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Abstract

The National Junior College Athletic Association (NJCAA) oversees athletics at 525
community colleges, involving approximately 70,000 student-athletes annually. Many of these
athletes are first-generation college students (FGCSs), a demographic that constitutes almost two
thirds of all students at two-year institutions. However, data on the percentage of first-generation
student-athletes at community colleges are scarce. These students often come from low-income
families with limited exposure to higher education and face unique challenges, including
academic preparedness, time management, financial constraints, and social integration. Despite
their recruitment for athletic performance, many first-year, first-generation student-athletes fail
to persist beyond their first year. The purpose of this qualitative single-case study was to gain an
understanding of the college support practices provided by community colleges to enhance the
involvement of first-year, first-generation student-athletes. Findings revealed that while general
support systems exist for student-athletes, few practices are tailored specifically to FGCSAs.
Themes that emerged across institutional departments included the need for improved data
tracking, expanded mental health services, mentoring from coaches and peers, and the benefits of
programs like TRIO and intrusive advising. Faculty, staff, and leadership cited a strong culture
of care and collaboration, though acknowledged gaps in targeted support and disaggregated data
collection. Recommendations include the implementation of FGCSA-specific advising,
structured mentoring programs, and partnerships to extend wraparound support services beyond

the athletic sphere.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

First-generation students, particularly those who are student-athletes, face unique
challenges in their pursuit of higher education. As many as 70,000 students are involved in
athletics each year at the 525 community colleges that belong to the National Junior College
Athletic Association (NJCAA, 2019). The NJCAA has governed junior college athletics since
1938. With a three-division system similar to the larger National Collegiate Athletic Association
(NCAA, 2016), the NJCAA was comprised of 15 men’s and 13 women’s sports as of 2024
(College Sports Scholarships, n.d.).

Many student-athletes are the first in their immediate family to attend college. First-
generation college students (FGCSs) are more inclined to enroll in public, first-year colleges,
which is an initial step that further complicates the pursuit of a bachelor’s degree. About 80% of
students enrolled in two-year colleges aspire to eventually earn a bachelor’s degree (The
Chronicle of Higher Education, 2021). There is limited data available regarding the proportion of
FGCS athletes who attend community college. According to the latest NCAA (2016) GOALS
study, approximately 16% of student-athletes identified themselves as the first in their family to
attend college. Based on these data from the NCAA (2016), it can be estimated that more than
11,000 student-athletes enrolled in community colleges annually are also FGCSs.

According to the Close the Gap Foundation (n.d.), given that many FGCSs originate from
low-income families with limited exposure to higher education, they may have been deprived of
access to resources that are typically available to other students during their academic careers. To
ensure students’ success, college officials must acknowledge and address the hurdles FGCS
athletes face in accessing resources. These challenges include inadequate family support, a

diminished sense of belonging, academic readiness concerns, feelings of inadequacy, and



difficulties in navigating financial matters necessary for obtaining a degree (iGrad, n.d.).
Delaying stable employment to gain an education is a luxury many in this demographic cannot
afford. Rao (2007) contended that many FGCS athletes at community colleges grow up living in
an environment focused on simply earning an income. The community college’s commitment to
the open-door policy—which was established to guide students from access to success—gives
these nontraditional adult learners access to postsecondary education but does not necessarily
provide athletes with the support necessary to succeed. Community college personnel can
provide this support by offering academic and career counseling, financial aid, and mentorship
programs tailored to the unique needs of FGCS athletes.

FGCS athletes are recruited to community colleges to perform on the athletic playing
surface. Regrettably, many of these athletes fail to persist from their first year of community
college to year two. As community colleges’ athletic programs strive to remain competitive, they
must also endeavor to succeed in the classroom. Each student has a unique experience. Little is
known about the factors that contribute to student-athletes returning for the second year of
college and persisting to graduation. Even fewer literature sources have discussed the availability
of support systems for first-year, first-generation student-athletes in community colleges.

Statement of the Problem

Although first-generation students and student-athletes confront challenges, they also
share common disadvantages (Jiang, 2020). Although the open-door policy of community
colleges is advantageous for nontraditional adult learners and student-athletes, first-generation,
low-income students encounter significant hurdles. These students frequently originate from
communities that lack a culture of pursuing higher education, and they often encounter

difficulties adjusting to college life (e.g., managing demanding schedules and intense training



sessions). Their social and demographic experiences before college can profoundly influence
their academic achievements (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011). Furthermore, these students often do
not fully use the support services available to them (e.g., academic tutoring and health services).
The issue will likely worsen as colleges enroll a growing number of student-athletes from
underprivileged backgrounds. The COVID-19 global pandemic further compounded these
difficulties (Felter et al., 2021). As such, there is a pressing need to develop effective strategies
to improve the retention and completion rates of FGCS athletes in community colleges.
Background of the Problem

The open-door policy adopted by community colleges signifies institutional willingness
to accept students regardless of their academic preparedness (Cohen et al., 2013). This is
especially beneficial for nontraditional adult learners who desire to pursue higher education but
are often deterred by the demands of traditional admission processes (Rao, 2007). That open
door has also paved the way for many student-athletes in need of academic and emotional
maturity to pursue their academic and athletic interests. Community colleges’ open admission
policies appeal to athletes whose scores on national entrance exams could impede their
acceptance into four-year institutions (Sabree, 2022).

A significant number of low-income, first-generation students attend schools in
communities that do not actively encourage or foster a culture supportive of pursuing higher
education. According to Comeaux and Harrison (2011), “The degree to which student-athletes
can integrate into their campus environments varies from individual to individual, depending on
the level of positive self-identity and the extent to which integration social and academic is
personally relevant to their collective experiences” (p. 238). First-generation student-athletes

often face challenges upon entering their first year of community college. A significant



proportion of students who join community college athletics are first-generation students who
require guidance to navigate their college endeavors. Factors such as student-athletes’
backgrounds, both social and demographic, can have either positive or negative effects on their
academic performance. Many of these students experience independence for the first time while
often living on college campuses, which can amplify feelings of isolation and prompt a search
for their identity. Student-athletes must manage demanding schedules, strenuous workouts, and
other obligations. Higher education institutions are responsible for contributing to all students’
educational experiences and academic success, including FGCS athletes. Colleges and
universities have also begun enrolling a growing number of students from disadvantaged
backgrounds but are now tasked with finding new ways to meet those students’ needs, as “the
pandemic exposed and deepened the challenges these students face” (The Chronicle of Higher
Education, 2023, p. 3).

First-generation students are individuals whose families lack prior college experience;
usually, neither of their biological parents has earned a four-year degree (Center for First-
Generation Student Success, 2017). Cataldi et al. (2018) reported students whose parents have
not experienced college attendance frequently encounter notable obstacles in gaining access to
higher education, achieving academic success upon enrollment, and attaining a degree. Many
first-generation students bear the added descriptor of “low-income” because their parents have
not pursued higher education (Petty, 2014). Presently, one out of every three community college
undergraduates, totaling nearly five million students, are classified as first-generation. First-
generation students comprise 36% of first-time, full-time students in public community colleges
and face an elevated risk of not completing a degree or certification (Messinger, 2018).

Messinger (2018) argued that first-generation students are more likely to drop out compared to



their non-first-generation peers. As a result, both state- and national-level higher education
institutions have worked to enhance retention and graduation rates for these student groups.

According to the Research Triangle Institute (RTI) International (2019), in 1992—-1993,
31% of bachelor’s degree earners had parents with no college experience. By 2007-2008, this
percentage decreased to 20%. Although 64% of public two-year college undergraduates are
FGCSs, they have continued to underuse available support services. The Center for First-
Generation Student Success (2019) found only 55% of FGCSs used academic support resources
like tutoring, whereas 72% of their continuing-generation counterparts used these services.
Similarly, for available health services, only 14% of FGCSs took advantage of these
opportunities, compared to 29% of continuing-generation students.

First-generation students enroll primarily in the two-year college sector (Gerald &
Hussar, 2002). According to Cataldi et al. (2018), three years after enrollment, a higher
proportion of first-generation students who initially attend community college do not obtain a
credential compared to their non-first-generation peers. Often, the lack of persistence among
first-generation students can be attributed to economic challenges, academic under-preparedness,
and limited geographic access (Bers & Schuetz, 2014). Many first-generation students are also
student-athletes (Bers & Schuetz, 2014). A student-athlete refers to a student who is enrolled
full-time, engages in practice sessions, and participates in intercollegiate sports while attending
college (Goss et al., 2006). Balancing a full academic workload with the demands of collegiate
sports is essential for student-athletes (Gayles, 2009). Transitioning to college requires student-
athletes to adapt socially and academically, which can present challenges (Rubin & Moses,
2017). Furthermore, juggling social activities, studying, and athletic commitments can be

demanding for them (Rubin & Moses, 2017). Although higher education embraces diversity, it



can pose specific challenges for FGCSs (Falcon, 2015). Throughout their college experiences,
FGCSs often face unique obstacles (e.g., lack of preparedness for college, financial instability,
lack of familial support, and struggles with self-esteem). These students are more likely to need
assistance finding their place and may feel marginalized (Stephens et al., 2014). Upon arriving
on campus, they frequently find themselves at a disadvantage. Chen (2005) discovered first-
generation students typically attained an average of 18 credits during their initial year, whereas
continuing-generation students earned 25 credits, on average. In the long run, institutions face
more than just financial losses in terms of tuition revenue and potential future donors when
students do not continue their studies. Student retention struggles could also have repercussions,
such as losing grants or governmental funding linked to enrollment figures, fees used to support
facilities and initiatives, and expenses related to the initial recruitment of students (Simpson,
2005).

A better contextual understanding of students’ motivation can contribute to athletic
programs, encouraging a healthy balance between academics and athletics. DeVries (2019)
discovered that it is crucial for athletic departments to prioritize linking student-athletes with
various individuals and opportunities beyond sports. Facilitating these connections offers
student-athletes the greatest likelihood of remaining in school, regardless of whether they
continue participating in sports until graduation (Finnell, 2022).

To some extent, college athletics, particularly in basketball and football, serve as a
developmental league for athletes awaiting their opportunity to transition to the professional
level. These athletes enroll in colleges to participate in sports for prominent programs as part of
their preparation for the professional leagues (Gelman, 2015). Researchers must “continue

exploring, recording, and clarifying student-athlete experiences in college” environments



(Kissinger & Miller, 2007, p. 58). Playing time, coaching changes, and many other sport-related
issues are all top reasons student-athletes transfer. Nevertheless, according to DeVries (2019), if
institutions prioritize student engagement and retention, an alternative course of action could
involve students remaining enrolled as students while discontinuing their participation in athletic
teams. Most of DeVries’s research was centered around NCAA Division I athletics. If two-year
athletes are presented with another option if they fail to achieve athletic success, these students
may remain in college and pursue other subjects of interest.

Despite colleges providing numerous support services and programs for student-athletes,
they have not yet devised a consistent and efficient strategy to improve their learning and
personal growth (Comeaux, 2007; Hinkle, 1994). Instead, many support programs focus on
simply maintaining academic eligibility (Friday & Hesburgh, 2001). Concentrating primarily on
maintaining eligibility fosters an athletic culture with minimal academic expectations, thereby
diminishing the potential for nurturing high-achieving student-athletes (Comeaux & Harrison,
2011).

According to Ortagus and Merson (2015), FGCS athletes on community college
campuses have not received significant attention in scholarly research. Comeaux and Harrison
(2011) stated previous research has failed to explain the diverse characteristics and cumulative
pathways impacting different aspects of academic success among student-athletes. Comeaux and
Harrison (2011) argued studies have not adequately distinguished the effects of sports
commitment, academic expectations, and engagement strategies on the academic performance of
student-athletes. Many studies have separately investigated first-generation students and student-
athletes; however, there has been little emphasis on examining and thoroughly analyzing the

current policies and procedures designed to support first-year, first-generation, community



college student-athletes (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011). Despite these existing data on FGCSs,
relatively little has been written regarding student-athletes at community colleges and the support
practices in place to meet their needs. Research on the considerable presence of this demographic
remains sparse, even though FGCS athletes constitute a notable portion of the student body,
especially in smaller institutions (Duron, 2017).
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the support practices proposed
by community colleges to enhance the involvement of first-year, first-generation college student
(FGCS) athletes.

Research Question

The following research question was used to guide this study:

RQ: What support practices does the college provide to enhance the involvement and
engagement of first-year FGSC athletes?

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study was Astin’s (1999) theory of student
involvement. It emphasizes how the institution supports the student’s active participation in the
learning process. The theory is comprised of five core postulates. The first postulate suggests
student involvement can be broadly applied. The second postulate indicates involvement varies
along a unique spectrum for each student at any given moment. Postulate three asserts
involvement is measurable and encompasses both quantitative and qualitative aspects. The fourth
postulate emphasizes a direct relationship between the level of student learning and personal
growth and the extent and quality of their engagement in an educational program. The fifth

postulate underscores the connection between the effectiveness of educational policies or



practices and their capacity to enhance student involvement, defined as the quantity and quality
of physical and psychological energy the student invests in the college experience (Astin, 1999).
The principal advantage of this theory over other approaches is that it directs attention
toward how support structures influence the motivation and behavior of the student (Astin,
1999). Involvement is indeed an essential component of the college experience. A longitudinal
study of college dropouts performed by Astin (1999) found that factors that contributed to
students’ persistence suggested involvement as being an important contributor. In contrast, lack
of involvement was a factor in the decision-making process for those who left without obtaining

a credential.
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework that served as the lens for this study is Comeaux and
Harrison’s (2011) Model of Academic Success for Student Athletes. The model of academic
success for athletes is designed to address the unique experiences and challenges that college
student-athletes face. Comeaux and Harrison’s model is tailored specifically to the experiences
of college student-athletes. It integrates multiple theoretical perspectives, including Astin’s
involvement theory, to address the unique challenges faced by student-athletes. Critical
components of this model include Pre-college characteristics, Initial commitments (goals), Social
Systems, and Final commitment (goal achievement).

Comeaux and Harrison (2011) highlight the mandate established by the National
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), which introduced the Academic Progress Rate (APR)
to ensure accountability in student-athletes’ academic performance. This measure requires
colleges and universities to self-monitor and evaluate how various factors—such as

environmental conditions, athletic demands, and campus involvement patterns—aftect the



overall college experience of student-athletes. This focus is critical for this study, aiming to
ensure that community colleges provide adequate support practices to assist student-athletes,
particularly first-year, first-generation college student-athletes, in navigating their transition to
higher education despite the numerous obstacles they face
Methodology
The approach of this qualitative research was a single-case study. A case study is a
qualitative methodological approach that examines or focuses on a detailed study of one or more
cases (Lochmiller & Lester, 2016). Yin (2009) defined a case study as an empirical inquiry that
investigates a phenomenon in its real-life context. In the context of case study research design,
Yin (2009) asserted that research questions serve as the foundation, as they are pivotal in shaping
all actions the researcher will undertake during fieldwork. A thriving athletic program is one that
not only excels on the playing surface but also demonstrates success in the classroom and in the
college community. A case study approach was employed for this research to provide an
understanding of how an NJCAA member institution implemented support practices to assist
first-year FGCS athletes.
Delimitations and Assumptions
The study focused on a two-year community college in Texas with multiple athletic
programs. The NJCAA has two regions in Texas, Regions 5 and 14. The study was delimited to
one college in Texas within those regions. The criteria for selection and delimiting the sample
size were addressed in Chapter 3. The timeframe for data collection was the 2024-2025 academic
year. A primary assumption was that the data provided by the college accurately represented the

support practices in place. The data provided by the interviewees was assumed to be accurate.
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Significance of the Study

It is hoped this study will inform the field and contribute to improving the student-athlete
academic experience. Ultimately, this research seeks to contribute to the body of knowledge that
informs policies and practices aimed at supporting first-year FGCS athletes in their pursuit of
higher education.

Definitions of Key Terms

Caring Campus serves as both a reform initiative aimed at enhancing students’ daily
experiences and a strategic approach designed to shape the institutional culture by influencing its
norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions. Developed by the Institute for Evidence-
Based Change (IEBC), this framework seeks to foster a more supportive and inclusive college
environment (Barnett et al., 2023).

Continuing-generation college student refers to a student who has at least one parent who
has earned a bachelor’s degree or higher.

First-generation college student (FGCS) refers to a student from a family where their
biological parents did not complete a 4-year degree (Center for First-Generation Student
Success, 2017).

First-generation college student-athletes (FGCS athletes) are students who play a
collegiate sport at a college or university and are the first in their family to enroll in college.

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) is the primary national governing body
overseeing intercollegiate athletics at 4-year institutions. The NCAA is a voluntary association of
more than 1,200 institutions (NJCAA, 2019).

National Junior College Athletic Association (NJCAA) is the governing association of

community college, state college, and junior college athletics throughout the United States.
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Founded in 1938, the NJCAA is the second-largest national intercollegiate athletic organization
in the United States with more than 500 member schools in 44 states. More than 3,400 teams
compete in 28 different sports across multiple divisions in the NJCAA (NJCAA, 2019).

Persistence in college refers to the percentage of students who return to college at any
institution for their 2nd year (Roland et al., 2016).

Retention, in the context of this study, refers to a higher education student’s ability to
remain enrolled with the expectation of certificate or degree completion (Tinto, 1975).

Student-athlete is a student enrolled in a college or university who competes in
intercollegiate athletics.

TRIO programs (TRIO) are defined by the U.S. Department of Education (n.d.) as federal
outreach and student services programs designed to identify and provide services for individuals
from disadvantaged backgrounds. TRIO comprises eight programs aimed at supporting and
guiding individuals from low-income backgrounds, FGCSs, and individuals with disabilities as
they advance through the academic pipeline from middle school to postbaccalaureate programs
(U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).

Chapter Summary

Chapter 1 included the problem statement and related background for this qualitative
study. It also presented the purpose of the study, research questions, conceptual framework,
methodology, delimitations and assumptions, significance of the study, and definitions of terms.

Organization of the Study

The study is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 provides an introduction and overview

of the study. Chapter 2 will present a review of the literature and provide context for the study.

Chapter 3 will explain the methodology; discuss the research questions; and describe the
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research design, proposed setting, study participants, instrumentation, and data analysis process.
Chapter 4 will describe the study’s findings. Chapter 5 will summarize the study’s findings and
discuss the practical implications of the findings, implications related to the literature,

recommendations for future research, and conclusions.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

This literature review examines scholarly work (books, dissertations, reports, and articles
in peer-reviewed journals) relevant to this study’s purpose of gaining an understanding of the
support practices used by community colleges to enhance the involvement of first-year, first-
generation college student (FGCS) athletes.

To access relevant information related to the topic, the researcher used library databases
through the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) and EBSCO, using the following
key terms: first-generation students, first-generation student-athletes, National Junior College
Athletic Association, National College Athletic Association, and the Clearinghouse.

The literature in Chapter 2 is organized around several themes. The chapter begins with a
review of major theories related to retention and persistence of first-generation college students
(FGCSs) and college student-athletes, including Astin’s (1985) student involvement theory and
Comeaux Harrison’s (2011) model of academic success for student-athletes, which are the
conceptual frameworks for this study. Next, this chapter explores research concerning the
experiences of first-year FGCS athletes. Additionally, the chapter explores factors that have been
found to influence anxiety and stress levels among student-athletes and existing literature on
supports available to students, with a particular focus on mentoring and academic advising.
Finally, the chapter addresses extant literature related to measuring the effectiveness of policies
and procedures related to student involvement and the use of support practices.

Major Theories Related to Student Involvement

This section of the literature review will review Astin’s (1985) student involvement

theory and Comeaux and Harrisons’ (2011) model for academic success of student-athletes,

which have been selected as this study’s theoretical and conceptual frameworks, respectively.
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Additionally, the section includes a summary of other major theories related to the research
questions for this study, including Schlossberg’s transitional theory (2011), Tinto’s student
integration theory (1993), and individualized theory.

Astin’s Student Involvement Theory

Astin’s (1985) student involvement theory will serve as the theoretical framework for this
research. Involvement includes (a) the amount of time the student devotes to learning and (b) the
effectiveness of any given investment of time and energy regarding learning outcomes. Student
involvement theory explains the student’s behavior (i.e., what the student does and how the
student behaves defines and identifies involvement). The theory emphasizes the active
participation of the student in the learning process. Any institution wishing to stimulate
participation has three primary vehicles: instruction, student life, and assessment and feedback
(Astin, 1985). Astin’s student involvement theory is significant to this study because it expounds
on the need for involvement both in the classroom and in activities outside of the classroom.
Most students who fail to complete their degree drop out of college during their freshman or
sophomore years. According to Astin (1985), it seems appropriate to devote the most money and
effort to educating first-year and 2nd-year students.

The National Institute of Education Study Group on the Conditions of Excellence in
American Higher Education (1984) recommended a significant reallocation of resources so that
lower division students—in particular, new first-year-year students—receive a much more
substantial portion of instructional resources than they do at most institutions. The study group
also recommended that institutions make special efforts to create small subgroups of students
called learning communities characterized by a shared sense of purpose (e.g., common

curriculum, common career interests, avocational interests, residential living areas). Astin (1999)
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stated that student residence halls are probably the most critical and pervasive factor in student
involvement. Living in a campus residence is positively related to retention, and this positive
effect occurs in all types of institutions and among all types of students, regardless of sex, race,
ability, or family background. Both learning communities and campus residential communities
can be used to build a sense of group identity, cohesiveness, and uniqueness; encourage
continuity and the integration of diverse curricular and cocurricular experiences; and counteract
the isolation many students feel.

According to Astin (1985), students who travel long distances to campus are not as
involved as students and faculty who do not have to commute. Astin found distance decreases
students’ abilities to fit in at their institutions, can stall their self-identity development, and may
negatively affect their personal development and growth. Astin referred to this phenomenon as
the student involvement theory. He defined the word “involvement” as the “amount of physical
and psychological energy a student devotes to the academic experience” (Astin, 1999, p. 518).
Astin (1999) also theorized that the “concept of effort, although much narrower, has much in
common with the concept of involvement” (p. 518). Although motivation is an important aspect
of involvement, Astin also believed that involvement theory implies a behavioral component. For
FGCS athletes, the amount of time they spend getting involved in extracurricular activities
outside of athletics can be the difference between ending their college pursuits versus persisting
to the following year.

Comeaux and Harrison’s Model of Academic Success for Student-Athletes

Developed by Comeaux and Harrison (2011), the model of academic success for student-

athletes’ emphasizes two main aspects: the unique attributes of student-athletes and the nature of

their interactions in the college environment. This study will use Comeaux and Harrison’s work
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as its conceptual framework. Drawing parallels with Astin’s (1999) student involvement theory,
the college student-athlete academic success model offers a holistic view of the processes and
traits that shape academic achievement in this population. The model tracks the ongoing
interactions that contribute to different levels of academic success over time, considering
athletes’ individual characteristics, evolving engagement with the institution, educational goals,
and sports commitments.

Moreover, the model considers the varying degrees and types of interactions student-
athletes have in their college environments, encompassing intentional engagement activities and
noncognitive attributes that influence academic performance. It is designed to be adaptable and
capable of explaining differences in academic outcomes among student-athletes. Figure 1
provides a visual depiction of the multiple factors in the cumulative processes explained by the
model.

Figure 1. Comeaux and Harrison’s Model (2011)
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Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) model offers a focused approach to understanding and
improving the academic success of student-athletes, particularly those in 4-year institutions.
Comeaux and Harrison’s Model for College Student-Athlete Success is specifically designed to
address the unique experiences and challenges faced by college student-athletes. This model
incorporates multiple theoretical perspectives, including Astin’s involvement theory, to provide a
comprehensive framework for understanding and supporting student-athlete success.

Other Frameworks Considered for the Study

In addition to Astin’s student involvement theory, other frameworks were considered
during the review process. These frameworks include Schlossberg’s (2011) transitional theory,
Tinto’s (1993) student integration theory, and individualized theory.

Schlossberg’s Transitional Theory

This section examines the widely recognized transition theory developed by Schlossberg,
particularly its application in the context of higher education. Schlossberg (2011) defined a
transition as either an expected or unexpected occurrence, eventful or noneventful, that changes
various aspects of individuals’ lives, including roles, relationships, routines, and assumptions.
Schlossberg believed students lacking support or experience in navigating transitions contributed
to overall student attrition. Additionally, these students might lack the self-discipline required to
maintain academic focus in the absence of supervision and structure, potentially leading to a low
GPA (Finnell, 2022). Schlossberg (2011) advocated assessing the “personal and demographic
characteristics of the individual” (p. 92). Building on Schlossberg (2011), Menke (2013)
summarized the idea:

With student-athletes, the strength of their identity as an athlete should be assessed. Does

the individual have a network of friends or others outside of athletics? Encourage the
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engagement in academic activities such as getting to know other students in their classes,

talking with instructors, understanding their strengths and weaknesses, and establishing

their values, which are the core of their athletic and student identity. (p. 2)

Schlossberg (2011) was interested in student-athletes’ range of support (i.e., family units,
intimate relationships, and network of friends), finding it is essential for student-athletes to have a
support system outside of team support. This support system buffers the impact of the stressful
dynamics of transitioning to college as a first-year FGCS (Cox, 2013).

Schlossberg (2011) outlined three main types of transitions throughout the academic
cycle: anticipated, unanticipated, and nonevents. An anticipated transition is a predictable
transition (e.g., a new college student being prepared to move out of state and away from family
for the first time). Following anticipated transitions are the unanticipated transitions, which are
not foreseeable or planned events (e.g., divorce or sudden death). The final transition type is
nonevents, which are situations that are expected but do not happen (e.g., applying for graduate
school but not getting accepted). Schlossberg (2011) described four factors, known as the four
S’s, advisors may use to help freshmen cope with crises (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Schlossberg’s (2011) Four Major Sets of Factors That Influence Transition

19



Situation Self
One’s perceived ability The psychological
to control the situation, resources and personal
timing, and duration of characteristics of the
the transition. individual going
through the transition.

Support Strategies

The social support The coping strategies

available to help the employed by the

individual. individual and flexibility
of applying coping

strategies while adapting

to a transition.

Schlossberg’s (2011) four S’s theory centers around an individual’s ability to cope with
transition and assesses coping effectiveness through the resources available in four areas. The
first S is a person’s (student-athletes) situation. Several vital elements impact the situation: what
triggered the transition, the timing, the amount of control over the situation, the degree of a
perceived role change, the duration of the transition, the stress involved in the transition, and
finally, who or what is responsible for the transition.

The second S is self, classified into personal and demographic characteristics and
psychological resources. Both personal and demographic characteristics shape a person’s outlook
on life. These characteristics encompass socioeconomic status, gender, ethnicity/culture, age, life
stage, and health stage. Psychological resources contributing to this perspective include ego

development, outlook, personal values, spirituality, and resiliency.
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Support is the third S in Schlossberg’s (2011) theory. This factor focuses on whether a
student-athlete receives support from family, friends, the institution, or intimate relationships.
Schlossberg (2011) emphasized that the assistance provided during a transition period plays a
crucial role in determining an individual’s well-being. Schlossberg (2008) provided a set of
inquiries to evaluate a student’s requirement for support: Are the student’s needs for affection,
affirmation, and assistance met? Does the student have a family, friend, or teammate support
network? Is the student aware of how to access beneficial support systems? How has the
student’s support system been affected by the transition?

The final S is strategies, or how a person copes with transitions. These reactions are
categorized into three groups: coping responses that alter the situation, those that influence the
interpretation of the problem, and those that assist in stress management (Evans et al., 2010).

Ultimately, Schlossberg’s (2011) theory has not been chosen for this study because it
focuses primarily on comprehending students’ experiences during transitions and their
adaptations. The theory needs more clarity in detailing how institutions can effectively support
student-athletes.

Tinto’s Student Integration Theory

Another theory considered for this study was Tinto’s (1993) student integration model.
Tinto viewed student departure (or outcomes) as a longitudinal process that occurs because of the
matching of an individual student’s attributes to their engagement with both the official and
unofficial aspects of a particular college. Tinto’s frequently cited research on student attrition
connects student engagement outside the classroom with the continuation and retention of
students. According to Finnell (2022), Tinto proposed that students who participated in

extracurricular activities and established connections with faculty, staff, and peers beyond their
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academic studies were more inclined to continue their education until graduation. Tinto’s theory
suggests that student-athletes, through their involvement in activities like community service,
pep rallies, or social events organized by the athletic department on campus, are more inclined to
remain at an institution. Tinto believed students must be emotionally invested in an institution on
some social level to have the best chance of remaining enrolled until graduation (Finnell, 2022).

Tinto (1975) further posited these interactions occur between the student and the
academic and social systems of a college, highlighting that institutions achieving success in
improving the retention rates of marginalized students prioritize addressing diversity and cultural
awareness and fostering inclusive environments. A deficiency in commitment, dedication, and
emotional connection enables students and student-athletes to maintain enough distance to
facilitate the termination of their association with a college more effortlessly. It is crucial for
institutions to prioritize promoting engagement and nurturing allegiance to improve retention
rates (Finnell, 2022).

Though Tinto’s (1993) theory provides valuable insight into understanding the barriers
associated with social integration for first-year, first-generation community college students,
Astin’s (1999) theory offers strategies that can be applied directly to support the success of first-
year, first-generation community college student athletes. Astin’s focus on involvement as a
critical factor in student success makes it particularly relevant and useful for investigating the
ways in which students engage with their academic environments.

Individualized Theory

Developmental theorists have subscribed to the individualized theory, which holds that

no single teaching style, subject matter, or resource allocation is adequate for all students (Edgar,

2012). This theory attempts to identify the needs for curricular content, learning, advising, and
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counseling for each student to be individualized (Astin, 1999). The most noticeable drawback to
this theory is cost. Equating every student-athlete’s learning style with a particular teaching style
is difficult, if not impossible. Astin (1999) argued although individualized theory is attractive in
the abstract, it is challenging to implement.

First-Year, First-Generation Student-athlete Involvement

Astin (1985) believed the level of learning and personal development linked with any
educational program is directly correlated with the extent and caliber of student involvement. It
appears likely that FGCS athletes do experience student involvement along a distinct continuum
at a given time as Astin’s second and fourth postulates state. First-generation students have
different needs than their fellow college students. Petty (2014) suggested creating programs that
help first-generation students overcome their weaknesses and used Maslow’s (Gordon Rouse,
2004) hierarchy of needs and McClelland’s (Verma, 2014) need for achievement theories to
understand the needs of the FGCSs and how they relate to motivation. Petty (2014) argued that
FGCSs internal drive could provide positive insight into why some first-generation students
persist toward graduation but others do not.

Gayles (2009) stated the public’s trust in the educational advantages of college sports
participation has diminished due to previous instances of low graduation rates, especially in
football and men’s basketball, along with serious misconduct, academic controversies, and a
pattern of student-athletes departing higher education institutions with subpar academic records.
However, according to the seven principles of good practice in undergraduate education (Gayles,
2009), the student-athlete experience has not been studied to the same degree as other student

populations.
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Moreover, the student-athlete experience has been depicted as a distinct subculture in
undergraduate education, characterized by lower academic performance, lower graduation rates,
concentration in specific majors, and social segregation from the broader student body (Sackett,
2011). However, Bucknavage and Worrell (2005) disproved “the myth of academically talented
students not being involved in athletic and other nonacademic activities” (p. 84). The student-
athlete experience can vary depending on how involved a student-athlete is in nonathletic
activities, such as academic and social clubs (Aries et al., 2004). In Aries et al.’s (2004) study,
the researchers examined the academic performance and personal development of student-
athletes. During their first year, high-commitment athletes reported greater sociability but lower
talent; by their senior year, high-commitment athletes reported lower sociability but high skill
levels. Aries et al. (2004) defined a high-commitment athlete as an athlete who spends more than
10 hours a week on athletic commitments (e.g., practice, games, film study). Athletes indicated
more significant personal difficulties associated with group membership than nonathletes. Study
participants said 75% of high-commitment athletes joined extracurricular groups in their first
year. According to Aries et al. (2004), the percentages increased in the following years, with
91% of high-commitment athletes participating in nonathletic groups in their senior year.
Interestingly, high-commitment athletes gave themselves significantly higher overall well-being
ratings than nonathletes (Aries et al., 2004).

The student-athlete experience is crucial for retaining students in higher education
institutions, yet it remains relatively understudied in academic research (Rivera, 2004; Weiss &
Robinson, 2013). Enhancing student-athlete retention is a critical consideration for universities
and colleges that rely on these students’ enrollment to occupy their seats and generate substantial

tuition revenue (Rivera, 2004). In 2013, Weiss and Robinson provided analysis on the factors
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affecting retention or attrition rates of student-athletes in Division II athletics and small colleges
(Duron, 2017). They concluded that “relationships with the head coach, satisfaction with the
athletic department, team success, personal reasons, academic concerns, and player development
were factors leading to retention or withdrawal from athletic participation” (Weiss & Robinson,
2013, p. 83). When student-athletes have a favorable experience, their likelihood of returning
and being retained by the university or college increases (Rivera, 2004).

The collegiate transition can often produce uncertainty and conflict for first-generation
students because it highlights the economic and cultural discrepancies between their current
situation at home and the middle-class university environment (Hewitt, 2022). Getting accepted
into college is a significant accomplishment that often opens the door for first-generation and
first-year college student-athletes; however, numerous obstacles persist for first-generation and
low-income college students, even after they submit their college applications and gain
admission to an institution, such as:

e They miss financial aid for which they are eligible;

e They receive inadequate support without an understanding of what financial aid

offers;

e They experience a greater likelihood of not completing postsecondary education and

e They lack mentors and professional networks to educate families about the services

offered by community colleges. (U.S. Department of Education, 2021)

Miller and Tuttle (2007) documented that community college sports programs are among
the diverse services institutions offer to foster community in their respective towns and cities.
Kissinger and Miller (2007) explained, “Particularly true in rural settings, athletics has been seen

as a tool to allow high school students to continue participating and to bring parents and friends
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to campus to create a feeling of enthusiasm for the collegiate experience” (p. 53). A 2019 study
of first-year students conducted by Ruffalo Noel Levitz found that meeting friends was the top
desire of incoming students. In 2013, 56% of first-year students wanted to meet new friends at an
informal gathering. In 2018, that number increased to 73%, a change of 17% over five years
(Ruffalo Noel Levitz, 2019). That increase was the largest for first-year students, ranking as
more important than helping with improving study habits, help selecting a plan to get a new job,
instruction on taking college exams, and help in selecting occupations suited for the student’s
interest. Ruffalo Noel Levitz (2019) further highlighted the need for student involvement—not
just for student-athletes but all first-year students.

Factors That Influence Anxiety and Stress in Student Athletes

Farrell (2009) pointed out that before the 1970s, college personnel attributed student
departure to personal failure. Students were considered unmotivated or lacking the skills or
qualities needed to complete college, and the colleges assumed no blame for student departure.
“Research on student retention in the 1970s helped change this attribution; a college’s academic
and social systems affected retention” (Farrell, 2009, p.86). The postsecondary sector now
possesses sociological, psychological, physical, and economic models that help understand the
student and institutional perspective on departure, including the impact of anxiety and stress in
college student retention.

The shift from secondary school to college can induce stress in any student. Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) state that findings have indicated that athletes might encounter heightened levels
of stress as a result of the simultaneous pressures of both athletics and academics during their
first year of college. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) also characterized stress as the adverse

feelings arising when an individual perceives an inability to manage the demands imposed by
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their surroundings. For incoming first-year student-athletes, these demands can appear daunting
(Wilson & Prichard, 2005).

The literature reviewed in this section helps to identify stressors that influence the anxiety
faced by first-year, first-generation community college student-athletes. Anxiety in college
students goes far beyond worrying about picking a major or cramming for a final exam. Anxiety
is a widespread mental health condition and one of the most misunderstood (Lyu et al., 2022).
Students who suffer from persistent anxiety frequently avoid environments and engagements that
could provoke such emotions, which can have an adverse impact on their overall well-being.
These students frequently underestimate the influence of anxiety on their everyday experiences
or may fail to recognize that they are contending with a potentially severe mental disorder
(American Institute of Stress, 2019). Elements such as the pressure to perform both academically
and athletically, physical injuries, and the continual expectation to serve as role models all
contribute to the susceptibility of student-athletes” mental health (Howell et al., 2021).
Furthermore, the 2016 National College Health Assessment findings revealed 11.6% of college
students nationwide reported inadequate sleep in the past 7 days, leaving them feeling unrested
in the mornings. Meanwhile, 61% reported feeling tired, dragged out, or sleepy during the day
for at least 3 days or more in the week (Norman, 2018).

First-Generation College Students

Transitions from high school to college, peer pressure, new geographical surroundings,
and added academic and athletic expectations can severely impact a first-year student-athlete’s
stress level. In their study of first-generation students, LeBouef and Dworkinin (2021)

emphasized:
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College can be a challenging time for any young student, but it can be especially difficult
for first-generation college students (FGCSs) defined as those college students whose
parents did not go to college. FGCSs must navigate the collegiate system without the
knowledge of parents who have already done it. Previous research in the U.S. has found
that FGCSs are more likely to come from low socioeconomic status families, to be an
ethnic or racial minority, and are more likely than non-first-generation students (also
known as continuing education students) to leave college without a degree. (p. 1)
A first-generation community college student-athlete may also be burdened with the stressors of
a cultural shift. These students may be forced to balance the demands put on them by their
cultural responsibilities and the new expected demands of being a first-year community college
student-athlete.
Holden et al. (2021) also identified that some FGCSs suffer from imposter syndrome
(IS). Holden et al. defined IS as when a student perceives their accomplishments are due to luck,
timing, or charm and not to their abilities. Parkman (2016) further explained the stress associated
with IS, stating:
It is crucial to note that Impostor Syndrome stems not just from the mismatch between
the representation of an academic and one’s identity but also from the daily experiences
in which faculty, students, and administrators convey that you don’t belong or that you
don’t have what it takes. (p. 57)
First-year FGCS athletes can find it challenging to communicate with family members
about college-related issues, as their families do not know the college process. From the start,
these students differ considerably from their peers across all institution types (Engle & Tinto,

2008). From the first time these students step onto a campus, they are at a social disadvantage.
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Financial Stress

The National College Players Association (NCPA, 2011) revealed that despite the
availability of numerous athletic scholarship options, research conducted suggested that 85% of
on-campus student-athletes at 4-year colleges were experiencing poverty. The study also found
that 86% of off-campus student-athletes lived in poverty (NCPA, 2011). The lack of monetary
resources to pay tuition and associated costs of attendance are stressors for most community
college students, especially first-generation students. Financial need is a predominant predictor
of non-retention, with many students indicating financial difficulties as the main reason they
could not persist to completion.

First-generation students face a dropout rate that is twice as high as their counterparts and
are also more likely to experience economic hardship (Center for First-Generation Student
Success, 2017). First-generation students are less likely to do well academically, tend to be
limited geographically, frequently identify as a racial minority, and have a propensity for low
self-esteem and low confidence (Messinger, 2018). First-year, first-generation student athletes
struggle with navigating the financial systems of community college. These students also have
the added burden and stress of managing their finances. Opening a bank account may be simple
to many, but it could be a very stressful task for a marginalized first-year, first-generation
community college student. There is considerable pressure for student-athletes to succeed, with
little consideration for the student-athletes’ mental health. The outcome of performance can
become the student’s identity and influence their values (Henderson, 2022).

Performance Anxiety
The college experience can be even more stressful for student-athletes than it is for non-

athletes. It can be argued that college athletes experience even more stress due to the dual nature
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of being students and athletes (Papanikolaou et al., 2003). A significant struggle faced by many
athletes is balancing the mandates of their sport while also meeting their academic demands and
requirements. Such a struggle produces challenging daily choices and significant distress
(Papanikolaou et al., 2003).

In the context of first-year, first-generation student-athletes, and their support systems, it
is essential to recognize these individuals often contend with a multitude of challenges that
extend beyond the confines of the sports arena. Student-athletes form a unique and identifiable
subset among college students. Despite being celebrated for their athletic prowess and often
attaining celebrity status on campuses, they often confront heightened challenges in juggling
their roles as students and athletes (Watson & Kissinger, 2007). According to Juezan and Osorno
(2022), many studies have examined how anxiety management affects performance across
different sports. When athletes do not possess the required physical skills and experience to
handle setbacks during a game, they face risks like decreased performance, failure, and even
physical injury. Cuncic (2023) underscored that high expectations have emerged as a prominent
catalyst for sports performance anxiety in student-athletes, a phenomenon further exacerbated by
the presence of spectators during athletic events. This performance pressure, as observed by
Cuncic, infiltrates the lives of first-year, first-generation community college student-athletes,
impacting their athletic performance and overall well-being. Moreover, it is essential to note that
the symptoms of anxiety in this demographic extend beyond the realm of sports, as highlighted
by Cuncic (2023), who emphasized that student-athletes frequently grapple with social anxiety.
Public speaking anxiety surfaces as the most prevalent form of social classroom performance

anxiety among these students.
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In the realm of collegiate sports, there is a notable emphasis on performance, which can
sometimes overshadow concerns related to the athletes’ overall well-being. This emphasis on
performance is particularly pertinent, as it provides a context in which concrete, indisputable,
and public performance is tangible evidence of achievement and developmental progress. It is
crucial to acknowledge that this emphasis on performance can also carry a significant mental toll
on student-athletes, as underscored by Henderson (2022).

One of the most cited sources of stress for freshmen athletes is time. This issue is
essential because, upon matriculation, the freshman athlete faces the same increased academic
and social demands as the nonathlete. However, they have significantly greater time demands,
leaving less time to acclimate to college life. Wilson and Prichard (2005) found restrictions on
practice time and athletic commitment facilitates this adjustment period for the freshman athlete.
Academic Stress

Student-athletes often face the challenge of managing rigorous academic coursework
alongside demanding practice and competition schedules; this balancing act can lead to stress. In
student-athlete research, a recurring question has centered around whether participation in
intercollegiate athletics impacts academic performance due to the pressures of being a student
and an intercollegiate athlete. Attention should be focused on the nature of intervention strategies
facilitated by academic support services and their potential effects on student-athletes who enroll
in higher education institutions with diverse backgrounds (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011). First-
year, first-generation student-athletes may also experience the added pressure to excel
academically due to high expectations from coaches, family, teammates, and themselves.

The NCAA mandates that collegiate athletes maintain a specific grade point average

(GPA), and the common stipulation is to uphold a certain GPA to retain athletic scholarships.
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Balancing the demand for excellence in academics and sports can heighten the risk of mental
health challenges among student-athletes (Lopes Dos Santos et al., 2020; Moreland et al., 2018).
Failure to meet academic requirements can lead to ineligibility and impact the team’s future and
the first year FGCS athletes’ future in higher education. Additional pressure and stress can result
in the student-athlete falling behind in coursework due to frequent travel for away games or
competitions. This travel can lead to missed classes, which can be challenging to make up.

Now, with a degree of understanding of the intricate web of anxiety-related concerns that
invades the college experience of first year FGCS athletes, the following section of the literature
review examines assistance available to students. The support practices in place for these
student-athletes must encompass assistance in overcoming the challenges identified that impact
their levels of stress and anxiety and, ultimately, their persistence in college.

Available Student Assistance

Student life outside the classroom offers several levers for promoting greater
involvement: academic advising, residential facilities, orientation, financial aid, counseling, and
campus life in general. However, incomplete comprehension of the unique experiences of first-
year FGCS athletes can greatly influence recognition of the necessity for tailored forms of
campus support. McMurtrie (2022) reported that students “were expected to navigate complex
systems, from financial aid and course registration to housing, advising, tutoring, and career
planning. They were left to find friends on their own in classes, clubs, and residence halls” (p. 6).
The level of comprehension of student needs also can impact policy considerations in higher
education (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011).

When students commence their studies at community colleges, they may encounter

greater challenges in attaining their college education compared to those starting at 4-year

32



institutions. Research has shown the importance of academic and student services in support of
student-athletes. Community college student-athletes are often at academic risk, and the absence
of support programs encouraging involvement in community colleges is a significant problem
(Demas, 2017). Services, including priority registration and mental health treatment, are key
aspects of larger athletic programs (Storch & Ohlson, 2009). Although smaller services like
mental health counseling are often overlooked, counseling is vital for many student-athletes,
especially those dealing with stress (Demas, 2017).

At two-year institutions, 42% of students came from families where neither parent had
attended college, and 29% came from families where neither parent had completed college.
These students experience less family support and have lower GPAs than their non-first-
generation peers (Center for First-Generation Student Success, 2017). According to Falcon
(2015), this poses an issue because FGCSs likely spend less time discussing their college
aspirations with high school staff than students whose parents had college degrees. Numerous
FGCSs lack familiarity with the workings of the college system, including the application
process, securing financial aid, and selecting a major (Falcon, 2015).

One way to overcome this lack of familiarity is through college orientation programs.
Orientations are viewed as an introduction to college, not part of the academic program (Astin,
1985). Institutions should think about providing a comprehensive first-time orientation course for
students. Such a course would give students a detailed understanding of campus facilities and
academic opportunities. It would also allow them to explore, within clear guidelines, how their
college experiences could shape their future paths in life. This exploration would not only boost
engagement in college life by illustrating its significance to their future endeavors, but also

unveil new career avenues and other life prospects (Astin, 1985).
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Another way to provide support for students entering college is through academic
advising. Smith and Allen (2014) examined academic advising as an educational process
involving five areas:

o effectively communicating degree prerequisites and institutional protocols;

o directing students to campus services;

e harmonizing academic, career, and personal aspirations with the curriculum and

extracurricular activities;

o taking into account individual student traits and abilities; and

o fostering a joint responsibility for their education by empowering students to cultivate

and apply planning, troubleshooting, and decision-making abilities.

Finally, some institutions participate in federal programs to assist this population of
students. For example, the Student Support Services (SSS) program—one of the federal TRIO
programs (TRIO)—was authorized in 1968 by the Higher Education Act of 1965 (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d.). SSS strives to enhance the likelihood of low-income and FGCSs
with disabilities persisting and graduating from postsecondary education. TRIO is a government
initiative aimed at reaching out to and supporting individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds.
Comprising eight programs, TRIO works to support individuals from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds, students who are the first in their families to attend college, and
those with disabilities as they progress through their educational path from middle school to
postbaccalaureate programs (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).

Community college student-athletes occupy a distinct position in the realm of college
athletics. Although some engage in sports out of passion, others aim to transfer to larger

institutions to further their athletic pursuits (Kissinger & Miller, 2007). Campus offices focused
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on student engagement and achievement play a crucial role in assisting students in navigating a
multifaceted infrastructure. Farrell (2009) emphasized the importance of cohesive collaboration
among faculty and staff, committed to prioritizing student success, to observe favorable
outcomes.

In the past, student affairs departments have developed programs and services that are
narrowly focused, and that failed to acknowledge or celebrate cultural diversity, consequently
restricting the complete engagement of specific student demographics (Comeaux, 2007). Modern
interpretations of culture frequently associate it solely with racial or ethnic background, resulting
in oversimplified assessments of entire communities and a widening cultural gap between
student affairs administrators and student-athletes (Hood, 2004).

“By generating a better understanding of who is participating in community college

athletics, along with why they are choosing to participate, faculty and staff will be better

situated to meet their needs, counsel them to deal with career and academic plans more
effectively and provide institutional support practices that can be helpful in facilitating

academic progress” (Kissinger & Miller, 2007, p. 57).

Mentoring

As intercollegiate athletics becomes increasingly commercialized, colleges and
universities must acknowledge that the degree of academic commitment demonstrated by college
coaches and other internal stakeholders interacting with student-athletes can significantly shape
their success and future aspirations. One way to increase this interaction is through mentoring.
Kochan and Pascarelli (2012) took note of this tool, noting:

We conceive of mentoring as dealing not only with knowing and doing but also with the

process of becoming. Mentoring, we believe, is more complex than tutoring and
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coaching. Admittedly, it might deal with transmitting a skill or behavior, but we view it

as more inclusive in nature than the other two concepts. In recent years, many mentoring

initiatives have had a powerful impact on successfully integrating minorities, women, and
other underrepresented groups into professions and management leadership positions

within them. (p. 186)

According to Kohle Paul and Fitzpatrick (2015), positive correlations have been observed
between applying servant leadership principles and advisory actions, two critical components of
mentorship. However, there has yet to be an exploration of how mentorship relates to student
satisfaction. Nevertheless, these subjects carry significance due to the substantial presence of
FGCS athletes across various educational institutions. Mentoring typically operates
hierarchically, and studies have indicated that students tend to thrive when mentored by
individuals who share similar traits and backgrounds (Kelly & Dixon, 2014; Kendricks et al.,
2013). As the world becomes more diverse and various populations inhabit concentrated areas,
mentoring relationships must evolve accordingly. Because mentoring primarily revolves around
the mentee’s growth, some researchers have proposed that mentors should come from
backgrounds like those of the mentees to facilitate development effectively (Kochan &
Pascarelli, 2012). However, finding equivalent minority administrators, coaches, and staff
members can pose challenges, particularly in predominantly White institutions (Carter & Hart,
2010; Kelly & Dixon, 2014).

According to Hackett and Sheridan (2013), there is a need to improve institutional
support for the development and implementation of mentorship programs that promote
interaction among student leaders, support centers, and student-athletes. These forms of

support are required to assist FGCS athletes in transitioning from high school sports to
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college sports, adjusting from leaving home to entering college, and adapting to a more
demanding academic setting (Kelly & Dixon, 2014). Effective mentoring also helps to
create productive members of society who know how to operate life outside of athletics
and college (Gould et al., 2006; Trudel, 2006).

As noted earlier, there is a scarcity of research on optimal coaching strategies to mentor
FGCS athletes as they progress toward graduation successfully. Coaches are afforded a unique
opportunity to forge meaningful relationships with each athlete. The initial phases of mentorship
can begin during the athlete’s competitive pursuits. This mentor-mentee relationship is
reciprocal, with the mentor benefiting from valuable knowledge and insights through feedback
from the protégé (Lough, 2001).

Interactions with coaches and trainers can have either a positive or negative impact on an
athlete. Positive coaching enhances the athlete’s motivation, self-esteem, and sense of capability
while also helping to alleviate anxiety (Lopes Dos Santos et al., 2020). College coaches can also
be among the most influential people in a student-athlete’s life. When studying the strategies
coaches use to enhance life-skill development (Gould et al., 2007), a coach’s role is not only the
athletic development of their student-athletes, but also the development of student-athletes as
good citizens. Jowett (2005) contextualized the coach-athlete relationship by stating, “The
coach-athlete relationship is not an add-on to or by-product of, the coaching process, nor is it
based on the athlete’s performance, age, or gender—instead, it is the foundation of coaching” (p.
1).

Coaching has frequently been perceived as the environment in which coaches work to
facilitate improvements in athletes’ performance and well-being, both on the sports field and in

academic settings (Bjornsen & Dinkel, 2017; Jowett, 2017). The level of interaction coaches
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maintain with their student-athletes, according to Bjornsen and Dinkel (2017), positions them
uniquely to observe their athletes in various situations and to gain an understanding of their
strengths and areas for development, both in and beyond the athletic realm. Rhind et al. (2012)
observed that coaches overseeing teams often encounter practical hurdles; for instance,
insufficient time, limited opportunities, or inadequate facilities hinder coaches from engaging
with individual athletes on a personal level. The lack of research on coaches’ perceptions of
mentoring FGCS athletes needs to be addressed so coaches can help FGCS athletes at institutions
with limited resources.

Peer mentoring is a cost-effective way to help students build relationships and
connections outside their teams. Relationships built through a positive peer mentor experience
may impact a student-athlete’s decision to remain at an institution (Finnell, 2022).

Academic Advising and Counseling

Academic advisors, faculty, coaches, and staff must grasp the impact that being an ethnic
minority and/or a FGCS has on the academic progression of student-athletes (Sato et al., 2018).
Various strategies must be implemented to achieve success among high-risk students by the
2first-year century. Special retention needs of high-risk students must be identified, and
institutions must simultaneously be committed to providing financial and academic support. In
addition, social support through advising and counseling from faculty, family, and peers is a
necessary part of this equation (Jones & Watson, 1990). Guidance plays a crucial role in a
student’s educational path, especially for those from low-income backgrounds, those who are
FGCSs, or those who are students of color, as serving these demographics require deliberate

efforts (Martin, 2023).
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Academic advising plays a crucial role as a student support service, with the potential to
enhance student retention and decrease dropout rates (Hewitt, 2022). The literature is conclusive
that academic advising through various paradigms is an ideal mechanism for stewarding student
development. Skilled academic advisors, acting as cultural guides, demonstrate genuine concern
for their students and convey this through meaningful actions. They possess a deep
understanding of their students—knowing their names, backgrounds, attributes, and areas for
growth. Rather than viewing this level of attention as overindulgent, they see it as a fundamental
aspect of effective advising (Strayhorn, 2015).

Traditionally, faculty advising has meant discipline-specific faculty assigned as advisors
for students who have chosen the faculty members’ discipline as their major. It is often less
about accurate educational advising or planning than picking classes from a predetermined list
(Boylan & Saxon, 2012). Traditionally, faculty members teach, and advisors advise. Forward-
thinking leadership will be needed to bring together two functions of the institution around
common goals. As a result, athletic departments might have to create formal programs for the
development of student-athletes that emphasize both academic and social learning objectives
(Sato et al., 2018).

Williamson et al. (2014) established that a robust institutional connection with students
improves retention, persistence, and success. As explained by Martin (2023), “The hard truth is
that success in college is strongly related to precollege academic preparation and
achievement. However, there is always someone who can change the trajectory of one’s
future” (para. 11). Numerous reform models in community colleges targeting enhanced student
achievement have primarily emphasized structural adjustments, often overlooking the

significance of interpersonal engagement.
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As community colleges strive to boost student retention rates and bridge disparities in
achievement based on race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status, initiatives concentrating on
enhancing student attachment to the college community have emerged as particularly crucial
(Bickerstaff et al., 2021). Classroom engagements and supplementary support services can be
tailored specifically to each student’s needs by maintaining a continuous conversation between
educators and student development specialists. According to Williamson et al. (2014), advising
is effective when it evolves into a resource provided by a collaborative faculty—student services
team. This team ensures students are held accountable while offering essential support
throughout each student’s educational journey (Williamson et al., 2014). The National Institute
of Education Study Group on the Conditions of Excellence in American Higher Education
(1984) strongly advised that every member of the academic community, comprising faculty
members and administrators, engage in academic advisement as a way for them to acquaint
themselves with the entirety of the institution’s curriculum and to stay in personal contact with at
least some graduates.

Assessing Policies and Procedures

Active student involvement is crucial for the academic success of FGCS athletes. An
analysis using data from the Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE)
research showed student engagement, particularly in terms of active and collaborative learning
and support for learners according to the CCSSE benchmarks, is a strong predictor of both
student retention and successful completion of college (CCCSE, 2013). First-year experience
courses, learning communities, freshmen orientation, and study halls are all standard practices

that collectively support first-year students in adapting to the college environment. However,
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assessing the level of student engagement and the effectiveness of policies and procedures to
enhance involvement can pose a challenge.

Measuring student involvement in higher education presents challenges due to several
factors. Classrooms vary in size, students have diverse and unique needs, learning styles differ,
and each student’s comfort level to engage is not uniform (Caduceus International Publishing,
2022). Community colleges seek to accommodate students’ schedules by offering courses at
various times, locations, and online to meet the needs of traditional and nontraditional students.
Variation in grading practices across classes can also influence measurement. Furthermore,
colleges define practices and programs differently, making it increasingly difficult to get a
universal measure of the effectiveness of student involvement.

Although some challenges in measuring involvement have been recognized, Caduceus
International Publishing (2022) identified several tools that can be used to measure engagement.
The initial step often involves mandatory attendance. For example, community colleges such as
Tallahassee Community College had mandatory attendance for orientation and saw a 4%
increase in retention rates from fall to spring. As a result of this policy mandate, other semesters
saw increasingly higher retention rates (Hanover Research, 2014). Class attrition, indicating the
number of students who withdraw before course completion, is another aspect. Graduation rates
serve as indicators of a college’s persistence and success record. Additionally, assessing
communication rates between students and faculty is valuable. Finally, student surveys play a
crucial role in determining the effectiveness of various policies and procedures that are put in

place to enhance student success.
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Summary
In this chapter, a thematic analysis was carried out focusing on the core experiences of a
first-generation community college student-athlete. The literature review brought attention to the
difficulties encountered by first year FGCS athletes. Although existing literature underscored the
challenges faced by this demographic, there is a noticeable gap in the research concerning the

support practices available at community colleges for these students.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology

A challenge faced by many student-athletes is balancing the mandates of their sport with
the requirements of academic performance. Papanikolaou et al. (2003) demonstrated how this
struggle creates obstacles and significant distress. Chapter 3 reviews the purpose of the study, the
research question that provided focus and direction to the study, and the conceptual framework
that guided the research. A table has been prepared to demonstrate the alignment of several key
research components, including the research questions, the conceptual framework, and the
interview questions (see Appendix B). The chapter describes the research design and the
rationale for its selection. The chapter also addresses the study setting, study participants, and
instrumentation. Chapter 3 concludes with an overview of data collection and data sources, data
analysis, study quality, ethical considerations, and limitations of the study.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the support practices proposed
by community colleges to enhance the involvement of first-year, first-generation college student-
athletes (FGCAs).

Research Question

The following research question was developed to guide this study:

RQ: What support practices does the college provide to enhance the involvement and
engagement of first-year, first-generation college student-athletes?

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study was Astin’s (1999) theory of student

involvement. Astin (1999) provided an example of “a highly involved student as one who

devotes considerable energy to studying, spends much time on campus, participates actively in
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student organizations, and interacts frequently with faculty members and other students” (p.
518). Astin (1999) introduced five basic postulates about student involvement that were used as
the conceptual lens of this study:

e Student involvement can be generalized, such as the entire student experience, or
more specifically, such as studying for an exam.

¢ Involvement occurs along a distinct continuum for each student at a given time.

e Involvement can be quantitative or measured, such as the number of hours spent
studying, or qualitative, such as whether the student comprehends the reading
assignment.

e The amount of learning and personal growth associated with any educational program
is directly proportionate to the quality and quantity of student involvement in that
program.

e The effectiveness of any educational policy or practice to increase student
involvement. (p. 519)

Astin’s five postulates provided a framework for exploring how diverse support practices
catered to various aspects of student-athletes’ lives, extending beyond academics and sports
alone. Astin’s postulates also served as a framework for comprehending and assessing the
influence of support practices on the involvement and engagement of first-year FGCAs.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework used as a lens for this study was Comeaux and Harrison’s
(2011) model of academic success for student athletes, which was designed to address the unique
experiences and challenges facing college student-athletes. This model incorporates multiple

theoretical perspectives, including Astin’s (1999) involvement theory, to provide a
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comprehensive framework for understanding and supporting student-athlete success. Key
components of the Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) model include:
1. Pre-college Characteristics:
e Family history
e Educational experience
e Individual attributes
2. Individual Commitments: Personal traits such as resilience, time management, and
self-efficacy influence the student-athlete’s ability to balance academics and athletics.
3. Initial Commitments: These commitments, positioned after pre-college
characteristics and at the end of the model, establish the foundational interaction
between the student-athlete’s pre-college characteristics and the college environment.
This stage also encompasses the personal goals set by the student-athlete regarding
sport and institutional commitment.
4. Social Systems:
e Academic systems: The academic infrastructure and support services the
institution provides.
e Athletic systems: Support from coaches, trainers, and policies governing
student-athlete sports involvement.
o Institutional support: Financial aid, counseling services, career services, and
other resources to assist first-year FGCAs in navigating their unique

challenges.
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¢ Environmental context: The campus climate and culture foster a positive and
inclusive environment that significantly impacts student-athletes’ success and
integration.

5. Final commitments: This final stage promotes academic success through the
attainment of goals set by the student-athlete, which include individual sports,
institutional, and personal goals.

Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) model of academic success for student athletes
underscores the importance of a holistic approach to supporting student-athletes, ensuring
academic, athletic, social, and institutional systems work together to foster success in both
academic and athletic endeavors. These characteristics were used to inform the development of
the interview questions.

Integrating the Theories

Although both aforementioned theories underscore the importance of involvement and
the college environment in shaping student outcomes, Astin’s (1999) theory provides a broad
framework applicable to all students, whereas Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) model offers a
nuanced approach tailored to the unique needs and experiences of college student-athletes.
Combined, the two created the best set of frameworks for this study:

1. Central Role of Involvement: Both theories emphasize the importance of student

involvement in various activities for positive outcomes. Astin’s (1999) theory
highlights general student involvement, whereas Comeaux and Harrison (2011)
detailed specific types of involvement (i.e., academic, social, and athletic) for student-

athletes.
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2. Impact of Environment: Both models recognize the college environment is critical
in shaping student experiences and outcomes. Astin (1999) spoke to the broader
educational environment, whereas Comeaux and Harrison (2011) focused on the
specific college environments student-athletes encounter.

3. Developmental Focus: Both theories aim to understand and enhance student
development through general involvement (Astin, 1999) or balancing academics and
athletics (Comeaux & Harrison, 2011).

In summary, Comeaux and Harrison (2011) identified specific barriers that first-year
FGCAs encounter. Astin’s (1999) theory of student involvement, articulated through its five
postulates, offers institutional personnel a structured framework that, when used effectively, can
assist all students, including student-athletes, in achieving their educational and personal goals.
By integrating the components identified by Comeaux and Harrison, community college leaders
can implement strategies that mitigate the barriers faced by first-year FGCSAs, fostering a more
supportive and conducive environment for their academic and personal success.

Alignment Table

Appendix A shows the alignment among the research questions, the theoretical and
conceptual frameworks, and the interview questions, which are provided in Appendix B. In this
study, the research questions, along with the (a) theoretical framework based on Astin’s (1999)
five postulates and (b) the conceptual framework using Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) model
of academic success for student athletes, were designed specifically to align with and address the
issue of support practices for first-year, FGCSAs. The methodology and interview questions

were crafted to explore and evaluate these support practices comprehensively.
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Research Design

A qualitative research design was used for this study to understand the support practices
in place for first-year FGCSAs at a community college in Texas. Qualitative research adopts a
naturalistic approach by conducting investigations in real-life environments (Patton, 2001). This
study employed a single-case study approach to understand further the support practices for first-
year FGCSAs at community colleges. Case study research employs various data collection
methods, reflecting its comprehensive exploration of a particular phenomenon. As Yin (2009)
noted, “It is important to emphasize that a case study does not constitute a data collection method
but serves as a research strategy or framework for examining a social entity” (p. 18).

Case studies are a qualitative research methodology where the researcher meticulously
scrutinizes a program, event, activity, individual(s), or process (Yin, 2009). Particular
timeframes and actions delineate these instances, and researchers amass exhaustive data using
various data collection techniques over an extended period (Priya, 2020). According to Priya
(2020), a properly conducted case study demands not only meticulous adherence to a
thoughtfully constructed research plan but also entails a comprehensive review of the pertinent
literature.

A semistructured, in-depth interview protocol was used for this study. According to
Longhurst (2009), “In-depth, semi-structured interviews are verbal interchanges where one
person, the interviewer, attempts to elicit information from another by asking questions” (p.
508). The researcher prepared a list of questions to offer participants a chance to address the
fundamental issues (see Appendix B). These questions were piloted in a peer group to receive
feedback before the researcher conducted interviews. The peer group was comprised of National

Junior College Athletic Association (NJCAA) athletic coaches, an athletic director, an academic
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advisor, a counselor, and the dean of students from a Texas-based institution affiliated with the
NJCAA. Using a qualitative semistructured interview protocol enhanced the impartiality and
credibility of research endeavors, rendering the outcomes more believable (Kallio et al., 2016).
The study also included archival document analysis.
Study Setting

As criteria for selection, the community college to be chosen for this study had to (a)
offer athletics, (b) be a member of the NJCAA, and (c) be located in the state of Texas. An
organizational framework of the NJCAA divisional alignment is provided to clarify the structure
of community college athletics. Competition in community college athletics is organized in three
different divisions, with different implications for the schools regarding athletic financial aid:

e NJCAA Division I: May award full tuition, fees, room and board, and course-related

books/supplies
e NJCAA Division II: May award full tuition, fees, and course-related books/supplies
e NJCAA Division III: May not offer any athletically related financial aid (NJCAA,
2023)

According to the NJCAA (2019), 47 two-year colleges in Texas offered athletic programs
as of 2019. Those institutions were divided into two regions, Region 5 and Region 14. Region 5
consisted of community colleges from Texas and two community colleges in New Mexico.
Region 14 was comprised of Texas community colleges and one community college in
Louisiana. In this geographical area, several colleges offered athletic programs that featured a
wide range of sports and scholarship packages. Selecting a college with multiple athletic teams
provided valuable insights into the distinct dynamics, challenges, and support practices in the

college and among its many coaches. The researcher selected a community college distinguished
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for its athletic excellence and one that offered a comprehensive range of athletic programs,
including men’s and women’s sports.

The selected community college was 1 of 10 institutions in Texas that had collaborated
with the Institute for Evidence-Based Change (IEBC) to foster a culture of care through the
Caring Campus initiative, aimed at supporting student success. Additionally, the selected
institution was 1 of 7 community colleges in the state that offered athletics and had been
officially designated as a Caring Campus by the IEBC at the time of data collection.

The significance of Caring Campus in this study reflected its potential impact on
FGCSAs. Given the limited research and data available on this population, it was essential to
examine the implementation of the Caring Campus framework to assess its effectiveness in
supporting FGCSAs. This evaluation was particularly important given the scarcity of programs
designed specifically to address the needs of this marginalized group. According to Barnett et al.
(2023):

Caring campus seeks to increase students sense of belonging and self-efficacy-and thus

their persistence and success in college-by improving interactions between students and

the college’s faculty, non-academic staff or both. This is accomplished by having faculty
and/or staff learn about and commit to a set of behaviors that they enact habitually to help

students feel cared for and valued. (p. 2)

At the time of data collection, the selected institution had secured numerous national
championships across various sports, positioning it among the leading institutions in the United
States for total national championships. Notably, the institution was ranked second nationally for
the number of national championships won at the community college level during this time

frame. Given the institution’s notable national athletic and academic success, the researcher
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studied the practices in place at the selected community college to support the development of
FGCSAs in this sector.

Building on this foundation, the present study examined the practices implemented at the
selected community college to support the development of FGCSAs. Given the limited research
available on this specific population, this study addressed the gap in the literature by conducting
interviews and collecting comprehensive data. Through this process, the researcher sought to
identify best practices and promising strategies to guide community colleges in enhancing
support for FGCSAs.

Study Participants

This study used a purposeful sampling approach to identify participants. This method
required the researcher to intentionally select individuals or sites based on predetermined criteria
(Lochmiller & Lester, 2016). This study involved participants from the selected community
college, specifically current head coaches, athletic directors, and other administrators whose
athletic programs participated in NJCAA athletics. As identified by the Southern Association of
Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (2024) Standard 5.2.b:

The institution’s Chief Executive Officer (CEO) has ultimate and active responsibility for

appropriate administrative and financial control of the institution’s intercollegiate

athletics program, including the academic standards of athletes and the activities of

booster groups that are not fully independent of the institution. (p. 36)

Subsequently, the community college president ultimately decided what individuals and
departments would be interviewed. Additionally, participants included student service
departments that aid first-generation and marginalized students receiving federal financial aid. In

addition to expertise and background, the researcher considered each participant’s accessibility,
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willingness to engage, and capability to articulate their experiences thoughtfully (Creswell,
2015). The following listed roles correspond to individuals from the chosen college, with each
position having responsibilities directly linked to athletics. As part of this study, the researcher
interviewed the following:

e (ollege president, as athletics ultimately falls under the control of the CEO or college
president (American Council on Education [ACE], 2016);

e vice president of student services, who supervises and directs students’ support
systems;

e dean of students, who supervises student behavior and manages disciplinary actions,
including FGCSAs;

e director of Student Support Services (SSS), who manages student support initiatives
aimed at recognizing and catering to individuals from underprivileged backgrounds
(U.S. Department of Education, 2021);

e athletic director, who acts as the department’s representative and advocates for
department collaboration, fostering effective formal communication in the athletics
division;

e college counselor, who offers students academic, career, and personal guidance;

e academic advisor, who is responsible for providing educational guidance and
assistance for students;

e athletic trainers and conditioning coaches, who are vital in overseeing student-
athletes” mental and physical well-being and potentially adjusting training to improve

performance and overall wellness (Lopes Dos Santos et al., 2020);
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e head coaches, who supervise their teams to ensure students receive outstanding

learning opportunities while maintaining the institution’s integrity and

e assistant coaches, who support the head coach in various aspects of team

management, including recruitment, training, and instruction. Assistant coaches
contribute to the development of game strategies, analyze athlete performance, and
fulfill additional responsibilities as assigned within their specific sport; and

e dorm directors or residential assistants, who provide support to residents during the

entirety of the college housing check-in and check-out procedures while also
becoming acquainted with all residents in the designated area. Additionally, these
residence life positions assist with educational and social interaction opportunities for
assigned residents through various program and activity initiatives.

This study generated data from 16 participants.

Instrumentation

Semistructured interviews served as the primary data collection instrument for this study.
The interviews were based on a set of questions that encouraged open dialogue. Semistructured
interviews provide researchers with increased adaptability in comparison to structured interviews
(Lochmiller & Lester, 2016). This format permits the researcher to explore topics in-depth and
engage in follow-up conversations with clarifying questions (Lochmiller & Lester, 2016).

The semistructured interview protocol was designed to address the research question
guiding this study. Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) model of academic success for student-
athletes was used to inform the questions posed to college administrators, faculty, student
services, and members of the athletic department at the selected community college (see

Appendix B). Additionally, the researcher encouraged extended responses (Lochmiller & Lester,
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2016) by using a participant-observation approach. A participant-observation approach allowed
the researcher to listen to participants while concurrently observing them for research purposes
(Lochmiller & Lester, 2016). The researcher also served as an instrument, reviewing handbooks,
institutional policies, guidelines, procedures, and manuals to obtain additional insights for this
study.

Data Collection and Data Sources

Aligned with Yin’s (2009) qualitative single-case study methodology, semistructured
interviews conducted via Zoom were used to collect data that addressed the research question.
The interview questions were designed intentionally to reflect the study’s theoretical framework
and conceptual perspective. Yin’s (2009) approach emphasizes the importance of clearly
defining research questions, employing multiple evidence sources, adhering to a robust case
study protocol, systematically analyzing data, and ensuring credibility through triangulation and
pattern matching.

To maintain confidentiality, the identities of all participants and the institution were kept
anonymous in this study. The video and audio recordings of each interview were transcribed
electronically, as configured by the researcher using Zoom software, after each session.
Throughout the interviews, the researcher worked to build a rapport with participants and
encouraged them to share their expertise on the subject matter.

A pilot study was conducted with members of a peer group consisting of NJCAA athletic
coaches, an athletic director, an academic advisor, a counselor, and the dean of students from a
Texas-based institution affiliated with the NJCAA. Following Creswell’s (2015)
recommendations, the researcher used this pilot study to evaluate potential researcher biases and

to ensure clarity and appropriateness of interview questions. Interview questions were structured
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into four distinct sections: (a) seven general questions applicable to all participant groups, (b)
seven questions specifically for administrators, (c¢) six questions for SSS personnel, and (d) a
final set of seven questions tailored for members of the athletic department.

Before engaging in interviews, the researcher obtained approval from the Internal Review
Board (IRB) of Kansas State University (see Appendix C). The researcher then contacted the
college president of the identified study site to explain the study and request their permission to
identify potential participants, subsequently obtaining IRB approval from the participating
college as well. A formal invitation (see Appendix E) was sent to participants once they were
identified. The researcher contacted the participants via phone call and email.

The researcher arranged all interviews to accommodate the participants; the setting and
location of the interviews were dependent on each participant’s discretion. Semistructured
interviews were used with interview questions in Appendix B. The researcher conducted
interviews using Zoom and recorded the interviews with each interviewee’s permission. After,
the researcher transcribed the video recordings for additional review.

Before each interview, the researcher explained the study’s purpose and voluntary nature
to the respective participant, sharing that their names and other valuable pieces of the
participants’ recognizable information would be removed to protect their confidentiality.
Additional data for this study included relevant documents (i.e., archived data), including but not
limited to athletic department policy manuals, meeting minutes, website content, and student
support handbooks. These documents were vital in bolstering and enriching the data gathered
from the interviews. Furthermore, the documents provided precise details that strengthened data

from the interviews, enabling the formulation of conclusions that warrant further investigation

(Yin, 2009).
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The researcher collected and saved all data sources on the same USB drive for
consistency and security. The audio and visual interviews were recorded during each Zoom
session, and these recordings will be destroyed 5 years after the study is completed.

Data Analysis

The researcher interpreted the data using inductive reasoning, as Yin (2009)
recommended, and noted any common themes as they emerged. To facilitate this process, Zoom
transcription was used to support data analysis. Additionally, the researcher created an Excel
spreadsheet to organize and categorize common themes based on participants’ responses to
interview questions. Quirkos software further assisted in analyzing the collected data, enhancing
the overall analytical process. This software was helpful and a dependable tool for matching
patterns, common responses, themes, and categories (Yin, 2009). Researchers use a variety of
approaches to code data; however, there are best practices, as described by Creswell (2015):

e [Initially read through the text data,

e divide the text into segments of information,

e label the segments of information with codes,

e reduce the overlap and redundancy of codes, and

e collapse codes into themes.

According to Creswell (2015):

After stating a research problem or issue about this topic, the inquirer asks several open-

ended research questions, gathers multiple forms of data to answer these questions, and

makes sense of the data by grouping information into codes, themes, or categories, and

larger dimensions. (p. 65)
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The interviews, documents, archived data, and observations were coded based on
Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) model of academic success for student-athletes. The researcher
consolidated these recurring themes based on the theoretical and conceptual frameworks to
address the research question. Additionally, themes that emerged beyond the chosen framework
were assessed for relevance to the research question.

Researcher’s Positionality Statement

Researcher’s Note: For ease of readability, this positionality statement was written from
the first-person point of view, adhering to APA guidelines for such material.

I, Derrick L. Worrels, was born in Lakeland, Florida. My mother raised me with no other
siblings in a housing project in the early years of my life. Neither of my parents attended college
after high school. My father was never a fixture in my life. My mother, to this day, has never
driven a car, and the city bus was always our primary method of travel when I was growing up.

Athletics kept me involved in the community early in my life and steered me away from
trouble. I accepted a scholarship at a local community college, Hillsborough Community College
in Tampa, Florida, after high school. After completing 2 years at the community college level, I
earned an athletic scholarship and participated in baseball and basketball while attending the
University of North Carolina at Asheville.

As a student, I struggled academically and socially. Immaturity, poor advising, and lack
of reference points led to several roadblocks and a placement on academic warning during my
undergraduate time in college. A concerned faculty member decided to mentor me, and my
higher education experience took a 180-degree turn.

I again found my way to community college as an assistant basketball coach and

academic advisor at Hillsborough Community College. My life experiences proved valuable in
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helping me identify struggling students in the assistant coach and educational advisor roles. At
that time, I noticed the need for intentional advising and mentorship for student-athletes. I also
saw many marginalized and first-generation students’ struggles. Eventually, I became the head
basketball coach and implemented various study groups and ambassador programs to assist
struggling student-athletes.

I continued my education at National Louis University, where I earned a master’s degree
in psychology. I spent over 22 years as a head basketball coach at Hillsborough Community
College and two years coaching at the NCAA Division I level. While at the community college
level, I remained in student services, navigating from academic advisor to enrollment
coordinator, dean of students, athletic director, vice president of student services, to my current
role as president of Ranger College in Texas.

This reflexivity statement is included in this study because it demonstrates that I
understand my life experiences as a community college student-athlete, coach, and administrator
are entwined with this research. First-year FGCSAs have become my life’s work. At the same
time, however, my goal was not to present information based on my own experiences, but
through relevant and current data from the participants’ interviews.

Study Quality

This qualitative study used Tracy’s (2010) eight “big tent” criteria to assemble a quality
study. Tracy’s (2010) eight big tent criteria provide guidelines for qualitative research using the
following criteria: Is the topic significant, rigorous, genuine, and credible? Does the case have
resonance? What is its noteworthy contribution? Is the ethical aspect addressed? Does the study

offer substantial coherence?
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Gaining a better understanding of the support practices for first-year FGCSAs made this
study worthy. Such context supported the goals of this study and made the research meaningful
and rich. The researcher’s life experience as a FGCSA also provided sincerity. Using
triangulation, the researcher established credibility; triangulation is the method of using multiple
data sources to establish a strong foundation for the assertions put forth (Lochmiller & Lester,
2016).

This study emphasized the vital role support practices play in the growth and
development of first-year FGCSAs in community colleges, thereby making a significant impact.
This study sought to engage readers by presenting naturalistic transferability, focusing mainly on
the presence or absence of support systems for FGCSAs at community colleges. The findings of
this study are designed to raise awareness among administrators, faculty, staff, coaches, and
families about the essential support systems needed to mitigate the challenges faced by first-year
FGCSAs in the community college setting. Throughout the study, meaningful coherence was
demonstrated by connecting relevant literature with the research question. As the study
progresses, this coherence included findings, analyses, and interpretations.

Ethical Considerations

The researcher’s educational background and prior experience contributed to their ability
to conduct a study effectively; however, these experiences also had the potential to influence the
researcher’s perspectives during data collection or analysis. Hence, it was vital to recognize and
acknowledge these factors and implement strategies to mitigate biases (Roberts & Hyatt, 2018).
The American Educational Research Association developed the following ethical standards for

educational researchers: professional competence, integrity, scientific and scholarly
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responsibility, respect for people’s rights, dignity, diversity, and social responsibility (Lochmiller
& Lester, 2016).

The researcher respects the rights and privacy of the study participants. To this end, the
researcher obtained approval from the Kansas State University IRB before collecting any data.
The researcher also provided an informed consent form (see Appendix F) and reminded the
participants at multiple points that the study was voluntary. Participants were also informed that
they could withdraw at any time during the study and were offered a debriefing option upon
completion of the study to address any concerns. All identities were kept anonymous, and the
researcher was the only person who recorded and knew the participants’ names. All data will be
stored and locked in the researcher’s possession for five years.

Limitations

Limitations refer to elements of a study that a researcher recognizes could constrain the
findings or the applicability of those findings (Roberts & Hyatt, 2018). Limitations typically
encompass research aspects beyond the researcher’s influence. The following were the
limitations of this study: the researcher’s perspectives and preconceptions had the potential to
influence data interpretation, and a small sample response may not accurately represent all
community colleges with first-year, FGCSAs.

Summary

Chapter 3 provided an explanation of the methodology and components that were
employed for this qualitative study. This chapter reviewed the purpose of the study, research
question, conceptual framework, alignment table, research design, researcher positionality
statement, study setting, study participants, instrumentation, data collection and analysis, study

quality, ethical considerations, and limitations. Chapter 4 presents the findings derived from the
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data collection and analysis process, offering a detailed examination of the themes that emerged
from participants’ experiences and their implications for understanding the support practices that
enhance the involvement and engagement of first-year, first-generation community college

student-athletes.
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Chapter 4 — Research Findings and Analysis

This chapter begins by restating the purpose of this study, which is to gain an
understanding of the support practices proposed by community colleges to enhance the
involvement of first-year, first-generation college student-athletes (FGCSAs). The research
question that guided this study immediately follows this purpose. The chapter then presents site
and participant demographics and the research findings that emerged through data analysis.
These findings are organized into overarching themes, each structured in alignment with the
study’s research question. The chapter concludes with a summary of the key findings derived

from the data.
Research Question

The research question that guided this study was: What support practices does the college
provide to enhance the involvement and engagement of first-year, first-generation college

student athletes?
Site and Participant Demographics

The researcher conducted the study at a selected community college in Texas that
competed as a member of the National Junior College Athletic Association (NJCAA) and had 12
athletic teams at the time of data collection. The college was also designated as a Caring Campus
(Barnett et al., 2023). Recognized as one of the most successful community college athletic
programs in the United States, the studied institution had secured over 69 national
championships at the time of this study. Participants for this study were drawn from multiple
institutional departments, including three representatives from the administration, two from
faculty, two from student support services, and nine from the athletic department, as depicted in

Table 1 in the Appendix. The college president, associate vice provost, and athletic director
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assisted in identifying participants. This diverse representation allowed for a comprehensive
examination of the institution’s support practices, offering a holistic understanding of the

strategies to support first-year FGCSAs.
Research Findings

The research findings below are separated into four sections representing each of the four
main groups interviewed for the study:

Section A — Findings for All Groups

Section B-1 — Findings from Administrators

Section B-2 — Findings from Academic Support Staff

Section B-3 — Findings from Athletic Department Staff

Following each group’s findings is a summary of the themes that emerged from that
particular data set. Themes common to all groups are then described, representing the
overarching thematic findings of this study.

The researcher conducted 16 one-on-one semi-structured interviews. To ensure
participant confidentiality, each interviewee was assigned a lowercase alphanumeric identifier
corresponding to their department, with an additional numerical designation as needed. These
designations are referenced in the findings and depicted on the tables in Appendix G.

Section A - Findings for All Groups

The following data were based on answers to common questions posed to all interview
groups, regardless of their institutional role. These findings reflect a broad understanding of
institutional practices, perceptions, and support systems relevant to FGCSAs, organized into six
major areas: departmental roles and responsibilities, challenges faced by FGCSAs,

interdepartmental collaboration, measures of success for support efforts, academic and personal
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support strategies, and resources for students requiring additional assistance. The first question in
this series examined the roles and responsibilities of various departments in implementing
support practices for first-year, first-generation community college student-athletes (FGCSAs).
Table 2 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response.
Theme: Support Practices

Six participants concurred that mentoring played a fundamental role in shaping their
responsibilities, particularly in facilitating the engagement of FGCSAs. Participant Sad stated,
“One of my primary goals for my student-athletes is to provide guidance and mentorship.”
Participant 1f echoed, “The role of me teaching life skills and mentoring is equally as important
as developing skills on the playing surface.” Participant 3ad stated, “I am guiding and mentoring
student-athletes using this little orange basketball towards making good decisions. Using the ball
to play basketball but also learn life skills.” Participant 4ad stated, “As a caring campus, no
matter what the level or position, our students must feel that we have their best interest at heart.”
Mentoring (i.e., offering guidance, encouragement, and role modeling) was recognized by two
participants as an effective support mechanism for student-athletes. Mentorship relationships
played a significant role in helping student-athletes navigate academic and athletic challenges,
contributing to their overall success and personal development.

Five individuals identified supporting the needs of FGCSAs as critical to their roles in
supporting the engagement needs of this population. Participant 7ad commented, “I don’t let
coaches close their door unless they’re on a phone call; the doors are always open to our student-

athletes for support.” Participant 1a stated:
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Yes, we can do more without a doubt. I think a lot of it is at a coaching level, and the
college and administration must provide the supports to athletics so that they receive the
same wraparound services that students we know may be the most vulnerable receive.

Three participants emphasized promoting a “Caring Campus” culture as a fundamental
component of their role in supporting FGCSAs. Participant 1a noted, “As a Caring Campus, it is
important to ensure that all students are being heard through various vehicles, but it is also
important to ensure they receive support.”

Additionally, three participants identified counseling as a key responsibility in facilitating
the engagement and involvement of first-year FGCSAs. Participant 1f stated, “We have available
counseling to all students, but each student is different and needs a support network, and the
coach is one of the biggest supports.”

Expanding on this perspective, Participant 3ad highlighted the importance of providing
these student-athletes with essential skills and life lessons to help them navigate the challenges of
both college life and personal development. Participant 3ad added, “The lessons they learn
through sports are pivotal to help them with life outside of sports.” Two participants reported that
providing essential study skills and preparedness was a significant part of their role.

Participants 9ad and 2ss highlighted the need to ensure student-athletes’ mental health
was a primary role. Participant 2ss specifically emphasized the importance of mental health for
first-year student-athletes by stating, “I started realizing that there were students who were
athletes, and they were self-medicating for pain, anxiety, and stress management, and I would

see them individually.”
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Theme: Pre-College Characteristics

Pre-college characteristics emerged as a prominent finding in participants’ responses
regarding the challenges typically faced by first-year FGCSAs. Table 3 in Appendix G
categorizes each participant’s response.

The participants emphasized strongly that the lack of family support was challenging for
first-year FGCSAs. Participant 1ad commented, “This group of students are facing the unknown,
and trying to break down barriers, and that’s a scary place. It is difficult when you move away
from Mom and Dad, and nothing looks familiar.” Participant 2a reflected:

When you move out from Mom and Dad’s [residence] for the first time, the challenge is

difficult, especially embarking on something neither of your parents has experienced. So,

I think as an institution, our ability to make sure that their needs are getting met, whether

it’s just the ability to help them get off to a good start and help build a good foundation.

Participants 1ss and 6ad shared very similar comments that FGSCAs lack family support
and have little to no understanding of the college system. Participant 7ad stated, “Because there
is very little family support and knowledge about higher education, many FGCSAs aren’t college
ready.”

Five participants identified time management as a significant challenge for new students.
Participant 4ad noted “balancing the community college’s academic, athletic, and social
demands can be a considerable source of stress for all new student-athletes.” Participant 3a
shared:

Time management is a struggle for everybody, whether first-generation or

multigenerational. Learning time management, the process of determining how much
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time you have to devote to your assignments and trying to fit that schedule into a

complicated athletic schedule, is a skill that takes time to develop.

For FGCSAs, this stress was further amplified by their lack of familiarity with the
expectations and resources available to them.

Three participants noted the ability to get proper academic advising as a key challenge for
first-year FGCSAs. Participant 1ss stated, “One role of the academic advisor is to determine
what the students’ needs truly are, and sometimes what students want is not always what they
need.” Participant 2ad expressed, “Caseload management is a challenge for academic advisors,
as more advisors are needed to meet the increasing needs of the students.”

Three participants identified the stigma of being an FGCSA as a significant challenge for
this population. Participant 1ss discussed, “These students often contend with assumptions about
their academic preparedness, which can lead them to feel devalued by faculty.” Participant 2a
also commented on the additional pressure to balance athletics and academic workloads and the
stress it can put on an FGCSA. Additionally, FGCSAs may experience limited engagement
outside of athletics and face intense pressure to prove themselves both academically and
athletically.

Two participants agreed that a lack of self-motivation is a significant challenge for first-
year student-athletes. Lack of self-motivation, combined with limited family support and lack of
familiarity with the college process, often causes first-year FGCSAs to struggle.

Two participants noted this population faces difficulties in setting and achieving
academic and personal goals because of these factors. Participants 3ad and 4ad emphasized that

most FGCSAs have limited knowledge of setting and achieving goals. Participant 3ad went on to
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say, “We’re goal-oriented, you’re going to have a planner. You’re going to have a strategy and
you’re not going to attack things loosey goosey.”

Theme: Collaboration

The study examined participants’ approaches to collaboration with other departments and
support services to assist student-athletes. Table 4 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s
response.

Participant 1a stated, “From the top down, I can call anybody to get information at any
time.” Emphasizing the collaborative work relationships that exist to help student-athletes,
Participant 4ad focused on and explained, “That access to counseling is pivotal to address the
mental needs of student-athletes, and that counseling is a crucial component in helping student-
athletes cope with the demands of being a student-athlete.” Participant 1ss stated, “We have a
great relationship with the athletic department and work well with their coaches.”

As presented in Table 4 in Appendix G, participants at the college identified counseling
as the most effective collaborative practice for assisting FGCSAs. Participant 2ss identified
counseling as a critical department and stated, “Counseling works with all possible resources on
and off campus.”

Five participants felt academic advising was a key proponent in collaborating with
athletics to promote a successful student-athlete experience for first-year FGCSAs. As
Participant 2ad noted, “The relationship between advisors, the Registrar’s office, and coaches is
extremely important.” Participant 5ad believed “there is plenty of academic support due to
academic advising.” Participant 1ss continued:

Every student-athlete is assigned to an advisor. This person is going to check in with

them and make sure they are registered. We do regular check-ins at least once a month to
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see how they are doing, and we try to meet them where they are. So, we’re doing this via

text. We found that text is helpful and less formal.

Five participants identified TRIO, and four identified Student Support Services (SSS) as
valuable departments to collaborate with to support FGCSAs. Participant 4ad believed, “When
utilized, TRIO programs can be very helpful to FGCSAs.” Participant 2a stated, “I meet with
TRIO and Student Support Services regularly but will now add FGCSAs to the agenda.”

Themes: Measurements of Success

The measurement of success for support programs designed for first-year FGCSAs varied
among administrators. Table 5 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response.

Participant 1a stated, “We do snapshots, but the data is not disaggregated to show the
data for FGCSAs.”

In all, 12 participants indicated that measuring success for support practices aimed at
FGCSAs presented a challenge due to the lack of disaggregated data specific to this population.
Participant 1a indicated that without targeted data collection and analysis, it becomes difficult to
assess the direct impact of support initiatives on FGCSAs’ outcomes. Participant 5ad indicated,
“There is a great deal of resources on campus devoted to academic success, but all of the services
are not geared towards FGCSAs, so it becomes difficult to say measurements are specially
related to this marginalized group.” However, as shown in Table 5, three participants indicated
academic performance, particularly as reflected in student-athletes’ grades, was used commonly
as a metric to evaluate program effectiveness. Participants 3a and 1ad both acknowledged a need
to disaggregate these data and establish additional mechanisms to track data systematically

specific to FGCSAs to enhance the ability to evaluate and improve support programs and
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practices tailored to these students’ unique needs. Participant 2a added, “No real tracking system
[exists] for FGCSAs, but they track grades.”

Theme: Effective Strategies

Participants provided diverse responses when asked to identify the most effective
strategies for academically and personally supporting first-year FGCSAs. Table 6 in Appendix G
categorizes each participant’s response.

Participant 1a emphasized the significance of fostering a “Caring Campus,” highlighting
the provision of support and resources extends beyond FGCSAs to benefit the broader student
population. Participant 4ad noted, “TRIO programs, Student Support Services, counseling, and
academic advising are vital for student success, both academically and personally.” Nine
Keywords are illustrated in Table 6, which outlines a variety of practices, programs, and
strategies designed to equip student-athletes with the necessary tools for academic and personal
success.

One of the most effective initiatives participants identified was the TRIO programs, with
six participants underscoring their effectiveness in addressing both academic and personal
challenges faced by FGCSAs. Participant 4ad noted, “TRIO plays a critical role in the progress
of FGSCAs on campus.” According to Participant 6ad, “TRIO helps build relationships and
student trust.” As participants shared, the TRIO program’s targeted services, including academic
support, mentoring, and financial aid guidance were particularly valued by students who met the
eligibility criteria.

Academic advising also emerged as a critical component of student support, with five
participants emphasizing its role in guiding student-athletes through course selection and degree

planning. According to Participant 8ad, “Our students have to know when they go to advisors

70



that they can entrust those advisors.” Participant 1ss commented, “We do regular check-ins at the
end of each month just to see how students are doing, and we try to meet them where they are.”
Participants regarded advising widely as essential for ensuring student-athletes remain on track
academically and make informed decisions regarding their educational pathways.

Similarly, Participant 5ad recognized counseling services as a key resource, and five
other participants highlighted the importance of counseling services in supporting mental health,
stress management, and personal development. Participant 2ss voiced, “A concern with
counseling is that the college only has one counselor and thousands of students who have needs.”
This sentiment was echoed by Participant 9ad, who shared, “Counseling provides an abundance
of support both personally and academically in the form of test taking strategies, coping skills
and other forms of mental health aid.” Participant 3a noted, “Many of our students take
advantage of tutoring, counseling, and student activities, and they are successful as a result.”
These services were perceived as instrumental in promoting the overall well-being of student-
athletes and helping them navigate the challenges associated with balancing academics and
athletics.

Four participants identified tutoring as an effective academic support strategy; access to
tutoring services not only enhanced student-athletes’ academic performance but also provided
additional support to help maintain eligibility. Participant 2a shared, “Collaboration between
tutors and coaches further reinforces academic accountability, ensuring that student-athletes
remain engaged in their coursework and meet institutional academic standards.” Participant 3a
further described the importance of new student orientations and mentoring to “help bridge the

gap between graduating from high school to their first year in junior college.”
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Participant 1a highlighted, “We have over 50 student organizations on campus that foster
student engagement and connection to campus life.” Four participants also cited student
organizations that promote involvement as beneficial in enhancing the overall student
experience. Participant 2a specifically noted, “These organizations provide student-athletes with
valuable networking opportunities, leadership development, and a sense of belonging in the
college community.”

Two participants identified new student orientation as a crucial strategy for integrating
first-year student-athletes into the college environment. Participants saw orientation programs as
instrumental in familiarizing students with campus resources, establishing academic and personal
expectations, and fostering a smooth transition into college life.

Two participants cited faith-based organizations as an important source of support for
student-athletes. These organizations provided a sense of community, encouragement, and
spiritual guidance, and helped students manage personal and academic stressors while fostering
personal growth and well-being. Participant 1ss commented:

I maintain connections with a wide range of resources, both on and off campus, including

food banks and various support services, to ensure that I remain informed about available

resources for students. Additionally, I collaborate with other departments to stay updated
on these offerings. However, the exchange of information is often limited due to
confidentiality constraints.

Lastly, two participants acknowledged the contributions of community and civic
organizations in supporting student-athletes. According to these participants, the organizations

offered leadership development opportunities, service-learning experiences, and access to local
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resources, further enriching the student-athletes’ experiences and fostering a sense of civic
responsibility.

Multiple participants emphasized the need for enhanced institutional support by
allocating additional athletic-specific resources to better serve first-year FGCSAs. Participant 2f
emphasized, “Persistent challenges student-athletes face in time management and prioritization,
underscoring the necessity of targeted support.” Participant 2f recommended the implementation
of a specialized advisor or success coach as a valuable resource for addressing these challenges
and providing tailored guidance to FGCSAs. Participant 7ad also explained:

There is a need for an academic advisor for just athletics. You really must take an active
role in guiding them to the right places, or they won’t come back and see someone if
they feel the information wasn’t accurate. The criteria for student-athletes transferring
could be slightly different than those for non-student-athletes. In some cases, a coach
may have to go back and double-check the information given to the student-athlete.

Theme: Success Coaches

The final findings revealed that six participants identified the presence of an academic or
success coach dedicated to athletics as a critical component in supporting both the athletic
program and student populations requiring additional assistance. Table 7 in Appendix G
categorizes each participant’s response.

Participant 1f further highlighted, “There is a need for increased funding to enhance the
athletic program’s ability to serve students effectively.” Participant 1a also shared, “The
distribution of athletic dorms is problematic, as it fails to ensure consistent student

communication.”
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Participant 1a went on to say, “Expanding and centralizing dormitories would help
reduce silos and foster greater inclusivity.” Given the significant number of students for whom
English was not their primary language, Participants 5ad and 3a acknowledged the need for
English as a second language (ESL) support. Participant S5ad went on to say, “Language barriers
may pose challenges for these students, particularly those who are also FGCSAs. Implementing
ESL resources would help address these barriers and enhance academic success for many of our
students that English is not there first language.”

Participants 8ad and 9ad both recognized the need for character development courses and
adult seminars to support time management skills. Participant 9ad emphasized, “Such programs
would be beneficial in fostering personal growth and enhancing student-athletes’ abilities to
balance academic, personal, and athletic responsibilities effectively.”

Participant 2ad noted, “There is a need for athletic-based tutors who are familiar with the
demands of student-athletes’ schedules. Such tutors would provide targeted academic support,
accommodating the unique time constraints and commitments of student-athletes.”

Participant 2ss also emphasized, “With the institution’s large enrollment, there is a
critical need for additional counselors and mental health support services, as the college currently
employs only one counselor.”

Participant 6ad highlighted “the need to implement a learning-style modality evaluation
to accommodate diverse student needs better.”

Participant 2a emphasized data tracking for FGCSAs as a key theme in identifying
necessary resources to support this marginalized population effectively. Participant 2a noted:

We track grades, transfer rates, and graduation rates of all our athletes, but we don’t track

FGCSAs. It would be very interesting to get those data points of what our grade point
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average [is] amongst FGSCAs. It would be very interesting to dive into the numbers and

say, okay, who’s getting the lower scores on entrance exams? What’s bringing the

average down is it FGCSAs, and it is a direct result of no college background, and no
family college experience.
Summary of Themes for All Groups

Support Practices: Mentorship was a key pillar of support for FGCSAs, with coaches
and staff emphasizing emotional guidance and life skills along with athletic development. A
“Caring Campus” culture, counseling access, and open-door policies reinforced wraparound
services as vital tools for engagement and success.

Pre-College Characteristics: Participants highlighted lack of family support,
unfamiliarity with higher education systems, and poor time management as leading challenges.
FGCSAs often entered college underprepared, struggling with motivation, goal-setting, and
stigma, all compounded by limited college literacy and expectations.

Collaboration: Strong interdepartmental cooperation emerged as essential, particularly
among counseling, advising, and athletics. TRIO and Student Support Services were widely
valued for their ability to meet FGCSAs’ academic, emotional, and logistical needs through
integrated, responsive collaboration.

Measurements of Success: Evaluating the impact of support services proved difficult
due to limited disaggregated data. While grades were frequently used as a metric, most
participants advocated for more targeted tracking systems to assess FGCSAs’ outcomes with
greater precision and insight.

Effective Strategies: TRIO programs, counseling, academic advising, and tutoring were

viewed as top-tier strategies for student success. Other effective supports included student
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organizations, orientation programs, mentoring relationships, and faith-based or community
organizations, which helped FGCSAs build resilience and belonging.

Success Coaches: A dedicated success coach for athletics was frequently recommended
to address time constraints, mental health needs, and academic guidance. Suggestions included
expanding dorms, enhancing ESL support, developing character education, and tailoring tutoring
to fit student-athletes’ unique demands. Data tracking for FGCSAs was cited as a necessary step
toward equitable support planning.

Section B-1. Findings from Administrators

These findings explore college administrators’ perspectives on the support practices in
place for first-year, first-generation community college student-athletes (FGCSAs). The
responses provide insight into institutional leadership roles, practices, and resources aimed at
fostering student success.

Theme: Supportive Environment

Interview participants in administrative roles were asked to reflect on the role of
institutional leadership. Table 8 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response. The
administrators consistently emphasized that effective leadership is characterized by the
cultivation of a supportive and student-centered environment. Participant 2a noted:

I do not care what level it is, if it is the coach, if it is the athletic director, myself, or the

president. If the student-athletes feel we have their best interest at heart, then that is

automatically an environment set to succeed. I have been very blessed. That’s why I’ve

stayed that long. It is not a win at all costs. It is truly about character, academics, and a

positive environment for them to succeed.
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The participants emphasized that this objective was reinforced by the adoption of the
Caring Campus initiative at the institution. Participant 1a discussed, “We encourage to further
promote engagement our faculty, staff, and administrators to adopt a sport.” This initiative
fostered a sense of community and enhanced interaction among faculty, staff, students, and the
broader campus community.

When prompted about the specific policies, procedures, or practices the institution had in
place to support first-year FGCSAs, Participant 3a stated, “To my knowledge, we have no
programs targeted for FGCSAs.” Participant 2a also noted, “The institution’s existing practices
were designed to support all student-athletes.” However, before this interview, no distinction had
been made between the resources or practices available for FGCSAs and those for non-first-
generation student-athletes (see Table 8). Participant 2a underscored:

I would hope that our college would be targeting FGCS athletes and sending them to

programs such as TRIO and student support services. | mean, have an open house, tour

programs, and show what is available, but I do not know if that is happening because it is
not under my umbrella.

Participant 1a noted although periodic surveys were conducted to assess student-athletes’
needs, “these surveys had not been designed specifically to address the needs of FGCS athletes.”

Theme: Commitment to Support

The interviewees were asked about the college’s commitment to academic and personal
support. Table 9 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response. Participant 1a
emphasized, “The college must uphold three key commitments: providing students with a quality

education, fostering a vibrant student life, and encouraging community engagement.” Participant
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2a discussed, “The coaches have a responsibility to be aware of what services are available to
help provide academic support for student-athletes.”

Despite the existing support systems and practices available for student-athletes,
Participant 2a highlighted the need for an improved early alert system to enhance academic
intervention efforts. Additionally, to better support non-English-speaking students and student-
athletes, Participant 3a underscored the importance of implementing an ESL program; they
shared, “We are in need of courses to better support our ESL students, many of which are in
athletics.”

Theme: Resource Allocation

The allocation of institutional resources to support the retention needs of first-year
FGCSAs also seemed to be important to the interviewees. Table 10 in Appendix G categorizes
each participant’s response. Participant 2a reflected, “Due to the absence of disaggregated data
on first-generation student-athletes, institutional resources for retention initiatives have been
allocated to all students, rather than specifically targeting FGCS athletes,” as noted by Table 10.
Participant 1a further highlighted that alumni-based funds, philanthropic organizations, and civic
groups (e.g., the Rotary Club) contributed resources to support the retention of students with
specialized needs. Participant 1a also indicated:

The President’s Circle is made up of members from the community who all pay $1,000 to

create opportunities for those who need help. Students write to the Presidents Circle

Scholarship fund for what it would mean to receive a Presidential Circle Scholarship for

emergency funding.

78



Participant 3a also stated, “We partner with other organizations within the town for
students who need a place to sleep need a place to live and other things. That’s not really just for
FGCSAs. We take care of all our athletes.”

In an effort to retain students who need medical attention and keep students healthy, both
physically and mentally, Participant 2a eluded:

For mental health issues we have one licensed counselor. We got telehealth on campus,

and we’ve done a great job. We’ve even got a full daggum doctor’s office on our campus

that their fees pay for, so students can get seen.

Theme: Retention Initiatives

To examine institutional efforts to improve the retention and success rates of first-year
FGCSAs, participants described various initiatives implemented in the institution. These
initiatives focused on providing targeted support, fostering academic and social integration, and
enhancing overall student engagement. Table 11 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s
response.

Participants 1a and 3a emphasized the importance of student and social activity
engagement as key strategies for improving retention and academic success among student-
athletes. Participant 3a also explained the following:

We have opportunities for engagement on campus. I think social activities are just as

important as getting them involved when their sport is not in season. Just getting them

involved, giving them things to do on campus, so they don’t get in trouble if they’re
going off campus. We have 12,000 students, and we have a really good student life.

There’s a lot of things to do.
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Participant 1a further explained, “There are 50 student organizations through student life
that we want students to get connected to.” Still, Participant 2a specifically highlighted the need
for an enhanced early tracking system to better monitor and support student-athlete progress,
noting, “We could use a better alert system to help track the progress of student-athletes.”

Theme: Data Collection

Participants shared that the institution primarily used three metrics to track and evaluate
the progress and outcomes of student-athletes: Pathways (Texas Success Center), the NCAA
Clearinghouse, and academic performance measured by grades. Table 12 in Appendix G
categorizes each participant’s response.

To avoid misrepresentation, Participant 1a remarked, “The process of data collection is
managed by the department responsible for data collection, and specific data, such as that related
to first-generation community college student-athletes, is requested.” Participant 3a indicated,
“Grades would be the metric to track student-athlete progress. If additional data was needed, the
department would have to ask for this data specifically.” Participant 3a noted, “Most of that data
would come from the student life side of the house,” whereas Participant 2a clarified, “We track
grades, and transfer and graduation rates are tracked through the NCAA Clearinghouse and with
the help of Pathways.”

Theme: Collaborations

The institution actively engages in partnerships and collaborations with external
organizations to enhance student-athlete support. Table 13 in Appendix G categorizes each
participant’s response. These partnerships contribute to the holistic development of student-

athletes by providing resources, networking opportunities, and community involvement.
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Participants 1a and 2a highlighted the contributions of faith-based organizations and alumni in
providing engagement opportunities for student-athletes.

According to Participant 2a, “Faith-based organizations are integral stakeholders within
the culture of our college.” Participant 1a remarked, “Local organizations, including faith-based
and philanthropic groups, as well as the Rotary Club, provide significant support to our students.
They create opportunities for student-athletes and serve as valuable connection points.” While
discussing the importance of alumni, Participant 1a indicated that “a lot of [the institution’s]
alumni base are in this area, and they stay connected to the sports.” As stated earlier, the
College’s President’s Circle significantly addressed students’ special and emergency needs.
Participant 1a stated:

The students represent the college well, and they’re good ambassadors for what we do. It

is very important that they do community service. The athletes are involved with cleaning

up the highways, going to read at elementary schools, and going to visit nursing homes
with carols. It allows for connection with community-based partners and allows students
to pay forward and develops a culture of looking out for each other.

Participant 3a emphasized, "Community service programs, such as Habitat for Humanity,
play a vital role in fostering student-athlete engagement with the local community while
promoting the principles of servant leadership." Furthermore, according to Participant 2a:

Local health entities have been instrumental in assisting with student-athletes’ medical

rehabilitation, injury care and prevention, and mental health and wellness needs. These

organizations not only offer mentorship opportunities but also provided essential

resources to the college at no cost to the institution.
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Summary of Themes from the Administrator Findings

The interviews with the administrators produced several common themes:

Supportive Environment: Administrators emphasized the importance of cultivating a
caring, student-centered campus culture that supports FGCSAs through mentorship, engagement
initiatives, and inclusive leadership. While institutional efforts like Caring Campus and faculty
involvement in athletics were praised, there was no clear distinction between support services for
FGCSAs and other student-athletes, suggesting a need for more tailored resources.

Commitment to Support: Interviewees described a multi-layered commitment to
academic quality, student life, and community engagement. Coaches were seen as front-line
advocates for academic support, but concerns were raised about the need for enhanced early alert
systems and targeted ESL programs, especially for non-native English speakers within athletics.

Resource Allocation: Due to a lack of specific data on FGCSAs, resources were
generally distributed across the broader student population. Support came from institutional and
community sources, including scholarships from the President’s Circle and partnerships with
local groups. Mental and physical health services were highlighted, but efforts were not FGCSA-
specific.

Retention Initiatives: Administrators prioritized engagement through campus activities,
student life organizations, and sports-related social programming as strategies for retention.
While these initiatives were broadly inclusive, the need for a more robust tracking system for
student-athlete progress was noted as a gap in strategic support.

Data Collection: The institution relied on platforms like Pathways and the NCAA

Clearinghouse, alongside grades and graduation rates, to assess outcomes. However,
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disaggregated data on FGCSAs were either unavailable or only gathered upon request, limiting
targeted analysis and strategic planning.

Collaborations: Community partnerships, including faith-based groups, local nonprofits,
and alumni, played a key role in supporting student-athletes through service opportunities,
mentorship, and resource donations. These efforts fostered a culture of servant leadership,
engagement, and emotional support, yet remained generalized across the student-athlete
population.

Section B-2. Findings from Academic Support Staff

These findings are based on the responses from faculty members and student support
services regarding the academic support structures and practices available to first-year, first-
generation community college student-athletes (FGCSAs). The questions in this section were
specifically designed to elicit insights from these two participant groups, given their direct
involvement in academic advising, program development, classroom instruction, and holistic
student support. The data presented in this section explores multiple topics, including the
availability and effectiveness of academic support programs, encouragement to utilize support
services, the role of advising, special workshops and seminars, faculty engagement,
communication strategies, and the balance between athletic commitments and academic
responsibilities.

Theme: Academic Support Systems

According to the participants in this third series of questions, the availability of academic
support programs specifically designed for FGCSAs was a critical component of their academic
success. All four participants in this category identified various support initiatives, including

tutoring, mentoring, and study groups, that contribute to the academic development and
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persistence of this student population. Table 14 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s
response. All four participants emphasized the significance of the TRIO program and its
accessibility to all FGCSAs. Participant 1f emphasized, “We have collaborated for a long time
with TRIO programs, and TRIO is nationwide.”

Participant 2ss discussed finding TRIO to be helpful for FGCSAs and was able to explain
its impact, noting:

Workshops are available for all students who meet the criteria through TRIO, but it’s not

just for athletes. So, they do workshops on time management, financial and money

management, student loans, and FASFA. TRIO is very helpful for first-generation

students.
Three participants highlighted the positive impact of assigned academic advisors in supporting
student success. Participant 1ss emphasized, “Intrusive advising, such as utilizing text messages
to follow up with students as a wellness check at various points throughout the semester, is
essential in supporting student success.”

The layout of academic advising for new student-athletes regarding student support was
reported by Participant 1ss, who noted:

Every student athlete is given an academic advisor. This person’s going to check in with

them. Make sure they are registered and do regular check-ins at least once a month. Once

the student-athlete feels that connection with someone. We can get them into the support

services and early intervention instead of them waiting until the drop deadline.

Participant 2ss noted, “Advisors are assigned specifically to work with our student-
athletes, and to help them with registration, and work around their schedule demands.” Similarly,

Participant 2ss underscored the availability of techniques designed to promote relaxation and
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help student-athletes cope with the stressors of being away from home; they shared, “Who’s
talking to the student in the arena of calm down. Sometimes it’s not the talent that needs
coaching. It’s the mental preparation that needs help.”

Theme: Building Rapport

To encourage student-athletes to use academic support services, all four participants
emphasized the importance of building a strong rapport with students. Table 15 in Appendix G
categorizes each participant’s response.

Participant 1ss explained the advantages of early advising as a tool of support for FGCS
athletes by noting:

When they start, they are timid and don’t know what to do or say. And you’re kind of,

like, trying to pull it out of them by asking open-ended questions and building some

rapport with them. Eventually, you end up comparing them from where they started to

where they ended. And they come back and say, “I couldn’t have done this without you,

and you’re like, you did it without me.” I was cheering from the sidelines.

Participant 1f further emphasized:

It is important to let student-athletes know they are not on an island. We just try to

connect the dots, and every year, I’'m sure, and I know we have some first-year student-

athletes in orientation sessions. When you talk to about 250-plus athletes in 12 different

sports, there’s going to be some of them that Mom and Dad didn’t go to college.

Participant Iss noted, “Establishing trust and meaningful connections helps student-
athletes feel comfortable seeking assistance and engaging with available resources.” Similarly,
Participant 2ss emphasized, “If students are struggling or need someone to talk to, we have a

counselor you can confide in.” Participant Iss also highlighted:
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The significance of intrusive advising, specifically through direct text messaging, is a
proactive approach to keeping students engaged. By regularly reaching out with
reminders, wellness checks, and personalized support, advisors can reinforce the value of
academic services and encourage student-athletes to take full advantage of the resources
designed to support their success.

Participant 1ss further stated, “We’re trying to just kind of meet them where they are,
instead of having the expectation of them coming to us.”

Faculty and staff play a critical role in supporting the academic success of student-
athletes by providing structured guidance, proactive engagement, and accessible resources.
Participants 1ss discussed:

Sometimes, we have to be a little intrusive in our advising. When you see them on

campus and I say, “I have been trying to get hold of you,” or you see them in the

cafeteria, you are like, “I have been trying to get a hold of you for 2 weeks.” The
importance of intrusive advising involves intentional and consistent outreach to ensure
student-athletes remain on track academically.

Degree and life planning were also highlighted as essential; degree planning included
helping students navigate their academic requirements while balancing athletic commitments.
Participant 1f highlighted, “You got to have a plan, a Plan B, which is whatever happens when
you get hurt or cut. So, we spend time highlighting the academic resources on campus.”
Participant 1ss commented, “We look at all their transfer work. We look at what their graduation
timelines are. We know what they need to graduate to go to the NCAA or back to the NCAA.”

Participants noted that monthly check-ins and faculty meetings further reinforced academic
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support by fostering communication and accountability. Participant 1ss clarified, “We do check-
ins once a month.” Additionally, Participant 2f remarked:

I would like to get an email from somebody in athletics, saying here is a list of student-

athletes, their name, what sport, and contact information. So that I can message them and

say hey, I got a message from athletics that you’re a freshman or sophomore on the
football program, and I just want to reach out to you and let you know that I’'m here to
support you. But a lot of times, I have to ask in class if anybody is in athletics.

Theme: Counseling and Specialized Services

Participant 2ss underscored the value of incorporating counseling services into course
syllabi to ensure student-athletes are aware of available mental health resources. Table 16 in
Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response.

Participant 2ss stated, “We’re encouraged to have flexibility with athletes, and
encouraged to put information in our syllabi that explain what students should do if they plan to
miss a class. A sponsored activity or practice.” Collectively, these strategies can create a
supportive academic environment that promotes student-athlete success. Faculty and staff were
asked to describe any specialized workshops or seminars tailored for first-year FGCSAs. Table
17 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response.

Participant 2ss highlighted the availability of both in-person and online tutoring services,
which are offered to students at no cost. These resources are designed to support the academic
success and retention of first-year FGCSAs. Participant 2f reported, “We have online and face-
to-face tutoring.” Participant 2f further stated that “the college has free counseling services. You
can make an appointment for counseling, but online counseling is also available.” Similarly,

Participant 2ss explained, “Due to the institution having only one counselor, students must
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schedule appointments in advance,” later adding, “We do have a behavioral intervention team to
compliment counseling of which I assist that resides on campus.” Participant 1ss highlighted the
effectiveness of auto-assigned advisors and specialized portals designed to support student
success.

Theme: Academic and Athletic Balance

In addressing the balance between academic responsibilities and athletic commitments
for first-year FGSAs, participants emphasized the importance of building rapport. Table 18 in
Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response. Both Participant 1ss and Participant 2f
highlighted this theme as a key practice in supporting student-athletes. Participant 2f remarked:

It is important to understand that in order to effectively communicate with student-

athletes, I understand that athletics is their driving force. It is what, in many cases, got

them to this point. But inevitably, the student-athlete has to come to the realization that if
they are going to succeed at this level, their academics is going to require the same
amount if not more dedication as their athletic pursuits.

Participant 2ss reported, “I was over tutoring, counseling and deaf student services, and
our interpreters. So, I know tutoring is still done. What was done for athletes in particular was
study schedules and study hall times in the library.” Participant Sad added, “We check grades
four times a semester ourselves.”

Participants 1ss and 2ss emphasized the importance of grade checks in helping student-
athletes maintain balance between their academic and athletic commitments. Participant 1ss
highlighted, “Regular grade checks are essential for keeping student-athletes on track and
preventing them from falling behind.” Similarly, Participant 1f noted, “Study halls are important

in supporting academic and athletic balance.” Additionally, Participant 1s underscored the
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importance of advisors taking a proactive approach (e.g., intrusive advising) and engaging with
students beyond a superficial level to ensure their success. Participant 2ss emphasized the
success for FGCSAs starts with the student-athlete being adequately oriented; they noted, “I like
to keep my finger on the pulse with students who are, you know, just attending class, and it starts
with orientation.”

Theme: Communication

Effective communication mechanisms are essential for understanding the academic
support needs and experiences of student-athletes. Table 19 in Appendix G categorizes each
participant’s response. As indicated by Participants 1f, 2ss, and 2f, engaging with student-
athletes directly through targeted questions is crucial in identifying their specific challenges and
ensuring they receive appropriate support. Participant 2ss explained, “Our advisors have to
communicate and know what is going on academically and athletically with our student-athletes,
so I think our advisors kind of have a holistic approach.” Participant 2f explained, “I want to
know who the athletes are so I can send them a message and say, ‘If you need help, please let me
know.”* Additionally, Participant 1ss emphasized:

There is a need for an athletic-specific success coach who could provide tailored

guidance and serve as a dedicated point of contact for student-athletes. Implementing

structured communication channels would further enhance the institution’s ability to

address the academic needs of first-year, first-generation student-athletes and foster their

overall success.
Summary of Themes from the Faculty and Student Support Services Group

Academic Support Systems: Faculty and staff consistently highlighted the importance

of targeted academic support programs for FGCSAs, with special emphasis on TRIO initiatives
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such as tutoring, mentoring, and workshops. All participants agreed that intrusive advising was
key to preventing academic setbacks and building early interventions. Assigned academic
advisors who monitor progress and registration help foster strong initial connections that lead to
higher engagement and persistence.

Building Rapport: Participants stressed that building trust and familiarity is essential for
getting FGCSAs to use academic resources. Early advising, open-ended conversations, and
consistent outreach formed the backbone of rapport-building strategies. Intrusive advising in
informal campus settings was framed as essential for maintaining communication,
accountability, and holistic support. Faculty expressed a desire for clearer communication from
athletics to better identify and proactively engage with first-year student-athletes.

Counseling and Specialized Services: Support staff underscored the importance of
integrating counseling services into syllabi and academic plans, ensuring student-athletes know
where to seek help. Free access to both online and in-person tutoring and counseling was praised,
though resource limitations were noted. Participants also highlighted the presence of behavioral
intervention teams and specialized portals as structural support mechanisms for FGCSAs.

Academic and Athletic Balance: Managing the dual roles of student and athlete was a
recurring concern. Participants affirmed the importance of study halls, tutoring schedules, and
regular grade checks. Rapport-building again surfaced as a tool for helping FGCSAs reconcile
their athletic identity with academic responsibility, with proactive advising serving as a guide.

Communication: Effective, individualized communication was cited as essential.
Advisors who understand both the athletic and academic sides of a student’s experience were
seen as more capable of offering meaningful support. Participants advocated for an athletics-

specific success coach to streamline communication and provide a dedicated point of contact.
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Faculty also desired clearer lists of athlete identities and contact information to initiate support
and outreach.
Section B-3. Findings from Athletic Department Staff

The responses of coaches offer valuable insights into how the athletic department
addresses both academic and personal development needs through various formal and informal
support practices.

Theme: Advising and Counseling

Topics explored include athletic-specific academic advising, mentoring, eligibility
monitoring, balancing athletic and academic commitments, mental health support, and career
planning. Table 20 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response.

Three participants indicated that academic advising was available to support FGCSAs.
Participant 1ad highlighted, “We’ve got academic advisors specific to working with athletes. We
are able to get these first-year, first-generation students off to a great start.” Participant 4ad also
highlighted the job that the academic advisors do, sharing, “Advising does a great job of getting
our first-year student-athletes started on the right foot. I do not believe we have anything specific
for FGCSAs.” Three other participants, including Participant 4ad, were unsure if any specific
resources were designated exclusively for FGCSAs. As stated by Participant 6ad, “The existing
support services are accessible to all students rather than being tailored specifically for
FGCSAs.” Participant 3ad observed:

I do not think there is enough information on first-generation community college student-

athletes because, up until now, I had to poll student-athletes to find out who was first-

generation. If communicated effectively, I can see it as an empowerment tool because

many of these kids think their parents’ story is their story.
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Participants 4ad and 9ad highlighted the availability of counseling services as an
additional support resource for FGCSAs. Participant 4ad further emphasized, “The staff is
always willing to help our athletes; in particular, the college counselor is always willing to help
students with various problems academically, athletically, and socially.” Additionally,
Participants 5ad and 1ad emphasized the roles of staff support through the Caring Campus
initiative in fostering a supportive environment for FGCS athletes. Participant 1ad went on to
say:

We are very fortunate at the college to have a Caring Campus. We have athletic trainers

and a strength and conditioning coach. We have got academic advisors and a counselor

that are specific to working with some athletes. We can provide people and resources to
help first-year students.
Furthermore, Participant 5ad underscored the importance of tutoring in addressing the academic
needs of FGCS athletes, noting, “There is plenty of academic support; however, but it’s not
geared towards FGCS athletes.”

Theme: Mentorship and Development

Participants identified several keyways in which athletic coaches and staff supported the
academic and personal development of student-athletes. Table 21 in Appendix G categorizes
each participant’s response.

As indicated by six participants, mentorship and motivation play a critical role in guiding
student-athletes toward academic and personal success. Participant Sad expressed, “We’ve got to
do a better job as a society in mentoring our players and young coaches. Honestly, the best

services we have on our campus are our sophomores.” Participant 1ad further stated:
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As a former coach, I always brought back alumni to speak and mentor. I thought that the

best way to encourage and motivate our players was to show them someone who was 5

years ahead of them and where they want to be. We were fortunate to have some draft

picks and guys that are playing professionally come back and speak to our players.

Additionally, five participants emphasized the importance of personal development
initiatives, which help student-athletes build essential life skills beyond their athletic
commitments. Participant 3ad believed “when they [the student-athlete] start planning, they start
planning for when they are taking that next huge change into the world.” Participant 2ad
mentioned, “I feel like it is our responsibility to help develop these students and point them in the
direction they need to go.”

Participant 8ad also explained:

I want all my players to understand that we as coaches care about them. How do we

create that with the big picture? Well, we have got to be able to talk with our players in a

way that they can talk to us about anything in terms of personal development. So, we

organize things in a way where those touch points can become organic.

Furthermore, three participants highlighted using grade checks as a structured approach
to monitoring academic progress and ensuring student-athletes remain on track academically.
Participant 5ad conveyed with regard to checking grades, “I wish it were easier. It’s not as
accessible as it used to be to access grades with FERPA regulations, we have to get the student to
pull up his or her grades.” Participant 2ad highlighted, “We get a lot of online classes, and it
helps monitor attendance. We’ve noticed that when kids do it on their own time, the grades are

great.” Participant 9ad asserted, “Our tutors and academic advising are essential in providing
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targeted academic support for the student-athletes,” and Participant 2ad expressed further, “We
have a beautiful tutoring center. The people are top-notch. But the kids have to go to the center.”

According to Participant 3ad, “It is important that first-year, first-generation student-
athletes know of the success center and tutoring opportunities.” These findings suggested that a
combination of mentorship, personal development, academic monitoring, and dedicated support
services contributes to the holistic development of student-athletes.

Theme: Student Ambassadors

When exploring the roles peer mentors or older student-athletes play in supporting first-
year FGCSAs, five participants indicated the use of student ambassadors in leadership roles was
a crucial practice in supporting the success of FGCSAs. Table 22 in Appendix G categorizes
each participant’s response.

Participant 7ad remarked, “Sophomores are paired with freshmen as roommates to
facilitate their assimilation into the institution’s culture and to help them understand team and
athletic expectations.” Participant 5ad expressed:

Our most dedicated student leaders on campus are often our sophomore student-athletes.

They play a crucial role in supporting their peers by assisting in study hall sessions,

tutoring subjects such as math and history, and helping first-generation community

college student-athletes navigate social and academic challenges. This culture of
sophomores serving as ambassadors is one of the most significant contributors to our
team’s success.

Participant 4ad reported, “Sophomores are utilized as mentors and ambassadors for first-
year student athletes, because they have been through a year in most cases of the program and

know the expectations.” Coach 6ad reported:
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We do use our older students as ambassadors to help mentor and support the development
of our first-year student-athletes. We use them when we have them; sometimes our
recruiting gets turned around, and we’re heavily freshmen. You know, we’ve already set
the standard and the discipline with them. So, they know what the culture is and what the
expectations are. Usually over the summer we pick out leaders from the previous year,
and then each of those leaders takes depending on our numbers. They get 5—6 freshmen,
and throughout the summer they’re responsible for holding them accountable to
workouts, helping with paperwork and assisting with registration. Going through our
culture we’ve set, you know the words of commitment, hard work, integrity, respect and
what each of those things mean to our program and the college.

Additionally, four participants highlighted the significance of alumni engagement in
assisting and encouraging first-year FGCSAs as they navigate their academic and athletic
pursuits. Participant 3ad commented that “alumni engagement is utilized and preferred to give
student-athletes a valued perspective.” Participant 8ad also reiterated similar sentiments, sharing,
“Former student-athletes give valuable insight to our students on life as a student-athlete, and
what to expect once you’re done.” Participant 1ad commented:

The institution and athletic department are fortunate to have distinguished alumni from

previous years who return to provide leadership and guidance to current student-athletes.

Their continued engagement serves as a valuable resource in fostering the development

and success of student-athletes in the athletic department.

Participant 6ad emphasized, “Leadership from upperclassmen and alumni plays a crucial

role in equipping our first-year student-athletes with essential life skills and strategic planning for

long-term success.” Participant 5ad highlighted the practice of tutoring support provided by
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alumni and fellow students as a crucial resource for academic development. Participant Sad
asserted, “We utilize our sophomore student-athletes, who have a clear understanding of the
program’s expectations, to support initiatives such as tutoring for first-year student-athletes. This
approach helps reduce intimidation and fosters a more supportive learning environment.”

Theme: Academic and Athletic Balance

Participants identified several key practices to help student-athletes maintain a healthy
balance between their athletic commitments and academic responsibilities. Table 23 in Appendix
G categorizes each participant’s response. Three participants emphasized the role of community
service in fostering personal growth and time management skills, allowing student-athletes to
engage with their communities while developing a well-rounded collegiate experience.
Participant 6ad explained, “We set their schedules to maximize their opportunities to complete
athletics, recover, do homework, and spend much-needed time in the community. Some students
may require more time than others and need extra study hall and tutoring time.” Participant lad
discussed this theme by stating, “The semester, from an administrative standpoint, is creating
events and opportunities outside of their sport to support athletes and get first-year student
athletes out of their tunnel vision.” Participant 9ad mentioned, “We have various outside
partnerships with sports training entities that allow our students to get both the academic and
community component within our program.”

Additionally, three participants highlighted the importance of planning as a critical
strategy for balancing academic and athletic responsibilities, ensuring student-athletes manage
their time and workload effectively. Participant Sad emphasized the importance of planning and
stated, “After doing this for 33 years, I find so many first-year student athletes who say, ‘No one

has ever sat me down and taught me any of this.”* Participant 3ad stated:
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I think everything they do in sports is a dress rehearsal for life. How to be a good
teammate. How to be a good husband, wife, mother, brother, or sister. So, we should
utilize sports towards life because sports is short term, but life hopefully is long term, and
we have to help them develop a plan for long term success.

Participant 8ad explained, “First-year, first-generation students do not know what they do
not know, so we have to help them plan and navigate for something they have no road map on
where they are going and how to get there.”

Furthermore, two participants underscored the significance of communication and setting
clear expectations, which helps student-athletes navigate their dual responsibilities and maintain
accountability. Participant 6ad explained, “We utilize our sophomores to communicate to our
freshmen what is expected academically, athletically, and in the community to create balance.”
The final two participants emphasized mentoring as an essential initiative, providing student-
athletes with guidance and support from coaches, faculty, and peers to promote both academic
and athletic success. According to Participant 4ad, “Structured planning, mentorship, clear
communication, and community engagement contribute to a well-balanced student-athlete
experience.” Participant 7ad noted, “We invite former student-athletes to mentor our first-year
student-athletes, as they are often more effective in conveying real-world experiences beyond the
athletic arena than coaches.”

Theme: Academic Eligibility Support

Several key practices were identified by participants to ensure student-athletes maintain
academic eligibility while participating actively in their sport. Table 24 in Appendix G
categorizes each participant’s response. Most participants emphasized grade checks and study

halls as the most effective strategies for monitoring academic progress and providing structured
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support. Participant 1ad stated, “Regular grade checks enable coaches and academic staft to
monitor student-athletes’ performance and intervene when necessary, while study halls provide a
structured environment for focused academic work.” Participant 5ad highlighted, “We do grade
checks once a month during the semester.”

Additionally, two participants highlighted success seminars as valuable practice,
particularly for FGCSAs. Participant 3ad explained, “We do study hall, grade checks, and
seminars. These seminars provide essential academic resources, time management strategies, and
personal development tools to help first-year student-athletes navigate the demands of both
academics and athletics.” Participant 8ad emphasized, “Grade reports and study halls collectively
contribute to a comprehensive support system that fosters academic success and ensures student-
athletes maintain their eligibility.” Participant 9ad noted, “Local community partners provide
seminars that are great educational tools for our students to utilize.”

Participants identified several key strategies for addressing the mental health and well-
being of student-athletes. One of the primary resources they mentioned was the support provided
by the college counselor, who offered professional guidance and mental health services to assist
student-athletes in managing stress and personal challenges. Participant 3ad noted, “We only
have one counselor, and she can’t see everyone.” Participant Sad explained:

At times, [ have felt like I’'m the counselor, psychologist, and all that stuff myself. We

have a great counselor here; I can pick up the phone, give the background information,

and she can take that student and get to the next steps. In 25 years, I’ve only had to refer
three students, but they are three success stories.

Participant 1ad discussed this theme by saying, “We have counseling on our campus

available to our students and student-athletes. Whenever they ever feel like that’s something they
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need, that resource is available.” Participant 2ad elaborated, “We have an excellent counselor if
our first-year student-athletes are in need.” Participant 9ad commented:

Our counselor is a valuable asset to the college, and our training facility addresses most

physical health concerns on campus. At times, simply listening to students during

physical therapy sessions reveals underlying mental health needs. In such instances, we
engage in conversation, ask pertinent questions, and, when necessary, provide referrals
for additional support.

Additionally, participants highlighted coach intervention as a crucial factor, with coaches
playing a significant role in recognizing signs of mental distress, offering support, and directing
student-athletes to appropriate resources. Participant 6ad explained:

Well, it’s the one thing I think we all do. It’s not written down or instructed. But it’s

reading body language. One thing we do is have our student athletes stop by our office

when they come to practice, give us a fist bump, and let us know that they are there. At

that point, we can read body language and facial expressions and see if they are having a

good or bad day, and after practice, they must do the same thing.

Participant 7ad went on to further state, “I think it falls into being approachable as
coaches. I don’t know if there’s necessarily a written program in place. There isn’t a quarterly
checkup or one by semester. Much of that falls on the coach’s relationship.” Participant 3ad
highlighted, “I have a degree in counseling and realize our one counselor on campus can’t meet
the needs for over 10,000 students.” Participant 8ad expressed, “There is an opportunity to build
a bond that will never be broken. You must inspire kids by communicating with them to

understand their needs better.”
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Theme: Time Management

Participants stressed planning and time management as essential practices in promoting
student-athlete well-being, helping them balance academic, athletic, and personal responsibilities
effectively. Table 25 in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response.

Participant 3ad expressed further:

Utilizing planners has been one of the strategies we have implemented in everything

we’ve done. Sometimes, it’s a cheap planner, but that planner keeps you on task.

Teaching kids how to plan and start planning their work and their day helps reduce their

mental stress. You can master a lot in your life if you can master time management.

Participant 4ad commented on the importance of this theme by stating, “It is extremely
valuable to plan time off for student-athletes, especially first-year, first-generation student
athletes. So, we plan time for student-athletes with no athletic or academic responsibilities in
hopes that it will reduce their stress of feeling overwhelmed.” Participant 9ad identified, “The
training facility is a vital resource for student-athletes struggling with mental and physical well-
being, as it provides a space to focus on physical conditioning, rehabilitation, and overall
wellness.”

Theme: Career Services

The interviewees were asked about the practices in place to prepare student-athletes for
life after their athletic careers, particularly regarding career planning and development. Table 26
in Appendix G categorizes each participant’s response. Participant 3ad emphasized, “People do
not realize how much time they waste because they fail to plan.” Participant 1ad discussed the

importance of this theme, noting:
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It is easy for a coach to care about the athlete, but caring about them as a student and a
human is different. Fortunately, we have a group of coaches who care about these men
and women and want to see them develop. I know when I was coaching on our staff. We
had a saying: We want them to be different when they leave this place than when they
came in.

Participant 4ad explained, “In my other job on campus, I try to find or help students with
career goals and workforce options. In some cases, these students see me as a sister or mom.”
Additionally, Participant 9ad expressed, “Our community partners have been extremely integral
in mentoring our students as well as giving them real-world expectations of their career path
opportunities.”

Participants identified degree and career planning development as a critical practice,
ensuring student-athletes receive guidance in selecting academic pathways aligned with their
career aspirations. Participant 4ad stated, “Support and planning from academic advising and
counseling helps student-athletes transition smoothly from athletics to professional careers.”
Additionally, mentorship was highlighted as an essential component, with experienced faculty,
staff, and alumni providing guidance, networking opportunities, and professional insights to
student-athletes. Participant 1a stressed the vital role mentorship plays in the lives of FGCSAs on
campus.

Finally, two participants highlighted the importance of meaningful life conversations,
where student-athletes engage in discussions about personal growth, goal setting, and long-term
success beyond their athletic careers. As stated by Participant 3ad, “These combined practices
contribute to a comprehensive approach that equips first-generation student-athletes with the

necessary tools and resources for post-athletic career success.” Participant 4ad noted
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additionally, “It’s not just me teaching and showing them how to compete in their sport. What is
critical is that the student-athlete knows that somebody else is here at the college helping me.”
Summary of Themes from Coaching Staff Findings

Advising and Counseling: Athletic staff emphasized that while academic advising exists
for student-athletes, few resources are tailored exclusively to FGCSAs. Some coaches expressed
a lack of clarity on identifying FGCSAs, suggesting that stronger communication and tracking
systems could transform identification into an empowerment tool. Counseling services and the
Caring Campus initiative emerged as pivotal supports, with trusted athletic advisors, trainers, and
counselors forming a strong care network. However, the recurring note was that resources are
accessible to all students, not necessarily customized.

Mentorship and Development: Coaches often involve alumni to inspire current athletes,
drawing a clear motivational line between role models and personal development. Life skill-
building, career direction, and planning beyond athletics were frequently cited as part of
coaches’ responsibilities. Grade checks and tutoring center usage were seen as core mechanisms
for monitoring academic momentum, with FERPA limitations noted.

Student Ambassadors: Sophomores are frequently paired with freshmen as mentors,
helping FGCSAs assimilate and grasp expectations through lived experience. Coaches praised
these peer relationships as essential for reducing intimidation and promoting study hall
engagement. Alumni engagement also played a supportive role, sharing post-athletic life insights
and reinforcing academic responsibility through storytelling and tutoring.

Academic and Athletic Balance: Participants described a range of intentional practices,

including scheduling, community service, and strategic planning, aimed at reducing tunnel vision
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and fostering holistic development. Clear expectations and open communication, often from
sophomore leaders, helped reinforce academic priorities.

Academic Eligibility Support: Grade checks, study halls, and success seminars formed
the backbone of academic eligibility systems. Monthly grade checks and structured academic
environments were praised for their impact. Seminars focused on time management and personal
development, often in partnership with community organizations, rounded out the support
ecosystem.

Time Management: Planning tools like simple planners and scheduled time off were
cited as crucial for reducing stress. Participants acknowledged the power of teaching time
mastery to FGCSAs, with athletic training facilities described as sanctuaries for physical and
mental reset.

Career Services: Some offices offered targeted career mentoring and workforce
exploration initiatives, often led by coaches who wore multiple hats. Alumni, faculty, and
community partners helped guide students into conversations about long-term goals and career
identity formation.

Overarching Themes Across All Groups

The thematic findings from each respondent group collectively reinforce the overarching
themes identified in this study. For instance, the recurring emphasis on mentorship, personal
development, and peer leadership among coaches and athletic staff parallels the broader need for
FGCSA-specific support, showcasing how informal guidance compensates for institutional gaps.
Similarly, academic support staff and faculty highlight intrusive advising, TRIO programs, and
structured accountability measures like grade checks and study halls, which directly address the

call for tailored advising and enhanced academic tracking. Across all groups, the limitations of
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mental health support, especially the reliance on informal coach intervention, illustrate a shared
recognition of mental health challenges without adequate structural resources. These group-
specific themes serve as tributaries feeding into the larger currents of institutional shortcomings,
underscoring the need for differentiated support, targeted data systems, and expanded mental
health infrastructure specific to first-year, first-generation student-athletes.
1. The Need for FGCSA-Specific Support
e Most support structures apply to all student athletes, with little differentiation for
first-generation students.

e Some administrators are unaware of FGCSA-specific needs.

e Faculty and coaches see firsthand the struggles these students face.

Although many institutional support services are intended for all student-athletes,
participants consistently reported that these offerings lack differentiation for FGCSAs. Faculty
and coaches who engage most directly with this population emphasized that FGCSAs encounter
unique barriers requiring targeted interventions. Participant 1ad remarked, “This group of
students are facing the unknown... trying to break down barriers, and that’s a scary place.”
Similarly, Participant 2f observed, “Students need guidance; they get swamped and are
overwhelmed.” Coaches, advisors, and administrators cited informal mentoring and the use of
sophomore ambassadors as interim measures to help FGCSAs navigate unfamiliar institutional
systems. Participant 9ad offered a different perspective, suggesting that “they can be hungrier
than their counterparts as a result of their background.” However, administrative interviews
revealed notable gaps in institutional awareness, with Participant 3a acknowledging, “To my

knowledge, we have no programs targeted for FGCSAs.” This disconnect underscores a pressing
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need to develop formalized FGCSA-specific programming and allocate resources that address
their distinct needs.

2. Institutional Gaps in Data Tracking and Academic Advising

e No specific tracking mechanisms for FGCSA outcomes.
e Faculty and advisors recognize the need for tailored advising.
e Without clear data, leadership cannot improve retention strategies effectively.

Across all respondent groups, participants pointed out the institution’s lack of targeted data
systems for tracking FGCSA engagement and outcomes. This absence hinders strategic planning
and makes it difficult to evaluate support efficacy. Participant 1a noted, “We do snapshots, but
the data is not disaggregated to show the data for FGCSAs,” a sentiment echoed by others who
rely on generalized grade checks and academic eligibility markers. Participant 3a mentioned,
“We look at all students to see if they are getting proper aid, but the college could do a better job
of disaggregating the data”. Without robust, disaggregated data, efforts to strengthen retention or
engagement strategies remain broadly applied and insufficiently targeted.

Athletic staff expressed concern regarding the absence of robust early intervention tools,
while academic support staff noted that academic advising often served as the sole means of
identifying struggling students. Participant 2f emphasized the importance of targeted support,
stating, “They need help with time management and priorities, a specialized advisor or counselor
for athletics would be helpful.” Similarly, Participant 2a remarked, “We track grades... but we do
not track FGCSAs,” underscoring an institutional blind spot that limits the ability to fully
understand and address the unique challenges faced by this population.

3. Mental Health and Personal Development Needs
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e Across all groups, participants recognize mental health as a critical issue but feel
resources are insufficient.

e Coaches informally monitor athletes’ well-being but lack structured intervention
protocols.

e Faculty and advisors provide advising, but FGCSA-specific programming is
lacking.

Mental health support was universally recognized as essential, yet participants across all
roles described it as under-resourced and overly reliant on informal practices. Participant 3ad
noted, “I am unsure if one counselor can handle the student load.” With only one licensed
counselor available for a large student body, many coaches reported stepping into quasi-
therapeutic roles, interpreting body language, and offering emotional support during training.
Participant 6ad explained, “We have our student athletes stop by...we can read body language
and facial expressions and see if they are having a good or bad day.” Academic support staff
attempted to embed mental health awareness into syllabi and advising, but specialized FGCSA
programming remained largely absent. Faculty members emphasized the necessity for structured
interventions, including behavioral response teams and tailored counseling sessions; however,
they reported limited capacity and insufficient institutional coordination to implement these
measures effectively. This reliance on goodwill and informal monitoring highlights the urgent
need for scalable, FGCSA-focused mental health resources. As Participant 9ad stated, “They
must remember that whatever they are struggling with, help exists”.

While many existing programs serve all student-athletes, they often fail to address the
unique challenges faced by FGCSAs, leaving gaps in tailored interventions. Additionally, a

widespread lack of systematic tracking for FGCSAs-specific outcomes prevents faculty,

106



advisors, and leadership from effectively identifying and addressing their needs. Beyond
academic concerns, mental health and personal development support remains inconsistent, with
coaches relying on informal observations and faculty struggling to implement structured
programming. Participant 2ss admits, “I am the sole counselor, but we do have telehealth and a
list of counselors off campus to provide for students”. These shortcomings underscore the
necessity of refining institutional approaches to ensure FGCSAs receive the comprehensive,
targeted support they need to succeed academically, athletically, and personally.
Summary

The chapter began with an overview of the research question, followed by a description
of the study site and participant demographics. These findings were aligned with the research
question and supported by direct quotations from participants, reinforcing the effectiveness of
existing institutional practices and strategies. Themes emerged from these findings. Chapter 5

will discuss the implications of the findings and provide recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 5 - Conclusions and Recommendations

This chapter begins with a review of the research problem and discusses the findings and
themes examined through the lens of the conceptual framework. The chapter concludes with a

discussion of the study’s practical implications and recommendations for future research.
Research Overview

First-generation student-athletes in community colleges face a unique convergence of
academic, social, and structural challenges that hinder their persistence and success. While the
open-access mission of community colleges supports nontraditional learners, first-generation,
low-income student-athletes often struggle to navigate college life due to limited pre-college
exposure to higher education environments and the demands of athletic participation. These
students frequently underutilize essential support services, further exacerbating their academic
risk. The ongoing enrollment of student-athletes from underserved backgrounds, compounded by
the disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic, underscores the urgent need for targeted strategies to
enhance retention and completion outcomes for this vulnerable population (Comeaux &
Harrison, 2011; Felter et al., 2021; Jiang, 2020).

The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the support practices proposed
by community colleges to enhance the involvement of first-year, first-generation student-athletes
(FGCSAs). The following research question was used to guide this study:

RQ: What support practices does the college provide to enhance the involvement and

engagement of first-year FGSC athletes?
Discussion of Themes and Findings

This chapter discusses findings and themes of the study, which examined the support

practices provided by community colleges to first-year, first-generation student-athletes
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(FGCSAs). Following Yin’s (2009) recommendations, the researcher employed inductive
reasoning to analyze the data, identifying recurring themes as they emerged. Each theme
encompassed several important elements of a student’s academic journey.
Theme 1: The Need for FGCSA-Specific Support

Academic Support Structures

Academic Advising

The study revealed that proactive advising, where academic advisors actively reach out to
first-year student-athletes, contributes significantly to academic persistence and success.
Academic advising strategies, such as scheduled check-ins, personal text messaging, and
structured academic planning, were particularly effective in addressing first-year, first-generation
student-athletes' unique needs. Personalized guidance that accounted for individual student-
athletes’ academic preparedness, personal circumstances, and career aspirations was identified as
a best practice in academic advising.

The study underscored the importance of collaboration between academic advisors and
athletic staff. Strong communication and partnerships between academic advising and faculty
seemed to foster an environment that helps student athletes meet their academic and athletic
expectations while also maintaining eligibility and progressing towards degree completion and
transferring.

Success Coach
Many of the participants in the study indicated that a success coach is needed to help
identify and assist first-year, first-generation student athletes with the unfamiliar college process.

The researcher noted that the presence of a dedicated success coach could help mentor students
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and make them feel more comfortable engaging with faculty and staff. Success coaches could
bring more cohesion between athletic coaches and other departments throughout the college.

TRIO

A key performer in the arena of support practices for FGCSAs are TRIO programs. Many
of the study’s participants underscored the contribution of TRIO programs academic demands of
college and athletic commitments can create significant challenges for first-year, first-generation
student-athletes. TRIO initiatives mitigate these difficulties by offering tailored interventions,
including study skill workshops, time management training, and career counseling.

Despite the evident benefits, a primary concern regarding TRIO program utilization is the
requirement for students to self-identify as eligible participants. In an environment where first-
generation students may be hesitant to seek assistance due to a lack of institutional trust or
awareness, this barrier can prevent many from accessing critical support services. Without
intentional outreach and proactive engagement strategies, first-year student-athletes may miss the
opportunities that TRIO programs provide. Expanding awareness, fostering relationships
between TRIO staff and athletic departments, and implementing targeted outreach efforts can
help mitigate this challenge and ensure that more students benefit from these invaluable
resources.

Mentoring and Support

Mentorship

Coaches and the athletic department utilize mentoring to help first-year student-athletes
adapt to the dual demands of being a student and an athlete. The transition into college can be
particularly challenging for first-generation student-athletes, who often lack familial experience

with higher education. Effective mentoring is crucial in bridging this gap by providing structured
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guidance, emotional support, and academic assistance. Coaches and athletic staff serve as key
mentors by setting expectations, offering individualized support, and promoting time
management skills essential for balancing academic responsibilities with athletic commitments.

Counseling

The study indicated that first-year, first-generation student athletes face unique mental
challenges, including imposter syndrome, stress, anxiety, and the pressure to perform
academically and athletically. The institution had counseling practices in place that provided
targeted mental health support, stress management strategies, and coping mechanisms that
significantly contributed to the overall well-being of the first-year student athlete.

Counseling programs that incorporated life skills training, coping skills training, time
management, resilience-building, and critical thinking decision-making skills were found to be a
practice that enhances the student-athletes’ ability to navigate their academic and athletic
responsibilities successfully.

The interviews highlighted the importance of increasing awareness of the accessibility of
counseling services for first-year, first-generation community college student-athletes. The
interviews further affirmed the need for sustained institutional support in proactively promoting
counseling resources and integrating them into support programs for student-athletes and non-
student-athletes.

Coach Intervention

Participants in all categories identified that coaches play a pivotal role in the academic,
athletic, and personal development of first-generation community college student-athletes
(FGCSAs). As primary mentors, coaches serve as one of the most consistent sources of guidance

and support for these students, helping them navigate the dual demands of collegiate athletics
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and academics. For many FGCSAs, who may lack familial knowledge of higher education
systems, coaches provide essential structure and encouragement, reinforcing key skills such as
time management, goal setting, and resilience. Additionally, coaches act as liaisons between
student-athletes and institutional resources, directing them toward academic advising, financial
aid services, and mental health support when needed. Their role extends beyond the playing
field, as they often become trusted advocates who help FGCSAs adjust to the unfamiliar
environment of higher education.

Furthermore, findings suggest that coaches influence not only athletic performance but
also student persistence and retention. By fostering a team culture that prioritizes academic
success, coaches help student-athletes develop self-discipline and accountability, which are
essential for long-term achievement. Many participants emphasized that coaches who set clear
academic expectations and provide regular academic check-ins contribute significantly to student
success. Additionally, coaches often serve as role models, demonstrating professionalism,
leadership, and perseverance, qualities that FGCSAs can emulate as they build their own
academic and athletic identities.

Alumni

Coaches often use alumni to bridge gaps and help support and encourage expectations of
student-athletes. Alumni relations serve as a critical extension of mentoring by offering real-
world perspectives, networking opportunities, and professional development pathways for
student-athletes. Engaged alumni provide mentorship by sharing their experiences, guiding
students through career planning, and reinforcing the values of discipline, perseverance, and
academic commitment that define a successful collegiate athlete.

Student Ambassadors
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Beyond coaching staff, peer mentoring programs and faculty engagement also contribute
to student-athlete development. Upperclassmen athletes often serve as student ambassadors to
incoming students, offering insights on navigating team dynamics, handling academic pressures,
and utilizing campus resources. Student Ambassadors often serve as culturally responsive
mentors because they, in turn, are often familiar with the diverse backgrounds of student-athletes
and their needs. As stated by members of the departments interviewed, students also tend to trust
other students before they trust adults they have just met.

Leadership and College Awareness

Leadership recognizes that data specific to FGCSAs has not been systematically
disaggregated. However, when this gap was brought to their attention, they acknowledged the
potential value of such data in shaping future initiatives to better address the needs of this
historically marginalized population. The ability to track and analyze this demographic could
provide critical insights into their academic and athletic experiences, allowing for more targeted
support strategies.

The success of the college’s athletic department is largely a reflection of the institution’s
strong leadership and its commitment to student-athlete achievement. Although the leadership at
the study site acknowledged the absence of disaggregated data for FGCSAs, they emphasized
that institutional resources and support have consistently been made available to all student-
athletes. The college’s leadership is also acutely aware of the collaborative efforts among various
departments to foster student success.

Furthermore, the study participant’s underscored that while there are no formal programs
specifically tailored to FGCSAs, the institution’s deeply ingrained culture of care serves as a

compensatory mechanism. The college’s commitment to fostering an inclusive and supportive
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environment ensures that all student-athletes, regardless of background, benefit from a network
of guidance and mentorship that promotes both academic and athletic success. Moving forward,
disaggregating data on FGCSAs could further strengthen these efforts by providing a more
nuanced understanding of their unique challenges and support needs.

Caring Campus

The Caring Campus initiative emerged as a pivotal framework for fostering a supportive
and inclusive environment for all students, including FGCSAs. Rooted in the principles of
engagement, belonging, and student-centered support, the initiative emphasizes the role of
faculty, staff, and administration in creating meaningful connections that contribute to student
persistence and success. For first-generation student-athletes, who often face the dual challenge
of navigating academic and athletic expectations without prior family experience in higher
education, the Caring Campus approach provides a crucial sense of belonging and institutional
support. The study’s findings indicate that the initiative has been instrumental in promoting
positive interactions between student-athletes and college personnel, reinforcing a culture of care
that mitigates feelings of isolation and uncertainty that can often hinder student retention.

Moreover, the Caring Campus initiative aligns with existing institutional efforts to
support student-athletes holistically. The athletic department, faculty, and student services staff
reported that intentional relationship-building, such as personalized outreach, proactive academic
advising, and informal check-ins, has played a significant role in fostering student engagement.
While no formal programs are exclusively designated for FGCSAs, the culture fostered by
Caring Campus initiatives helps bridge this gap by ensuring that all students feel valued and

supported. This approach has proven especially beneficial in addressing the non-academic
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challenges these students face, including time management, financial stress, and social
integration.

Surveys

The study’s findings indicate that the college leadership utilizes surveys as a strategic
tool to assess and address the evolving needs of the campus community, including those of
student-athletes. Surveys serve as a mechanism for gathering data on student experiences,
institutional effectiveness, and areas requiring improvement, enabling leadership to make
informed, data-driven decisions. In the context of athletics, survey responses have provided
valuable insights into the academic, social, and well-being challenges faced by student-athletes,
allowing administrators to tailor support services accordingly. Additionally, the study
participants emphasized the importance of using survey data to enhance collaboration between
departments, ensuring that both academic and athletic resources align with student needs.
Community Support

Community Involvement

The study’s findings indicate that community support and involvement plays a crucial
role in fostering the success of FGCSAs by providing additional resources, mentorship, and a
sense of belonging beyond the college environment. Strong relationships between the institution
and the surrounding community have contributed to a support system that extends beyond the
campus, offering student-athletes access to networking opportunities, financial assistance, and
personal development initiatives. Community stakeholders, including local businesses, alumni,
and civic organizations, have actively engaged in supporting student-athletes through
scholarships, sponsorships, and mentorship programs, reinforcing a culture of investment in

student success. This external support has proven particularly beneficial for first-generation
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student-athletes, many of whom may lack guidance in navigating the demands of higher
education and collegiate athletics.

Additionally, partnerships with local organizations have facilitated access to career
development opportunities, internships, and service-learning experiences that help student-
athletes transition from college to the workforce. The findings suggest that these community-
driven efforts contribute significantly to student retention and overall well-being by providing
tangible and intangible resources. However, while community support is a key factor in student
success, challenges remain in ensuring equitable access to these resources, particularly for
FGCSAs, who may be unaware of available opportunities.

Philanthropic Organizations

Philanthropy plays a vital role in enhancing institutional resources and expanding
opportunities for student-athletes, particularly FGCSAs, who may face financial and structural
barriers to success. Charitable contributions from alumni, donors, and community stakeholders
have directly supported scholarships, facility improvements, and academic resources, ensuring
that student-athletes have access to the tools necessary for both academic and athletic
achievement. Philanthropic support has also contributed to the development of mentorship
programs, leadership initiatives, and student success services that address the unique challenges
faced by first-generation student-athletes, such as financial insecurity, lack of family college
experience, and time management struggles.

Moreover, the college’s leadership recognizes philanthropy as a critical factor in
sustaining and expanding institutional support systems, with findings indicating that donor
engagement efforts have been instrumental in strengthening the college’s athletic programs. By

fostering relationships with benefactors who have a vested interest in student success, the
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institution has been able to implement initiatives that might not have been feasible through
traditional funding mechanisms alone. However, findings also highlight the need for a more
targeted approach in philanthropic efforts to ensure that contributions are equitably distributed
and aligned with the specific needs of FGCSAs.
Faith-Based Organizations
Faith-based organizations play a significant role in fostering engagement and
involvement among FGCSAs by providing a sense of belonging, mentorship, and holistic
support. These organizations offer safe and inclusive spaces where students can build meaningful
relationships, access emotional and spiritual guidance, and receive practical assistance such as
tutoring and networking opportunities. The study indicates that faith-based groups have also
been instrumental in facilitating community service initiatives, leadership development
programs, and social gatherings, which help first-generation students integrate more seamlessly
into the college environment. The study’s findings suggest that faith-based organizations
collaborate with campus leadership and student affairs to enhance institutional support structures,
particularly for underserved student populations. These partnerships have led to the creation of
mentorship programs and peer support networks that address not only spiritual well-being but
also practical challenges such as financial insecurity and time management.
Theme 2: Institutional Gaps in Data Tracking/Data Collection

Data Tracking

Data tracking and data collection are essential for measuring the success rates of first-
generation community college student-athletes (FGCSAs); however, there is currently very little
disaggregated data specific to this population. The college’s leadership acknowledges the

potential value of disaggregating data to better understand the unique challenges that FGCSAs

117



face and to develop more tailored support strategies. Implementing more comprehensive tracking
systems could provide critical insights that inform institutional policies, resource allocation, and
program effectiveness, ultimately enhancing the college’s ability to foster student success among
this underserved group.
Grade Checks

The study’s findings indicated that end-of-term grades and periodic grade checks serve as
critical tools for monitoring the academic success of student-athletes. These assessments provide
real-time insights into student performance, allowing academic advisors, coaches, and support
staff to identify at-risk athletes and implement timely interventions. Regular grade monitoring
ensures that student-athletes remain compliant with academic eligibility requirements while also
fostering accountability and academic discipline. Additionally, periodic grade checks facilitate
proactive engagement between faculty, athletic staff, and student-athletes, reinforcing a culture
of academic support that prioritizes both educational achievement and athletic commitments.
Early Tracking System

Based on the collected data, several participants emphasized the necessity of tailoring the
institution’s Early Tracking System to better support the unique needs of student-athletes,
particularly first-year, first-generation individuals. Participants noted that while early alert
mechanisms were in place, they lacked the specificity and responsiveness required to effectively
identify the academic fluctuations experienced by student-athletes. This shortcoming often
resulted in delayed interventions, increasing the risk of academic probation or ineligibility. A
more customized system that was integrated with academic progress benchmarks and athletic
eligibility requirements was viewed as essential for proactively addressing academic challenges

before they escalate into crises. Such a system would not only enhance timely support and
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communication between faculty, coaches, and support services but also contribute to sustained
academic eligibility and holistic student success.
Theme 3: Mental Health and Personal Development
Fostering Student Engagement
Student Involvement and Engagement on Campus

Participants indicated that the college fosters a vibrant and dynamic student life presence
that actively promotes student involvement and engagement across campus. Participants
emphasized that a diverse range of extracurricular activities, including student organizations,
athletic events, cultural programs, and leadership opportunities, contribute to a strong sense of
community and belonging. These initiatives play a crucial role in enhancing student retention
and success, particularly for first year and first-generation students, by providing avenues for
social integration and personal development. Additionally, student life programming serves as a
bridge between academic and co-curricular experiences, encouraging holistic student growth
while reinforcing institutional support networks.

Lack of Preparedness for College Rigor

Within the broader theme of personal development, degree planning and career planning
emerged as key elements that influenced student success. The findings suggest that structured
degree planning is essential for ensuring that student-athletes maintain academic eligibility and
progress toward timely degree completion. Advisors and coaches play a crucial role in guiding
student-athletes through course selection, helping them balance rigorous athletic commitments
with academic requirements. Participants highlighted that early and ongoing academic advising
significantly improves student retention and reduces the risk of course overload, which can lead

to burnout.
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Personal Development

Faculty, staff, and athletic personnel indicate that personal development plays a critical
role in the academic and athletic success of student-athletes, particularly FGCSAs. Personal
development encompasses the acquisition of essential life skills, self-discipline, resilience, and
goal-setting strategies that contribute to both immediate and long-term success. Participants
emphasized that the transition from high school to college presents unique challenges for
FGCSAs, who often lack prior exposure to higher education expectations. As a result, structured
support systems such as mentorship, academic advising, and leadership development programs
are essential in fostering self-efficacy and adaptability among these students. Additionally, the
data indicated that engagement in personal development initiatives helps student-athletes build
confidence, enhance decision-making skills, and develop a growth-oriented mindset that supports
their academic and athletic journeys.
Study Hall

The study’s participants indicated that team study halls play a crucial role in promoting
the academic success of student-athletes by providing a structured, supportive learning
environment. These study sessions encourage time management, reinforce academic
accountability, and foster a culture of academic excellence within athletic teams. Team study
halls also facilitate peer learning, allowing student-athletes to collaborate, share knowledge, and
develop effective study habits. Additionally, the presence of academic advisors or tutors during
these sessions enhances access to academic support, ensuring that student-athletes receive the
guidance needed to maintain eligibility and achieve long-term academic success.
Time Management Challenges

Balancing Sports and School
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First-year, first-generation student-athletes in this study face a continual challenge in
maintaining a balanced commitment to both their athletic and academic responsibilities. The
participants emphasized that while athletics often served as a motivating factor for college
attendance, the rigorous demands of sport frequently conflicted with academic expectations.
Institutional stakeholders noted that without structured support systems, these students were
more susceptible to academic disengagement, particularly during peak athletic seasons. The dual
commitment requires intentional coordination between athletic and academic departments to
ensure student-athletes can thrive in both domains, reinforcing the importance of holistic support
strategies that promote academic integration alongside athletic involvement.

Struggling with Time and Priorities

The study revealed that many FGCSAs entered college with limited preparation for
navigating the competing demands of coursework, practice schedules, employment, and personal
obligations. Participants described how the lack of prior exposure to collegiate expectations often
resulted in delayed assignment submissions, missed deadlines, and increased stress levels.
Institutional representatives stressed the need for early interventions such as mentoring,
academic coaching, and workshops on time management to assist these students in developing
the skills necessary to effectively manage their time and make informed decisions about their
priorities.

Implications of Findings Related to Conceptual Framework

Comeaux and Harrison (2011) established a comprehensive model that examines the
various factors and processes that shape both the academic and athletic success of student-
athletes. Comeaux and Harrison’s model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding

the factors that shape student-athlete success, highlighting the influence of environmental,
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institutional, and personal characteristics. Findings with administrators, faculty, staff, and
athletic department personnel demonstrated a strong alignment with this conceptual model.
Specifically, the research suggests that FGCSAs face significant challenges due to the dual
demands of academics and athletics. These struggles are further compounded by pre-college
experiences, social factors, and demographic circumstances that create additional barriers to their
success, placing them at a distinct disadvantage compared to their peers.

Comeaux and Harrison assert that pre-college characteristics play a critical role in
shaping the success of FGCSAs. The study participants highlighted the significant challenge
posed by the absence of family support, particularly during the transition to college. According
to the model, this lack of familial guidance represents a primary barrier for FGCSAs, which is
further intensified by their limited familiarity with the complexities of the higher education
environment.

Comeaux and Harrison emphasized the importance of student commitments following
pre-college experiences and leading up to academic success, identifying them as critical
transitional factors in the student-athlete experience. This aspect of their model closely aligns
with findings from the study, in which participants consistently highlighted personal
development as a crucial area of need for FGCSAs. Specifically, participants noted that first-year
FGCSAs often struggle with essential skills such as academic and career planning and goal
setting, challenges that can hinder their ability to effectively navigate the demands of their
academic and athletic responsibilities. Comeaux and Harrison further state that this stage helps
identify what behaviors the student-athlete will bring into the college setting.

Findings related to the social systems component of Comeaux and Harrison’s conceptual

framework, particularly regarding the role of coaches, had a different emphasis. While Comeaux
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and Harrison underscored the performance-related demands placed on student-athletes by
coaches, this study’s findings highlighted a different dimension of this relationship. Participants
emphasized the relational and developmental role of coaches, portraying them not solely as
sources of pressure but as influential mentors who play a central role in shaping the academic,
athletic, and personal trajectories of student-athletes. Coaches were frequently described as
trusted figures who provide guidance, accountability, and emotional support, especially critical

for first-generation student-athletes navigating unfamiliar educational environments.
Practical Implications

The overarching themes presented in Chapter 4 were distilled from patterns appearing
across the four participant groups: administrators, faculty, student support staff, and athletic
department personnel. In integrating these, the data reveal administrators often focused on
policy, resource allocation, and broad campus culture. At the same time, faculty and support staff
highlighted intrusive advising, TRIO, and academic accountability structures. Athletic staff
emphasized mentorship, peer leadership, and balancing athletic and academic commitments. The
overarching themes synthesize these perspectives, ensuring that the implications and
recommendations are grounded in the collective insights of all stakeholder groups, rather than
any single constituency.

Through this qualitative case study, the researcher aimed to explore and gain a deeper
understanding of the support practices implemented by community colleges to assist first-year,
first-generation student-athletes in navigating their academic and athletic experiences. Based on
this study’s findings, it is recommended that community colleges implement structured advising

models incorporating proactive engagement, holistic student support, and cross-departmental
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collaboration. These practical implications can guide community colleges in understanding the
needs of this marginalized group on their campuses.

1. Enhanced Academic Support

Institutions must recognize and proactively address the unique academic and athletic

challenges experienced by first-year, first-generation community college student-athletes
(FGCSAs). Providing targeted and structured support is essential to promote their persistence
and academic success. One critical approach is the implementation of dedicated academic
advisors or success coaches who are knowledgeable about the demands of athletic schedules,
transfer requirements, and the eligibility regulations of four-year institutions. These professionals
can serve as a vital bridge between academic expectations and athletic commitments, ensuring
student-athletes remain on track academically while meeting the rigorous demands of their sport.
To further enhance academic support for FGCSAs, institutions should consider the following

strategies:

o Develop a First-Year Experience Program for Student-Athletes. This program should
provide orientation, mentoring, and tailored workshops that address time management,
study skills, and college readiness within the context of athletic participation.

e Enhance Early Alert and Intervention Systems. Implementing robust monitoring and
communication systems can help advisors, faculty, and coaches identify academic or
behavioral concerns early, allowing for timely interventions that support student-athlete
responsiveness and success.

o Expand Access to Tutoring and Academic Workshops. Increasing the availability of

tutoring services, supplemental instruction, and skill-building workshops—particularly
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those scheduled around athletic commitments—can provide FGCSAs with the academic

reinforcement needed to excel in their coursework.

2. Faculty and Staff Training

Faculty and staff should be provided with ongoing professional development opportunities
aimed at enhancing their ability to recognize and respond to the socio-cultural backgrounds,
lived experiences, and specific needs of marginalized and first-generation student-athletes. Such
training can foster more inclusive and supportive learning environments, leading to increased
classroom engagement, stronger faculty-student relationships, and greater social integration for
student-athletes across campus.

3. Holistic Support Systems

The retention and success of FGCSAs are greatly enhanced when institutions implement

comprehensive and integrated support systems. Holistic programs that address multiple
dimensions of the student-athlete experience—including academic support, emotional well-
being, financial stability, and career planning—are essential in promoting persistence and degree
attainment. By recognizing that FGCSAs often navigate unfamiliar educational and social
environments, colleges can create initiatives that respond to these intersecting needs in a
coordinated manner, thereby reducing barriers to success.

4. Engaging Families of First-Generation Student-Athletes

An important component of holistic support involves family engagement. Because first-
generation student-athletes frequently come from families with limited exposure to higher
education, intentional efforts to include families in the educational process can strengthen
student support networks. Family-oriented workshops, informational sessions, and

communication strategies can help families better understand academic expectations, athletic
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commitments, and available institutional resources. Such efforts foster a shared sense of
investment in the student-athlete’s academic and athletic journey, contributing to higher levels of
motivation and persistence.

5. Peer Mentoring and Community Building

Creating structured peer mentoring programs and team-building activities can foster a sense
of belonging and reduce the isolation of first-generation students.

6. Gender

Although gender was not a primary focus of this study, the data suggest that awareness of
gender-related considerations is important when designing and implementing support practices.
Participants did not report different institutional structures for male and female student-athletes.
However, several coaches and support staft alluded to distinct social dynamics, team cultures,
and in some cases, academic or scheduling pressures that could affect a student-athlete’s first-
generation status. For future practice, leaders might consider reviewing whether mentorship
pairings, leadership development opportunities, and access to resources are responsive to
gendered experiences, particularly in balancing athletic demands with academic engagement.

7. International Students

Several participants noted language barriers and cultural adjustment challenges among
international student-athletes who were also first-generation college students. These students
often faced compounded transitions: adapting to U.S. higher education norms, managing athletic
expectations, and navigating daily life in a new country. Suggested practices included providing
English as a Second Language (ESL) support targeted to athletics schedules, pairing international
FGCSAs with peer mentors familiar with both the acclimation process, and ensuring counseling

services are prepared to address cross-cultural issues.
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8. Financial support

In addition to academic and mentoring support, some participants referenced financial
assistance as an occasional but important element in supporting first-year, first-generation
student-athletes. While this did not emerge as a dominant theme, it was noted in relation to pre-
college characteristics and in comments about the role of foundation and alumni-based funds in
addressing emergency needs. Presidents described how community-based scholarship programs,
such as the President’s Circle, and philanthropic contributions from local organizations provided
short-term aid for housing, food, or other essentials. Although not exclusive to FGCSAs, these
resources helped mitigate financial crises that could otherwise disrupt persistence, highlighting
the value of maintaining flexible, needs-responsive funding mechanisms within the overall

support system.
From Overarching Themes to Implications

Each implication for practice outlined above is directly tied to one or more overarching
themes identified in Chapter 4. For example, the call for a dedicated success coach for athletics
aligns with the theme of “FGCSA-specific support,” which emerged across all groups.
Expanding mental health services responds to the shared recognition, by both support staff and
coaches, of “mental health and personal development needs.” Recommendations for improved
data tracking and disaggregation speak to “institutional gaps in data tracking,” a theme strongly
voiced by administrators and advisors. By mapping recommendations to these integrated themes,

the proposed actions remain firmly anchored in participant-driven findings.
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Recommendations for Future Research

This study established a foundational understanding of effective support practices for
FGCSAs. Despite this contribution, there remains considerable opportunity for further research,
particularly in areas related to identifying and tracking this population, the development of
targeted programming, the breadth and depth of institutional support, and the factors influencing
their academic achievement and degree completion.

The scope of this case study was limited to a community college in Texas operating
under the governance of the National Junior College Athletic Association (NJCAA). Expanding
future research to include community colleges across diverse geographic regions in the United
States would yield more nuanced insights into institutional practices designed to support
FGCSAs. Moreover, this study focused exclusively on the perspectives of institutional
stakeholders, including administrators, faculty, staff, and athletic department personnel. As such,
a comprehensive understanding of the effectiveness of support practices remains incomplete
without incorporating the voices of student-athletes themselves.

This study lays the groundwork for future investigations to further explore institutional
practices and support mechanisms for FGCSAs. By identifying current strategies in place, the
study highlights critical areas for future exploration, including the design, implementation, and
efficacy of targeted interventions. Follow-up studies could examine how these practices differ
across institutional contexts, assess their long-term impact on student retention and success, and
refine support systems to address the unique needs of this historically underserved population.
Future research should include the lived experiences of FGCSAs, particularly those who have
successfully completed their academic and athletic journeys, as their reflections may offer

invaluable guidance for the development of student-centered practices.
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In addition, disaggregating data on first-year, first-generation student-athletes could
enhance institutional understanding of their academic trajectories and challenges. While surveys
are commonly employed to gather student feedback, findings from this study suggest the need to
refine survey design and administration, particularly by increasing participation rates among
student-athletes and ensuring disaggregated data collection that captures the specific experiences
of FGCSAs. Improving survey methodologies and using results more strategically could support
institutional efforts to cultivate responsive and inclusive environments.

This study also identified critical gaps in existing literature. Notably, limited research
addresses the complex, intersecting barriers experienced by students who simultaneously occupy
first-generation and student-athlete identities. Furthermore, the lack of inquiry into the first-year
experiences of FGCSAs, particularly those who have persisted through graduation, warrants
further investigation. The findings of this study reinforce the need to examine how this dual
identity shapes academic persistence and outcomes. The conclusions emphasize the importance
of institutionally embedded support systems and culturally responsive, student-centered
approaches tailored to the needs of FGCSAs at the community college level.

Further Recommendations

Building on the study’s findings and practical implications, the following
recommendations offer a more targeted approach for strengthening institutional support for
FGCSAs. These proposals are designed to translate key insights into actionable strategies that
align with the unique academic, personal, and athletic needs of this population. By refining
systems already in place and introducing new student-centered interventions, colleges can foster
more equitable outcomes and enhance the persistence, engagement, and holistic development of

FGCSAs.
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1. Implement a Dedicated Success Coach for Athletics
Establish a dedicated athletic success coach position specifically designed to support the
academic and personal development of all student-athletes, with a particular emphasis on
addressing the unique needs of first-year, first-generation student-athletes. This role should be
filled by an individual who possesses a comprehensive understanding of the dual demands of
collegiate athletics and academics. The athletic success coach must be well-versed in the
academic eligibility requirements outlined by the National Junior College Athletic Association
(NJCAA), as well as the transfer requirements mandated by other higher education athletic
governing bodies. By providing targeted guidance and support, this position would promote
measurable improvements in student-athlete persistence, academic engagement, and progression
toward degree completion and successful transfer.
2. Develop a First-Year Experience (FYE) Program for Student-Athletes
Establish a cohort-based FYE course specifically designed for student-athletes. This
course could integrate topics such as time management, academic success strategies, and NJCAA
compliance education to support their holistic development.
3. NIL/Redshirt Eligibility
While direct discussion of Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) policy was limited, a few
participants raised related considerations tied to eligibility, including changes to redshirt rules.
These references underscore the importance of ensuring that all stakeholders share a consistent
understanding of relevant athletic governance policies. For FGCSAs in particular, clarity around
eligibility and NIL opportunities is vital to prevent misinformation, safeguard academic focus,
and maximize fair participation. Institutions may wish to integrate policy briefings into

orientation or first-year seminars for student-athletes.
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4. Enhance Early Alert Systems for Student-Athlete Responsiveness
Enhance the current early alert system that utilizes real-time input from faculty and
coaching staff to proactively identify and address academic risk factors among student-athletes.
5. Expand Access to Tutoring and Academic Workshops
Extending tutoring hours and offer virtual academic support to accommodate the
demands of athletic travel and training schedules, ensuring equitable access to essential academic
resources.
6. Engage Families of First-Generation Student-Athletes
Create orientation sessions and ongoing communication strategies that include families in
the student-athlete journey. Educating families on how to effectively support their students can
reinforce persistence and well-being.
7. Conduct Ongoing Program Assessment
Establish a robust system for the continuous evaluation of student support programs.
Assessment should be grounded in student feedback and responsive to emerging needs, with an
emphasis on improvement and accountability.
Summary
This study explored how community colleges support first-year, first-generation student-
athletes (FGCSAs), revealing that these students face unique barriers stemming from limited
college preparedness and the dual demands of academics and athletics. Grounded in Astin’s
theory of student involvement (1999) and Comeaux and Harrison’s conceptual model (2011), the
research highlighted the need for FGCSA-specific support, improved data tracking, and
expanded mental health resources. Key findings emphasized proactive advising, coach

mentorship, cross-campus collaboration, and culturally responsive engagement.
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Recommendations include hiring dedicated success coaches, developing tailored first-year
experience programs, and enhancing early alert systems. The study concludes by urging future
research to include student-athlete voices and investigate how dual identities affect long-term

academic success.
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Appendix A: Alignment Table

Table 1: Alignment Table

Research Question: What support practices does the college provide to enhance the
involvement and engagement of first-year FGSC athletes?

Conceptual Framework Theoretical Framework Interview Questions

Comeaux and Harrison’s Model of Astin’s Postulates

Academic Succes for Student-Athletes

Pre-college

Postulate 1.

Family Background Al, A3, A6, B-1.3, B-
. . 1.4, B-2.6, B-3.6
Educational Experience and Student involvement (SI)
Preparation can be generalized, such as
Individual Attributes the entire student
experience, or more
specifically, such as
studying for an exam.
Initial Commitments Postulate 2.
Goal Commitment Involvement occurs along a | A7, B-1.1, B-1.2, B-
. distinct continuum for each | 1.3, B-1.4, B-2.4, B-
Sport Commitment . .
student at a given time. 34

Institutional Commitment

Social Systems
Faculty Interactions
Peer Interactions
Coaches Demands

Sport Participation

Postulate 3.

Involvement can be
quantitative or measured,
such as the number of hours
spent studying, or
qualitative, such as whether
the student comprehends
the reading assignment.

AS5,B-1.5,B-1.5, B-
1.6, B-2.1, B-2.3, B-
3.1,B-3.3,B-3.5
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Table 1: Alignment Table

Research Question: What support practices does the college provide to enhance the
involvement and engagement of first-year FGSC athletes?

Conceptual Framework

Theoretical Framework

Interview Questions

Comeaux and Harrison’s Model of
Academic Succes for Student-Athletes

Astin’s Postulates

Social and Academic Integration

Postulate 4.

The amount of learning and
personal growth associated
with any educational
program is directly
proportionate to the quality
and quantity of student
involvement.

A2,A4,B-1.3,B-1.7,
B-2.1,B-2.5

o Goal Commitment

o Sport Commitment

o Institutional Commitment

Postulate 5.

The effectiveness of any
educational policy or
practice to increase student
involvement.

B-1.4, B-3.2, B-3.7
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Appendix B: Interview Questions

Section A - General Questions for All Groups

1. Tell me about your role as the (insert their title) here at the college.

2. Describe your role and responsibilities in specifically supporting first-year, first-
generation student-athletes.

3. What challenges do you see first-year, first-generation student-athletes typically facing
here?

4. How do you collaborate with other departments or support services to assist student-
athletes?

5. How do you measure the success of programs aimed at supporting first-year, first-
generation student-athletes?

a) How do the student-athletes know these programs are available for them?

6. What strategies have been most effective in specifically supporting these students
academically and personally?

7. What improvements or additional resources do you believe are necessary to better

support first-year, first-generation student-athletes?

8. What improvements or additional resources do you believe are necessary to better
support first-year, first-generation student-athletes?

Section B-1. Institutional Support (Questions for Administrators)
1. What role does the institution’s leadership play in fostering a supportive environment for
student-athletes?

2. What specific policies, procedures, or practices does the institution have in place to
support first-year, first-generation student-athletes?

3. How does the institution ensure that student-athletes specifically receive adequate
academic and personal support?

4. How are institutional resources allocated to support the special retention needs of first-
year, first-generation students and student-athletes?

5. How would you describe any institutional initiatives aimed at improving the retention
and/or success rates of these student-athletes?
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6. How does the institution track and evaluate the progress and outcomes of student-
athletes?

7. What partnerships or collaborations with external organizations does the institution
engage in to support student-athletes?

Section B-2. Academic Support (Questions for Faculty and Student Support Services)

1. What academic support programs are you aware of that are specifically available to first-
year, first-generation student-athletes (e.g., tutoring, mentoring, study groups)?

2. How do you encourage student-athletes to utilize academic support services?

3. What role do faculty members play in supporting the academic success of student-
athletes?

4. How would you describe any special workshops or seminars here tailored for first-year,
first-generation student-athletes?

5. What practices are in place to address the balance between academic responsibilities and
athletic commitments for these students?

6. What communication mechanisms need to be in place here to understand the needs and
experiences of student-athletes regarding academic support services? “Are those
available here?”

Section B-3. Athletic Support (Questions for Coaches and members of the Athletic
Department)

1. What specific athletic support services are provided to first-year, first-generation student-
athletes?

2. How do athletic coaches and athletic department staff support the academic and personal
development of these students?

3. What roles do peer mentors or older student-athletes play in supporting first-year, first-
generation student-athletes?

4. How do you describe any initiatives provided for student-athletes that are aimed at

promoting a healthy balance between their sports commitments and academic
responsibilities?

5. What practices are in place to ensure student-athletes maintain academic eligibility while
participating in sports?
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What practices are in place here to address the mental health and overall well-being of
student-athletes?

How are your student-athletes prepared for life after their athletic careers, particularly in
terms of career planning and development?
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Appendix C: Institutional Review Board Approval.

KANSAS STATE Office of Research Integrity,

UNIVERSITY Complianceand Security

TO: Margaretta Mathis
Proposal Number IRB-12321
Educational Leadership
Manhattan, KS 66506

FROM: Lisa Rubin, Chair

Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects

DATE: 10/21/2024

RE: Approval of Proposal Entitled, “A case study about community college support practices for

first-year, first-generation community college student-athletes.”

The Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects has reviewed your proposal and has
granted full approval. This proposal is approved for three years from the date of this

correspondence.
APPROVAL DATE: 10/18/2024

EXPIRATION DATE:10/17/2027
In giving its approval, the Committee has determined that:

No more than minimal risk to subjects

203 Fairchild Hall, 1601 Vattier St., Manhattan, KS 66506 | 785-532-3224 | fax: 785-532-3278 | comply@k-state.edu

154



This approval applies only to the proposal currently on file as written. Any change or
modification affecting human subjects must be approved by the IRB prior to implementation. All
approved proposals are subject to continuing review, which may include the examination of
records connected with the project. Announced post-approval monitoring may be performed
during the course of this approval period by URCO staff. Injuries, unanticipated problems or
adverse events involving risk to subjects or to others must be reported immediately to the Chair

of the IRB and / or the URCO.

Electronically signed by Lisa Rubin on 10/21/2024 9:44 AM ET
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Appendix D: Introductory Email to President

Dear President ,

My name is Derrick Worrels, and I am a doctoral student in the Community College Leadership
program at Kansas State University. | would like to invite College to participate in my
research study. I want to learn about the practices that exist for first-year, first-generation

community college athletes at your institution.

I would also request that you select the appropriate people at College to participate. In
addition to you, I would like to interview head coaches, academic advisors, counselors, the
athletic director, student support services personnel, and anyone involved in the assistance of
first-year, first-generation student-athletes. Each interview will be a 45-90-minute audio and

video recorded semi-structured format.

I am attaching the introduction email that will be sent to the leaders that you select to participate.

Please let me know if you have any questions about my study or the invitation.

I am hopeful that you will agree to participate, as we know this was and is a significant issue
critical to our students’ success. I look forward to discussing this with you. Please reply with
your availability and contact information for those you have chosen to participate in or with an
email of the person I should talk to schedule a time with you.

Thank you for your support and assistance.

Sincerely,

Derrick Worrels

Doctoral Student

Kansas State University
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Appendix E: Letter to Participants
Dear Administrator, Coach, or Athletic Director,

My name is Derrick Worrels, and I am a doctoral candidate in the Community College
Leadership Program at Kansas State University. You have been selected by the leadership at
your college as a key individual who could contribute to my doctoral study titled, 4 Case Study
About Community College Support Practices for First-year, First-generation Community
College Student-athletes. As a result, | am inviting you to participate in a research study about
how your college addresses the needs of first-year, first-generation community college student-
athletes.

Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. You may decline altogether
or stop participating at any time. Your personal information will remain anonymous and
confidential throughout the entire study. There are no penalties for participating or refusing to
participate in the research study.

I hope you will agree to participate, as your knowledge and experience will provide
valuable data that can assist your college in its efforts to support student-athletes.

By agreeing to participate in this study, you agree to complete a video-recorded in person
or Zoom semi-structured interview with me.

If you decide to take part in this study, I will follow up to inquire about your availability
and schedule an interview at a time that suits you.

Thank you for your help.

Sincerely,
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Derrick Worrels

Doctoral Candidate

Community College Leadership Program
Kansas State University
XXXXXXXX(@XXXXXXXXX.XXX
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Appendix F: Informed Consent Form
Derrick Worrels

A case study of community college support practices for first-year, first-generation,
community college student-athletes

Introduction and Purpose of the Study
You are invited to participate in a research study that aims to explore community college
support practices for first-year, first-generation student-athletes. Your participation in this study

is entirely voluntary, and you may choose to withdraw at any time without any consequence.

Participation and Confidentiality

The interview process will take approximately 45 minutes to one hour. With your consent, the
interview will be audio and video recorded solely for research purposes. All information
gathered during the interview, including your responses, will be kept strictly confidential. Your
name will not be used in any written or oral presentations of the study’s findings. Instead,

participants will be assigned a unique identifier known only to the researcher.

The data collected, including interview recordings, will be securely stored on a USB drive for
a period of five years, after which it will be permanently destroyed. The discussions and findings

from this interview will be used exclusively for research purposes at Kansas State University.

Voluntary Participation and Right to Withdraw
Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. You have the right to request any

information used in this study and to withdraw from the study at any time without any penalty.
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Contact Information

If you have any questions regarding the study or procedures, you may contact the researcher,
Derrick Worrels, at derric34(@k-state.edu or the principal investigator, Dr. Margaretta Mathis, at
mbmathis1@ksu.edu. For questions regarding your rights as a participant, please contact the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) Chair, Dr. Lisa Rubin, or the Associate Vice President for

Research and Compliance, Dr. Brad Woods, at 785-532-3224.
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Appendix G: Participant Response Tables
The tables below depict the participants and their responses.

Table 2: Participating Departments

Department Participants (n)
Administration 3
Faculty 2
Student support services 2
Athletics 9
Total 16

Table 3: Findings on Institutional Roles and Responsibilities in Supporting First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Mentoring 5ad, 3ad, 3a, 7ad, 4ad, 1f
Support la, 6ad, 3ad, 3a, 7ad
Spreading caring campus initiatives la, lad, 2ss, 4ad
Counseling Sad, 1f, 2ss,
Study skills/preparedness 2ss, 2f, lad,
Mental health 9ad, 2ss

Table 4: Findings on Challenges Faced by First-Year, First-Generation Student-Athletes

Keywords Responding participants
Lack of family support Iss, la, 6ad, 2a, 3a, 1ad, 4ad, 2ss, 9ad
Unfamiliarity with college Iss, 6ad, 2a, 7ad, 8ad, 2ad, 1f, 4ad

Time management 3ad, 3a, 2ad, 2f, 9ad
Academic advising Sad, 1ss, 2ad,
Stigma Iss, 2a, 3a,
Self-motivation 2ad, 3a

Goal setting 2ad, 3ad

Table 5: Findings on Interdepartmental Collaboration to Support First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Counseling la, 1ss, 2ss, 4ad, 7ad, 1ad, 5ad, 9ad
Academic advising 1ss, 7ad, 4ad, 1ad, 5ad
TRIO la, 6ad, 2a, 4ad, 1f
Student support services 3ad, 2a, 4ad, 1f,
Orientations 2ss, 3ad, 1ss
Faith-based organizations la, lad, 3ad
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Labs 2ad, 9ad

Table 6: Findings on Assessing the Effectiveness of Support Programs for First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Anecdotally, data is not disaggregated for Sad, 1a, 2a, 3a, lad, 4ad, 8ad, 2ad, 3ad, 2ss,
FGSCA 9ad, 1ss
Grade reports or grading 6ad, 7ad, 1f, 2f

Table 6: Findings on Effective Academic and Personal Support Strategies for First-Year
FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
TRIO la, 6ad, 3ad, 2a, 4ad, 1f
Advising 5ad, 1ss, lad, 7ad, 4ad
Counseling 5ad,1ss, lad, 7ad, 4ad
Tutoring la, 3ad, 2a, 2ss
Student organizations la, 2a, 3a, 1f
New student orientations 1ss, 2ss
Mentoring la,2ss
Faith-based organizations la, 3ad
Community civic organizations la, 2ss

Table 7: Findings on Recommended Improvements and Resource Needs for Supporting First-
Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Athletic success coach or academic advising Iss, lad, 7ad, 4ad, 8ad, 2f
Funding la, 1f
English as a second language Sad, 3a
Adult seminars on character development and time management 9ad, 8ad,
Athletic tutors 2ad
Counseling (only one) 2ss
Revamped new student orientation/learning style evaluations 6ad
Data tracking 2a

Table 8: Findings on Institutional Policies, Procedures, and Practices Supporting First-Year
FGCSAs
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Keywords Responding

participants
Practices in place are in place for everyone, not just first-year 2a, 3a
FGCSAs
Periodic surveys (not intentionally geared toward first-generation la

student-athletes)

Table 9: Findings on Institutional Efforts to Provide Academic and Personal Support for First-
Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Vibrant student life la
Quality education la
Community service la
Coaches acquire academic help for students 2a
Early alert 2a
Could add ESL for non-English speakers 3a

Table 10: Findings on the Allocation of Institutional Resources to Support the Retention of First-
Year, First-Generation Students and Student-Athletes

Keywords Responding participants
Alumni-based funds la
Philanthropic organizations la
Telehealth 2a
Counseling 2a, 3a
Resources for all 3a

Table 11: Findings on Institutional Initiatives to Improve Retention and Success of First-Year
FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
A need for a better-informed early tracking system for athletes 2a
Student engagement on campus: social activities la, 3a

Table 12: Findings on Institutional Tracking and Evaluation of Student-Athlete Progress and
Outcomes

Keywords Responding participants
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Data collection team la, 3a
Grades 2a, 3a
Pathways and NCAA Clearinghouse 2a

Table 13: Findings on External Partnerships and Collaborations Supporting Student-Athletes

Keywords Responding participants
Local chamber/civic groups la, 2a, 3a
Faith-based organizations la, 2a
Alumni support la, 2a
President’s Circle la, 3a
Health facilities 2a

Table 14: Findings on Academic Support Programs Available to First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
TRIO Iss, 2s, 1f, 2f
Auto academic assigned advisor Iss, 2ss, 2f

Coping skills/training and relaxation 2ss,

Table 15: Findings on Strategies to Encourage Utilization of Academic Support Services by
First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Building a rapport Iss, 2ss, 1f, 2f
Advising (intrusive) Iss
Direct text messages Iss

Table 16: Findings on the Role of Faculty in Supporting the Academic Success of First-Year
FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Intrusive advising Iss,
Degree planning Iss, 1f
Monthly check-ins Iss
Inspire/motivate If
Faculty meetings 2ss, 2f
Counseling in syllabi 2ss
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Table 17: Findings on Workshops and Seminars Tailored for First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Tutoring (face-to-face and online) If, 2ss, 2f
Counseling 11, 2ss, 2f
Mentoring If, 2ss
Auto-assigned advisors Iss
Special portal for help Iss

Table 18: Findings on Institutional Practices Supporting Academic-Athletic Balance for First-
Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Building rapport Iss, 2f
Grade checks Iss, 2ss
Study halls 1f
Intrusive advising Is
Orientation 2ss

Table 19: Findings on Communication Mechanisms for Understanding and Addressing the
Academic Support Needs of First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Communication (asking specific questions) 1f, 2ss, 2f
Success coach for athletes Iss

Table 20: Findings on Athletic Support Services Provided to First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Academic advising lad, 4ad, 8ad,
Nothing specifically for first-generation student-athletes 3ad, 6ad, 7ad
Counseling 4ad,9ad
Staff support Sad, lad
Tutoring Sad

Table 21: Findings on the Role of Coaches and Athletic Staff in Supporting the Academic and
Personal Development of First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
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Mentoring and motivating 2ad, 6ad, l1ad, 4ad, 8ad, 5ad

Personal development 2ad, 6ad, 3ad, 7ad, 8ad
Grade checks 5ad, 2ad, 3ad
Academic advising Sad, 9ad

Tutors 2ad 9ad

Table 22: Findings on the Role of Peer Mentors and Veteran Student-Athletes in Supporting
First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Student ambassadors  5ad, 6ad, 3ad, 7ad, 4ad
Alumni engagement lad, 8ad, 2ad, 3ad
Leadership 6ad
Tutoring Sad

Table 23: Findings on Initiatives Promoting Academic and Athletic Balance for First-Year
FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Community service 6ad, lad, 9ad
Planning 5ad, 3ad, 8ad
Communication/setting expectations 6ad, 2ad
Mentoring 7ad, 4ad

Table 24: Findings on Practices Ensuring Academic Eligibility for First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Grade checks 5ad, 3ad, 7ad, 8ad, 9ad
Study halls Sad, 6ad, 3ad, 4ad
Success seminars 3ad, 9ad

Table 25: Findings on Institutional Practices Supporting the Mental Health and Well-Being of
First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Counselor Sad, 3ad, lad, 2ad, 9ad
Coach intervention 6ad, 3ad, 7ad, 8ad
Planning 3ad, 4ad
Training facility 9ad
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Table 26: Findings on Career Planning and Post-Athletic Preparation for First-Year FGCSAs

Keywords Responding participants
Degree and career planning development 1ad, 3ad, 4ad, 5ad, 6ad, 8ad
Mentors lad, 6ad, 7ad, 9ad
Meaningful life conversations 3ad, 4ad
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