Ph.D., Ed.D., J.D.)
8. What is your age? (Please round down to the nearest year)
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a. Under 30 years old, 30-39 years old, 40-49 years old, 50-59 years old, 60-69 years

old, 70+ years old, Prefer Not To Say
9. What is your annual household income?

a. Less than $35,000, $35,000 - $49,999, $50,000 - $74,999, $75,000 - $99,999,

$100,000 - $125,999, $126,000 - $149,999, Over $150,000, Prefer Not To Say
10. To which gender identity do you most identify?
a. Female, Male, Non-binary/third gender, Transgender, Prefer to self-describe,
Prefer Not to Say
11. Are you of Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or of Spanish origin?
a. Yes/No
12. How would you describe yourself?

a. American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African American, Native
Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, White, Bi-or Multi-Racial, Some other race,
ethnicity, or origin, Prefer Not To Say

13. Were you a first-generation college student at the undergraduate level?

a. Yes/No/N.A.

14. Were you a first-generation college student at the master's/doctoral level?

a. Yes/No/NA

HIPS Knowledge/Likelihood Scales

SCORING: 1-Not Knowledgeable; 2-Slightly Knowledgeable; 3-Somewhat
Knowledgeable; 4-Moderately Knowledgeable; 5-Extremely Knowledgeable
SCORING: 1-Extremely Unlikely; 2-Unlikely; 3-Neutral; 4-Likely; 5-Extremely Likely

Please answer the following questions based on your knowledge and experience with these
practices at Western Carolina University.

Key for Terms Used Below in the Survey
FGS Students who are the first members of their family to attend college

Underrepresented | Students from groups traditionally underrepresented in education include
Students racial/ethnic minorities, students with disabilities, and students from lower
socioeconomic households.

Non-Traditional | Students who do not enter postsecondary education in the same calendar
Students year they finished high school, attend part-time, work full-time while
enrolled, are considered financially independent or dependents.

15. How knowledgeable are you on referring students to participate in
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?
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16. How knowledgeable are you in knowing where to go to find information on
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?
17. How knowledgeable are you about the benefits of
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?
18. How knowledgeable are you about the requirements of participating in
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?
19. How likely are you to refer students to participate in
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?
20. How likely are you to refer FGS to participate in
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?
21. How likely are you to refer underrepresented students to participate in
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?
22. How likely are you to refer non-traditional students to participate in
a. for-credit internships at WCU?
b. Service-learning courses at WCU?
c. Study abroad at WCU?
d. Undergraduate research at WCU?

Shortened Social Desirability Scale

SCORING: True / False — Answering how the responses below indicate a higher level of social
desirability

Listed below are a number of statements concerning personal attitudes and traits. Read each item
and decide whether the statement is true or false as it pertains to your personality.
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23.
24,
25.

26.

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

34
35

It is sometimes hard for me to go on with my work if I am not encouraged (F)

| sometimes feel resentful when I don't get my way. (F)

On a few occasions, | have given up doing something because | thought too little of my
ability. (F)

There have been times when | felt like rebelling against people in authority even though |
knew they were right. (F)

No matter who I'm talking to, I'm always a good listener. (T)

There have been occasions when | took advantage of someone. (F)

I'm always willing to admit it when | make a mistake. (T)

| sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and forget. (F)

| am always courteous, even to people who are disagreeable. (T)

| have never been irked when people expressed ideas very different from my own. (T)
There have been times when | was quite jealous of the good fortune of others. (F)

. | am sometimes irritated by people who ask favors of me. (F)

. I have never deliberately said something that hurt someone's feelings. (T)

FGS Attitudinal Profile

SCOR

ING: 1-Strongly Disagree; 2-Disagree; 3-Somewhat Disagree; 4-Neither Agree or

Disagree; 5-Somewhat Agree; 6-Agree; 7-Strongly Agree

From your perspective as a faculty member, please indicate your level of agreement with the
following statements.

36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

41.

42.
43,

44,

FGS are not academically prepared for college.

FGS are more likely to struggle in school.

FGS cannot handle multiple obligations at one time.

FGS are more likely not to finish their degree than non-first-gen students.

FGS do not have the financial means to participate in activities like study abroad
experiences.

FGS are not prepared to compete with non-FGS for jobs and graduate school after
graduation.

FGS go on to graduate school at lower rates than non-FGS.

FGS do not have the skills to participate in competitive undergraduate research or
internships.

FGS do not have the social/cultural capital to participate in HIPs.

Bias Awareness Scale

SCOR
5-Som

E: 1-Strongly Disagree; 2-Disagree; 3-Somewhat Disagree; 4-Neither Agree or Disagree;
ewhat Agree; 6-Agree; 7-Strongly Agree

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.
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45. Even though | know it's not appropriate, | sometimes feel that | hold unconscious
negative attitudes toward FGS.

46. When talking to FGS, | sometimes worry that | am unintentionally acting in a prejudiced
way.

47. Even though | like FGS, I still worry that | have unconscious biases toward FGS.

48. 1 worry that | may be acting in a subtly prejudiced way toward FGS.
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