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ABSTRACT 

Creating and sustaining a supportive sociocultural institutional ethos for academic success 

among first-generation, underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) is crucial to promote equity in 

Christian higher education. FGUU tend to underperform at higher rates than their continuing-

generation peers. Research (including the lack thereof) indicates a need for deeper understanding 

of sociocultural institutional ethos in Christian higher education, including consideration of 

independent and interdependent cultural norms to address equity in graduation rates. Faculty in 

Christian higher education who were FGUU students themselves have valuable lived experiences 

that help to identify and address sociocultural gaps on university campuses. Three compelling 

ideas frame this research: (1) Cultural mismatch exists in higher education, (2) Education is a 

sociocultural change agent, and (3) Faculty in higher education hold roles in academic 

leadership, shared governance, and scholarship to further the development of equity in 

universities. The purpose of this study was to investigate the lived experiences of FGUU 

currently serving as faculty in Christian higher education in order to understand the cultural 

gaps within institutions whose mission emphasizes equity and diversity and to undergird 

faculty-driven action plans for creating and sustaining a supportive institutional, sociocultural 

ethos at Christian schools. A phenomenological study was chosen to examine the lived 

experiences of the participants, to analyze their common experiences, and to consider the 

influence of these experiences on their traditional faculty roles of teaching, service, and 

scholarship for shaping institutional ethos. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Twelve years removed from my first crack at the ACT, I find myself on the other end of 

the classroom—an assistant professor of rhetoric and composition, an academic adviser to 

incoming college freshmen, an Ivory Tower gatekeeper. This has changed the way I think about 

college preparation and the sociocultural factors that affect how students run this race, so to 

speak. The overwhelming majority of my upstate New York students arrive on campus socially 

and academically prepared to succeed. Their confidence and level of familiarity with the do’s 

and don’ts of life in the academy continually remind me that some students are at a cultural 

disadvantage when it comes to college preparation (Snyder, 2015, p. 15). 

Dr. Todd D. Snyder, Ph.D. 
Faculty, Siena College 
First-Generation Undergraduate from a Working-Class Family 

 

Creating and sustaining a supportive sociocultural, institutional ethos for academic 

success among first-generation, underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) is crucial to promote 

educational equity (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; 

Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 

2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Faculty in higher 

education who were FGUU themselves have valuable lived experiences that help to identify and 

address sociocultural gaps on university campuses (Case, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Gomez, 2018; 

Kim et al., 2010; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; 

Saldaña et al., 2013; Turner, 2015). Sociocultural constructs are a combination of practices, 

behaviors, and expectations stemming from life experiences associated with demographics, 

relationships, and society (Killpack & Melón, 2016; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). Within 
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the traditional faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship, the lived experiences of those 

who were FGUU need to be appreciated in order to influence institutional ethos and equity in 

higher education (Case, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Gomez, 2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; 

Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). Institutional ethos is the 

atmosphere of a place based on its mission and values. Ethos encapsulates every aspect of a 

place, beginning with accurate representation in admissions and marketing materials, and 

including a broad-spectrum of people-first considerations throughout operations, 

policies/procedures, teaching/learning, and relationships (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; 

Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 2016; Dahlvig, 2013; Herrmann & 

Varnum, 2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lehmann, 2013; Park & Denson, 2009; Schreiner et al., 

2011; Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). An exceptional and inclusive institutional ethos values equity 

by examining and discontinuing implicit and explicit bias in order to intentionally level the 

playing field through deliberately increasing the social and cultural capital of FGUU (Armstrong 

& Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Carpenter & Ramirez, 2012; Conn, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 2016; 

Lee, 2017; Schreiner et al., 2011; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, et 

al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). Leveling the playing field includes equity in access, guidance, 

and support throughout a student’s plan of study as well as hiring a diverse faculty who share 

commonalities with students and a faculty who designs curriculum modeling diversity as 

essential (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Herrmann 

& Varnum, 2018; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Rury, 2016; Schreiner et al., 

2011; Warnock & Hurst, 2016).  

Even before the United States became a sovereign nation, education was a priority 

because of the opportunities it provided to build equity and lessen the power of inequality (Park 
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& Denson, 2009; Rury, 2016). Education, along with home and work, is a demonstrated factor in 

developing individual and collective sociocultural capital (Rury, 2016; Stephens, Markus, & 

Phillips, 2014; Turner, 2015). In particular, education is a key to building human equity and 

sociocultural change (Adrian, 2003; Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 2016; Stephens, Markus, & 

Phillips, 2014). Throughout history and to the present day, education continues to be a core value 

in American life as demonstrated by its inclusion in the major political party platforms of the 

nation (Democratic Party Platform, 2020; Republican Platform, 2016; Rury, 2016). Yet, over 

three hundred years since the establishment of America’s first college, Harvard College in 1636 

(Ringenberg, 2006), the United States continues to face divisive rhetoric and behavior around 

social and cultural differences within its population, and university campuses are common 

venues where disruption occurs (Arnston et al., 2018; Doherty, 2017; Lawrence, 2018; Nietzel, 

2020).  

Faculty in higher education who are supported by administrators and hold traditional 

roles have a responsibility to recognize and address sociocultural gaps in higher education 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2019; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Park & Denson, 

2009). As is currently evidenced in the literature, the faculty who tend to focus their recruiting, 

committee work, scholarship, and professional development on diversity-inclusion are often 

members of underrepresented populations (i.e., non-White, non-male, or first-generation) 

(Dahlvig, 2013; Jimenez et al., 2019; Lee, 2017; Park & Denson, 2009). According to the 

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the overall population of faculty in the United 

States represents a predominately White, male population (Hussar et al., 2020; McFarland et al., 

2018). The Fall 2020 NCES report recorded the composition of full-time professors in degree-
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granting postsecondary schools in the Fall of 2018 including 40% White males, 35% White 

females, 7% Asian/Pacific Islander males, and 5% Asian/Pacific Islander females, while Black 

males, Black females, Hispanic males, and Hispanic females accounted for 3% each of the full-

time professoriate (Hussar et al., 2020). Faculty with multiple races accounted for 1% or less of 

the full-time professoriate (Hussar et al., 2020). During the same academic term, the 

undergraduate student population at degree-granting postsecondary schools was reported with 

more nuance including three categories of four-year institutions: Private (non-profit), public, and 

private (for-profit). The undergraduate students’ race/ethnicity composition of enrollment in 

four-year, non-profit included 64% White, 13% Black, 13% Hispanic, and 6% Asian. In four-

year public, the enrollment included 56% White, 12% Black, 20% Hispanic, and 8% Asian. In 

private, for-profit schools, enrollment included 44% White, 29% Black, 18% Hispanic, and 4% 

Asian (Hussar et al., 2020). Within the traditional roles of faculty in higher education, faculty 

have the opportunity to bridge the sociocultural gaps represented by these statistics (Ackerman-

Barger et al., 2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 

2013; Conn, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2019; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Park & Denson, 2009). 

The composition of the student body is substantially different from the composition of 

full-time faculty in U.S. postsecondary institutions. Table 1 illustrates the differential (Hussar et 

al., 2020). The race/ethnicity differential between students and full-time faculty represents a 

problem based on common concerns in higher education regarding lack of diversity within the 

faculty compared to growing diversity within the student body (Dahlvig, 2013; Heilig et al., 

2019; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Luedke, 2017; McCoy, 2014; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; 

Taylor et al., 2013; Vetter et al., 2019). Given the traditional faculty roles, the initiative for 

creating and sustaining a supportive institutional, sociocultural ethos to build equity in diversity 
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among students and faculty lies with the faculty as a whole following administrative value, 

vision, and support (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash 

& Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 2017; Heilig et al., 2019; Jimenez et al., 2019; Lee, 

2017; Luedke, 2017; Park & Denson, 2009; Taylor et al., 2013; Vetter et al., 2019). 

Table 1 

Race/Ethnicity Differential Between Faculty and Students in the United States Postsecondary 
Institutions During the Fall of 2018 
 

Race/Ethnicity Full-time 
Professors 

Student 
Enrollment 
Private Non-Profit 

Student 
Enrollment 
Public 

Student 
Enrollment 
Private For-Profit 

White 75% 64% 56% 44% 

Hispanic 6% 13% 20% 18% 

Black 6% 13% 12% 29% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 12% 6% 8% 4% 

American 
Indian/Alaska Native <1%    

2+ Races 1%    
Note.  Adapted from “The condition of education 2020 (NCES 2020-144),” by Hussar et al., 
2020. (https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/) 

 

In conjunction with the faculty-to-student difference, there also exists a student-to-

student disparity between underrepresented students’ graduation rates and majority students’ 

graduation rates, as noted in Table 2. Within the Fall 2013 cohort of undergraduates at all 

institutions reporting to the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (NSCRD), 

including public two-year and four-year post-secondary schools, private four-year nonprofit and 

for-profit post-secondary schools, 59.7% of students completed a degree or certificate by Spring 

2019 (Shapiro et al., 2019). The completion rate for private nonprofit four-year institutions was 

76.5% (Shapiro et al., 2019). Within this same cohort, Asian male and female students 
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completed at rates of 75% and 81% respectively, and White male and female students completed 

at rates of 68% and 77%. Hispanic male and female students in this same cohort completed 

degree programs at rates of 54% and 63%, while Black males and females completed at rates of 

42% and 54%, indicating lower completion rates among Hispanic and Black students (Shapiro et 

al., 2019). According to Wilbur and Roscigno (2016), while in high school, presumed first-

generation college students are less likely to attend college by nearly 70%, and if they begin 

college, they are less likely to persist to graduation by 60%. If university faculty are to affect the 

institutional ethos with intentional systems providing both equitable access and supportive 

completion efforts for FGUU, then the voices of former FGUU who are now faculty with 

personal understanding of the FGUU experiences, are essential to hear and heed (Case, 2017; 

Gomez, 2018; Lee, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013; 

Turner, 2015). 

Table 2 

Percent Completed Six Years after Enrolling by Race/Ethnicity and Gender: 2013 Entering 
Cohort Public 4-Year Starters 
 
Race/Ethnicity Male Female 

Asian 75% 81% 

White 68% 77% 

Hispanic 54% 63% 

Black 42% 54% 
Note. Adapted from “Completing college 2019 national report (No. 18; Completing College),” 
by Shapiro et al., 2019. (https://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/Completions_Report_2019.pdf) 
 

Finally, first-generation undergraduates are more likely to be from underrepresented 

races/ethnicities including Black/African American, Hispanic or Latino, Native Hawaiian/other 



7 
 
 

 

Pacific Islander, or more than one race (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). The NCES 

reported in the 2015-16 National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey that, other than Asian 

American undergraduates, non-White students were more likely to be first-generation students 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Additionally, 42% of first-generation undergraduates are 

male, while 49% were female. First-generation and continuing-generation females were close in 

enrollment at 49% and 50% respectively. In sum, first-generation undergraduates were more 

likely to be from minority or underrepresented populations (U.S. Department of Education, 

2016). For the purposes of this study, first-generation and underrepresented will be used together 

in regard to both students and faculty. 

Traditional cultural norms and constructs occurring in United States universities are a 

student experience for faculty to mitigate as articulated by cultural mismatch theory which is 

outlined next (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jack, 2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; 

Stephens, Townsend, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). Middle-class cultural constructs 

support the norms in North American universities thereby affecting institutional sociocultural 

ethos relating to diversity and leading to cultural mismatch (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jack, 2016; 

Lee, 2017; Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, et al., 

2012; Townsend et al., 2018). Cultural mismatch theory is exemplified in the deeply embedded 

value of independence as experienced in operational processes and faculty expectations within 

U.S. academic institutions and classrooms (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Dittmann et al., 2020; Kraus 

& Stephens, 2012; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Townsend, & 

Dittmann, 2019). Success in a university requires more than the capacity to demonstrate learned 

content as a student (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2014, 2016; Lehmann, 2013; Smith et al., 

2016). Success also requires skillful adaptation to the autonomous roles of student and adult. 
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This role emphasizes independent learning, caring for oneself, personal finance management, 

and implicit knowledge of how to behave in the unique environment called academia (Collier & 

Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2014, 2016; Lee, 2017; Lehmann, 2013; Smith et al., 2016). First-

generation students from working-class backgrounds are more likely to have life experiences 

emphasizing interdependence from the spectrum of community and family interactions on one 

side to bureaucratic limitations hampering individuals from thriving on the other side (Collier & 

Morgan, 2008; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Jack, 2016; Schreiner et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). A working-class 

background describes a person’s home of origin with the adults’ labor being the most valued 

asset for financially sustaining the household (Rury, 2016). As a result, differences between 

independent and interdependent cultures must be intentionally addressed from an institution’s 

guiding principles to its strategic plans and through faculty academic leadership, shared 

governance, and scholarship (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 

2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 2017; Jack, 2016; Lehmann, 2013; 

Schreiner et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2016). Faculty with lived experiences associated with cultural 

mismatch represent a group who may inform and advocate for equity in diversity initiatives on 

university campuses, if their stories are heard and appreciated (Case, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; 

Gomez, 2018; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Kim et al., 2010; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; 

Luedke, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). 

Institutional guiding principles are often articulated in the mission and value statements 

of organizations (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013). 

Educational accreditation agencies and academic associations often have mission and value 

statements. Examples of such include the Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities 
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(www.nwccu.org), the National Association of Independent Colleges & Universities 

(www.naicu.org), and the Council of Independent Colleges (www.cic.edu). While this sample of 

organizations reflect a broad spectrum of higher education institutions, another international 

association connects a more focused group of schools whose shared strategic missions and 

values are centered on integrating the Bible as a source of wisdom in developing the whole 

person for the purpose of contributing and leading for the common good throughout the world 

(Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b). Founded in 1976, the Council for 

Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) is an association of Christian post-secondary 

schools throughout the world whose mission and values are embraced by member institutions, 

albeit with considerable variations (www.cccu.org). The NCES reported nearly 1,600 four-year 

private non-profit postsecondary schools in 2017-18 (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). One-

hundred and forty-two institutions, or 9%, are members/affiliates of the CCCU representing 

nearly half a million students (Econsult Solutions, 2018). The CCCU has been a steady 

organization in higher education for nearly 45 years. As a result, this research study focuses on 

faculty from CCCU member schools in the United States.  

The CCCU’s commitment to diversity is evidenced in its 2019-20 Annual Report citing 

court amicus briefs, participation in legislative initiatives in the U.S. Congress related to 

diversity, and a CCCU-sponsored Diversity Conference (Council for Christian Colleges & 

Universities, 2020a). The CCCU mission statement boldly proclaims its unique place in higher 

education for the common good: “To advance the cause of Christ-centered higher education and 

to help our institutions transform lives by faithfully relating scholarship and service to biblical 

truth” (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Mobley et al., 2018). The CCCU 

tag line is “Advancing faith and intellect for the common good” (CCCUvideo, 2020; Council for 
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Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b). The CCCU values emphasize advocacy for ethnic and 

cultural diversity, as well as social justice related to racism and immigration (Council for 

Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Nam, 2020). “With the growing diversity of college-

aged students, CCCU institutions would do well to give voice to these different representations 

of the ‘image of God’” (Nam, 2020, p. 16). Based on the CCCU mission and value statements, 

and its advocacy priorities, supporting equity in diversity among FGUU is a guiding principle 

that should be evident in its member schools (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 

2020b; Nam, 2020). 

According to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), during the 

2017-18 academic year, White students represented 60% of the total enrollment in CCCU 

schools while Black/African American students and Hispanic/Latino students represented 11% 

each, and Asian/Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders represented 4% of enrollment 

(“Diversity within the CCCU,” 2020) (see Table 3). At the same time, 79% of faculty and 84% 

of administrators were White with each other race ethnicities under 6%. This data illustrates 

substantial race/ethnicity differences in higher education and specifically in the CCCU 

(“Diversity within the CCCU,” 2020).  
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Table 3 

Diversity Within the Council for Christian Colleges & Universities (CCCU) During the 2017-18 
Academic Year 
 

Race/Ethnicity 
Total Students (at 

all levels): 
444,618 

Total Faculty (Full 
and Part Time): 

36,441 

Total Administrators 
(Full and Part Time: 

6,775 

White 60.09% 79.34% 84.37% 

Black/African 
American 11.05% 5.86% 5.23% 

Hispanic/Latino 10.62% 3.59% 4.07% 

Asian/Native Hawaiian 
or Other Pacific 
Islander 

3.96% 3.51% 3.09% 

American Indian or 
Alaskan Native 0.57% 0.31% 0.30% 

Note. Adapted from “Diversity within the CCCU,” 2020, Advance, 19.  

From 1999 to 2015, CCCU schools saw an increase in underrepresented student 

enrollment; and, in 2015 one in three CCCU students were first-generation undergraduates 

(Econsult Solutions, 2018). Table 4 illustrates the undergraduate enrollment by race/ethnicity at 

six CCCU universities in the Fall of 2019 (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). The six schools 

represent a variety of campus settings from two “distant towns” to a “large city,” and several U.S 

regions (i.e., West, South, and Midwest). In all but School C, over 50% of the student enrollment 

is White. School C is the only institution located in a Western city. Hispanic/Latino student 

enrollment is the next highest for each of the five remaining schools with well under 20% 

enrollment in each school (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). 
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Table 4 

Fall 2019 Undergraduate Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity at Six CCCU Universities 
 

 School A School B School C School D School E School F 

Campus Setting Suburb: 
Midsize 

Suburb: 
Large 

City: 
Large 

Suburb: 
Small 

Town: 
Distant 

Town: 
Distant 

Region West South West Midwest Midwest Midwest 

Undergraduate Total 
Enrollment 1423 1618 2947 3110 2173 2588 

American Indian or Alaskan 0% 4% 1% 0% 0% 1% 

Asian 1% 1% 4% 2% 3% 1% 

Black or African American 2% 12% 5% 9% 4% 4% 

Hispanic/Latino 11% 14% 56% 10% 5% 3% 

White 75% 55% 26% 72% 82% 65% 

Two or More Races 3% 8% 0% 3% 1% 1% 

Race/Ethnicity Unknown 5% 3% 6% 2% 0% 24% 

Non-Resident Alien 2% 2% 2% 1% 5% 1% 
Note. Adapted from “IPEDS college navigator,” by U.S. Department of Education, 2019. 
(https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/) 
 

Table 5 shows the 6-year graduation rate by race/ethnicity for student pursuing bachelor’s 

degrees at the same six CCCU universities (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). In focusing on 

the graduation rates for only Hispanic/Latino students and White students, White students 

graduate at higher levels in every school. The greatest gap is at School E with 31% difference. 

School C represents the lowest difference at 15%. School C is the same school enrolling the most 

Hispanic/Latino students (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). While enrollment rates of 

underrepresented students within CCCU institutions have increased since 1999, the graduation 

rates of underrepresented students in the aforementioned six CCCU institutions are lower than 

those of White students (Econsult Solutions, 2018; U.S. Department of Education, 2019).  
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Table 5 
 
6-Year Graduation Rate by Race/Ethnicity for Students Pursuing Bachelor’s Degrees at Six 
CCCU Universities 
 
Race/Ethnicity School A School B School C School D School E School E 

American Indian or Alaskan 0% 80% 50%  100% 33% 

Asian 67% 80% 67% 63% 71% 50% 

Black or African American 0% 19% 71% 35% 40% 18% 

Hispanic/Latino 44% 44% 65% 52% 47% 29% 

White 66% 63% 70% 69% 78% 47% 

Two or More Races 44% 56% 80% 38% 100% 29% 

Race/Ethnicity Unknown 45%  70%  100% 38% 

Non-Resident Alien 100% 29% 0% 67% 85% 0% 
Note. Adapted from “IPEDS college navigator,” by U.S. Department of Education, 2019. 
(https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/) 
 

The data in Tables 4 and 5 exemplify the higher rates at which White students enroll in 

CCCU schools and successfully persist to graduation. In light of the CCCU mission and 

advocacy statements, the differences in graduation rates represent a problem (Council for 

Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Menjares, 2017). Enrolling more underrepresented 

students is not enough. Graduating underrepresented students at a similar rate as White students 

is a worthy goal. Valuing, creating, and sustaining a supportive institutional, sociocultural ethos 

in Christian higher education to support such a goal begins with a visionary administration. It 

must also include consideration of complex student needs related to institutional operations in 

the classroom with faculty as well as university offices (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; 

Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Jack, 2016; Jimenez et al., 

2019; Lehmann, 2013; Park & Denson, 2009; Taylor et al., 2013; Vetter et al., 2019). 
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Statement of the Problem 

Creating and sustaining a supportive institutional sociocultural ethos at CCCU member 

schools to increase graduation rates among first-generation students of underrepresented 

populations is crucial to living into the CCCU mission and values (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Conn, 2017; Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Dahlvig, 2013; Longman, 

2017; Taylor et al., 2013). The lived experiences of FGUU, who are now faculty at CCCU 

institutions, are a resource to hear and value for building equity in Christian higher education 

(Dahlvig, 2013; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Kim et al., 2010; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 

2017; Longman, 2017; Turner, 2015). These faculty are examples of FGUU who have 

successfully navigated sociocultural gaps as undergraduates, continued to persist through earning 

graduate degrees, and now teach in America’s institutions of Christian higher education 

(Dahlvig, 2013; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Lee, 2017; Longman, 2017; Turner, 2015). 

Cultural mismatch theory is a framework for understanding the differences in 

sociocultural values among FGUU and their continuing-generation peers with the core 

distinction being applications of interdependent values versus independent values (Stephens, 

Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Limited 

research exists analyzing cultural mismatch theory within CCCU institutions relating to FGUU 

who are now faculty in CCCU member schools (Case, 2017; Covarrubias, n.d.; Stephens, 

Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Such 

research is an opportunity for Christian higher education to build its understanding of cultural 

mismatch theory and mitigate its effect among FGUU (Dahlvig, 2013; Longman, 2017; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Turner, 2015). Higher education institutions need to address 

sociocultural gaps between majority, middle-class students and underrepresented, first-
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generation students by acknowledging the cultural mismatch students face in pedagogy, 

expectations, and operations in order to affect sociocultural, institutional change (Armstrong & 

Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Herrmann & 

Varnum, 2018; Lee, 2017; Lehmann, 2013; Longman, 2017; Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, 

Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Taylor et al., 2013; Townsend et al., 

2018; Vetter et al., 2019).   

Education has historically contributed to a sociocultural change in the United States 

(Adrian, 2003; Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016; Turner, 2015). A central 

question related to the core of education is: Does education change society, or does society 

change education (Mobley et al., 2018; Park & Denson, 2009; Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016; 

Turner, 2015)? Citizens continue to believe in the importance of education as a pathway for 

collective and personal advancement. Economic advancement often receives the most attention, 

but education impacts more than dollars (Rury, 2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). 

Throughout the country’s history, education has played a large role in the development of ideas 

and people, including controversial subjects related to racism, classism, and sexism. Education is 

a major player in social change, and social change is a major player in education (Mobley et al., 

2018; Park & Denson, 2009; Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016; Turner, 2015). 

Christian colleges and universities are in a strong position to seek purposeful 

sociocultural change because of their guiding principles of integrating history, theology, 

tradition, reconciliation, and the Bible (Adrian, 2003; Council for Christian Colleges & 

Universities, 2020b; Pérez, 2013; Taylor, 2013; Taylor et al., 2013). Though many diversity 

initiatives are centered on matriculation and composition of diverse students, history, theology, 

and mission are more powerful motivators for change than numbers (Adrian, 2003; Council for 
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Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Nguyen et al., 2018; Pérez, 2013; Taylor, 2013; 

Taylor et al., 2013). Christian higher education maintains a strong position to affect change 

through an emphasis on integrating history with sociocultural needs along with the integration of 

faith and learning (Adrian, 2003; Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Pérez, 

2013; Taylor, 2013; Taylor et al., 2013). Profound sociocultural changes promote opportunities 

for deep critical thinking and problem-solving (Adrian, 2003; Taylor, 2013; Taylor et al., 2013). 

The history and mission of Christian colleges and universities demonstrate living examples of 

building bridges through change (Adrian, 2003; Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 

2020b; Pérez, 2013; Taylor, 2013; Taylor et al., 2013). Christian higher education with its 

biblical and theological imperatives for valuing people is an avenue for addressing the effect of 

cultural norms on equity in education (Adrian, 2003; Council for Christian Colleges & 

Universities, 2020b; Pérez, 2013; Taylor, 2013; Taylor et al., 2013; Vetter et al., 2019). Nam 

(2020), Professor of Biblical Studies at a CCCU university says, “a true conviction that each 

human carries the ‘image of God’ would have a profound effect on how much we value diversity 

within our campuses” (p. 18). 

Three compelling ideas frame this research: (1) Cultural mismatch exists in higher 

education, (2) Education is a sociocultural change agent, and (3) Faculty in higher education 

hold roles in teaching, service, and scholarship to further the development of equity in 

universities. As a result, the purpose of this study was to investigate the lived experiences of 

FGUU currently serving as faculty at CCCU member schools in an effort to increase 

understanding of cultural gaps within institutions whose mission emphasizes equity and 

diversity, and to undergird faculty-driven action plans for creating and sustaining a supportive 

institutional sociocultural ethos at CCCU schools. 
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Background 

FGUU come to university campuses with different lived experiences than middle-class 

students whose parents attended college (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; 

Covarrubias et al., 2016; Dahlvig, 2013; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; 

Jack, 2016; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lehmann, 2013; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, 

Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Middle-class students often grow up seeing independent thinking and 

leadership modeled by adults. However, independent attitudes and actions within working-class 

families may risk the loss of jobs and relationships (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Covarrubias et al., 

2016; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Dahlvig, 2013; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Jack, 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). FGUU with interdependent motivations may seek college to 

help the family, to be a role model for the community, or to work together for mutual 

improvement (Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 2016; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; 

Dahlvig, 2013; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Hlinka, 2017; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Stephens, 

Fryberg, et al., 2012). For these students, independent values are not necessarily motivating. 

When they see their families sacrificing or hurting due to their education, working-class or first-

generation students are more likely to stop school and prioritize family (Arevalo et al., 2016; 

Covarrubias et al., 2016; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Dahlvig, 2013; Herrmann & Varnum, 

2018; Hlinka, 2017; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012)/ 

Research recommends addressing cultural mismatch in higher education by recognizing 

the value of interdependence in the lives of underrepresented students throughout the university 

(Conn, 2017; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; 

Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Hlinka, 2017; Jack, 2016, 2016; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Lee, 

2017; Luedke, 2017; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Schreiner et al., 2011; Smith et al., 
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2016; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Tibbetts et al., 2016). 

Demonstrating the value of interdependence bolsters the motivation of a student population 

known to struggle with the transition to college without harming student populations who are 

thriving. Interdependence is valued when students are encouraged to connect their academic 

motivations with their families and communities. Interdependence is valued when university 

personnel clearly communicate policies and procedures rather than assuming students have 

innate understanding. Experiencing faculty reaching out to build relationships with students 

expresses the value of interdependence. When faculty demonstrate the cultural value of 

interdependence, they overtly express their interest in students’ families, they proactively offer 

academic guidance in relationship with students, and they focus on students’ strengths first 

(Conn, 2017; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; 

Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Hlinka, 2017; Jack, 2016; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Lee, 2017; 

Luedke, 2017; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Schreiner et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Tibbetts et al., 2016). 

Integrating interdependent cultural affirmations within the institution, from admissions and 

student services to the classroom and student life, will help to address the differences in norms 

(Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Birnbaum et al., 2020; Conn, 2017; Jack, 2016; Kraus & Stephens, 

2012; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Schreiner et al., 2011; Smith et al., 

2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Tibbetts et al., 

2016; Townsend et al., 2018). 

Cultural mismatch is a theoretical framework explaining low retention rates among 

FGUU in colleges and universities (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2016; 

DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Hlinka, 2017; Lehmann, 2014; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; 
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Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). This framework identifies the priority of middle-class values, 

including independence in institutions of higher education. FGUU often represent interdependent 

values from their upbringing as they begin college (Jury et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Markus, & 

Phillips, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). When students come to 

campus with interdependent values and experience a culture highly focused on independence, 

they feel dissonance (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jack, 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). The dissonance may overload their cognitive space, make 

academic tasks more challenging, and effect relationships within the university. As a result, the 

students may underperform (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jack, 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012).  

Colleges and universities interested in diversity and educational equity need to address 

implicit bias reflected in cultural mismatch and consider multifaceted approaches in guiding 

FGUU through the transition from high school to college and persistence to graduation 

(Castellanos et al., 2016; Ecklund, 2013; Fruiht & Chan, 2018; Holdsworth et al., 2018; Jack, 

2016; Kim et al., 2010; Lee, 2017; Lehmann, 2013; Martin, 2015; Morales, 2014; Phillips et al., 

2020; Reyes, 2013; Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Townsend et al., 

2018; Wang, 2014). More specifically, Christian colleges and universities whose mission 

supports diversity and educational equity need to address the implicit bias of independent 

cultural norms and actively build cross-campus approaches for overt support of FGUU (Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Ecklund, 2013; Park & Denson, 2009; Reyes, 2013; Smith et al., 

2016). There is limited research synthesizing cultural mismatch research within institutions of 

Christian higher education related to FGUU (Case, 2017; Covarrubias, n.d.; Stephens, Fryberg, 
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et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Faculty who were 

formerly FGUU have narratives that need to be heard, understood, and valued so that their words 

may contribute to cultivating an institutional ethos supporting equity in education particularly 

among current students with similar life experiences. Psychologist, R. Covarrubias, noted the 

importance of this work (personal communication, November 2, 2020). 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the lived experiences of 

FGUU who are now faculty in Christian higher education. To further understand these lived 

experiences, the study laid a foundation of common FGUU happenings based on concepts known 

to influence students’ encounters of cultural mismatch in higher education, including stereotype 

threat, ethnic identity development, sense of belonging, and faculty mindset. More specifically, 

cultural mismatch theory within Christian higher education was explored to consider its implicit 

and explicit existence. The intent was to analyze the connections between the faculty’s former 

undergraduate experiences and their current contributions in teaching, service, and scholarship 

through the lens of cultural mismatch theory (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Armstrong & 

Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 

2013; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Jack, 2016; Taylor et al., 2013; Vetter et al., 2019). For this 

research, the questions examined were:  

1. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were FGUU recognize their experiences 

of cultural mismatch when they were undergraduate students? 

2. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were FGUU recognize experiences of 

cultural mismatch among their current FGUU? 

3. In what ways do current and past experiences of cultural mismatch affect the traditional 
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faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship? 

Description of Terms 

In any body of research, there are discipline-specific words utilized to convey an 

important message (Creswell, 2009). Precision in language is key to understand the intended 

message of the researcher (Creswell, 2009). This body of research includes terminology from the 

fields of education, psychology, and sociology. 

Christian higher education. Members and affiliate members of the Council for 

Christian Colleges & Universities are institutions with core values integrating biblical truth and 

Christian faith with classroom learning, and co/extra-curricular activities to affect the common 

good throughout the world (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Ringenberg, 

2006). 

Common good. Action intended to serve a broader population or the surrounding 

community through avenues such as advocacy, research, consulting, leadership, providing 

work, and training people (Mobley et al., 2018). 

Cultural capital. The amount of dominant cultural characteristics a person embodies 

including but not limited to preferred dress, food, speech, activities, etc. (Rury, 2016). 

Cultural mismatch theory. A theoretical model noting a difference in how people 

perform when outside of their cultural norm (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012) 

Equity. Providing what one needs in order to engage fairly with a given situation such as 

a college education as opposed to providing everyone with equal access and support (Maguire, 

2016). 

Ethos. In the study, the researcher is using the term ethos to mean the atmosphere and 

culture of the institution based on its mission and values, and encapsulating every aspect of the 
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institution including operations, policies/procedures, teaching/learning, and relationships. In 

other words, the guiding beliefs of an institution that are actively functioning (Ash & Schreiner, 

2016; Conn, 2017). 

First-generation college student. College students whose parents did not attend college 

(U.S. Department of Education, 1998). 

Graduation rate. Based on the total number of students who finish all coursework 

within 150% of normal time to finish coursework (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 

Independent values. Cultural norms emphasizing separation from one’s family and 

individual achievement (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 

Interdependent values. Cultural norms associated with collectivism emphasizing 

community, family, and helping others (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 

Scholarship. Contributing to the common good from the position of a field/discipline 

expert through research and other forms of communication is one of three expected roles among 

faculty in higher education (Case, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013).   

Service. Institutional service in higher education includes committee work related to 

creating and administering academic policies and procedures from admissions to degree 

completion, leading the academic endeavors of the institution, program/university strategic 

initiatives, advising students, and service to the discipline through outside organizations and in 

the community (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Almeida et al., 2019; Armstrong & Stewart-

Gambino, 2016; Luedke, 2017; Wang, 2012). 

Social capital. Relational connectedness with people who exchange resources, 

information, and contacts supporting one another’s achievement and persistence in school, work, 

and day-to-day life (Almeida et al., 2019; Soria & Stebleton, 2013; Stephens, Markus, & 
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Phillips, 2014). 

Social class. In this study, social class refers to one’s background and its effect on 

preferences, habits, foods, styles, hobbies, activities, language, health, and where one lives 

(Case, 2017; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Rubin et al., 2014). 

Sociocultural. Sociocultural constructs are a combination of practices, behaviors, and 

expectations stemming from life experiences associated with demographics, relationships, and 

society (Killpack & Melón, 2016; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013).  

Social mobility. The movement between social cultures/structures often made possible 

by home, education and career opportunities including the relationships associated with each 

factor (Lee & Kramer, 2013; Rondini, 2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014)  

Stereotype threat. A negative stereotype in which one risks confirmation to self and 

others in a high performance situation such as academics (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 

Teaching. One of three roles associated with faculty in higher education. It is defined by 

continuous development in pedagogy, student learning, curriculum advancements or changes, 

and program assessment (Aragón et al., 2017, 2018; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; 

Brown et al., 2013; Castillo-Montoya, 2017, 2019; Conefrey, 2018; Gurin et al., 2002; Mayhew 

& Grunwald, 2006; Park & Denson, 2009; Phuong et al., 2017; Stephens, Hamedani, & 

Townsend, 2019; Vetter et al., 2019). 

Underrepresented. Among university faculty and undergraduate students, non-White, 

non-male, lower than middle-class background, first-generation individuals are considered 

underrepresented (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). 

Working class. A social class of people whose labor is their most valued asset (Rury, 

2016). 
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Significance of the Study 

Educational history is steeped in narratives of sociocultural change related to working for 

equity and the public good (Adrian, 2003; Chambers & Gopaul, 2008; Chan, 2016; Mobley et 

al., 2018; Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016). Education is a social institution serving both 

individuals and the common interests of society (Adrian, 2003; Chambers & Gopaul, 2008; 

Chan, 2016; Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016).  In higher education, 

sociocultural change can occur through curricular and co-curricular plans as developed and 

shared by the faculty, when the faculty is motivated, strategic, and collaborative to lead, and 

when there is administrative support for such a social movement (Armstrong & Stewart-

Gambino, 2016; Chambers & Gopaul, 2008; Gurin et al., 2002; Park & Denson, 2009). Faculty 

are the purveyors of knowledge through the creation, distribution, debate, reflection, and analysis 

of thinking and action. There must be ownership from colleague-to-colleague as well as 

empowerment and mobilization from among the faculty for a meaningful and active 

sociocultural curriculum to occur (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Chambers & Gopaul, 

2008; Gurin et al., 2002; Park & Denson, 2009). Opportunity exists for faculty in higher 

education to plant seeds of sociocultural growth within their students, thereby influencing 

students’ present circumstances and future options for mobility and leadership (Adrian, 2003; 

Chan, 2016; Lee & Kramer, 2013; Rury, 2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Turner, 

2015). 

Research indicates an institutional ethos promoting student sociocultural growth 

positively affects achievement for a wide range of students (DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Means & 

Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Townsend et 

al., 2018). Faculty and administrators, particularly in Christian colleges and universities, whose 



25 
 
 

 

biblical and theological imperatives endorse action toward reconciliation and sociocultural 

equity, need to be the educational leaders in achieving this outcome (Dahlvig, 2013; Jeynes & 

Robinson, 2010; Kim et al., 2010; Longman, 2017; Robinson & Jeynes, 2010; Taylor et al., 

2013; Vetter et al., 2019). Some view economic outcomes as the primary purpose of 

contemporary higher education, while others view cultural leadership in pursuit of social justice 

as a primary outcome (Chan, 2016; Robinson & Jeynes, 2010). Christian leadership in higher 

education must lead in the push toward sociocultural equity (Dahlvig, 2013; Jeynes & Robinson, 

2010; Kim et al., 2010; Longman, 2017; Robinson & Jeynes, 2010; Taylor et al., 2013; Vetter et 

al., 2019). Research (including the lack there of) indicates a need for deeper understanding of 

sociocultural, institutional ethos in Christian higher education, including consideration of  

independent and interdependent cultural norms in order to address equity in enrollment and 

graduation rates (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; 

Dahlvig, 2013). The voices of faculty who were FGUU must be highlighted within the faculty 

ranks to guide the whole in transforming the institution in this sociocultural movement (Case, 

2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Gomez, 2018; Kim et al., 2010; Lee, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva 

et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013; Turner, 2015). 

Overview of Research Methods 

A qualitative phenomenological research design guided this study to explore the vivid, 

lived experiences of FGUU who are currently faculty at CCCU institutions (Creswell, 2007; 

Marshall & Rossman, 2016; van Manen, 2014). The researcher sought to understand cultural 

mismatch theory (Stephens, Townsend, et al., 2012) from the perspectives of current university 

faculty who were FGUU and to explore how cultural mismatch influences traditional faculty 

roles in teaching, service, and scholarship. This kind of inquiry begins with questions of wonder 
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to connect meaning and understanding with the essence of an experience (van Manen, 2014). 

Phenomenologists explore the commonalities of participants’ experiences to interpret their 

narratives and reflections for greater understanding of the issues (Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 

2004; Marshall & Rossman, 2016; van Manen, 2014). The common experiences are analyzed 

and formed into meaningful themes to connect who people are and what people do to further 

identify meaning in human, lived experiences (van Manen, 2014). 

In this study, the phenomenon under investigation was the effect of being a FGUU on the 

participants’ faculty role in Christian higher education. Nine faculty members were recruited 

through purposeful, snowball sampling procedures to participate in individual, one to two hour, 

semi-structured interviews for the purpose of gathering trustworthy first-person narratives (i.e., 

data) filled with depth and detail (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Maxwell, 2013; 

van Manen, 2014). The interviews were transcribed verbatim, reviewed multiple times, analyzed, 

and coded by the researcher (Groenewald, 2004; Saldaña, 2016). Following analysis and coding, 

the researcher created clusters of units by combining codes into themes from each interview 

(Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004; Saldaña, 2016). The themes were further explained with 

contextual descriptions from the interviews including quotes (Creswell, 2007). Following 

member checking, the researcher created a composite summary of the themes including textual 

and structured descriptions using narrative and tables (Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004). The 

purpose is to collect data and reflect on its meaning through phenomenological writing to pull 

readers into wondering about the phenomenon and asking further questions for continual 

understanding (van Manen, 1990).  
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

Our intellectual development from childhood to the present, in our homes, families, and 

communities of origin, is of great value and must be wholly drawn upon as we move through our 

higher education student experience and onward. By bringing all of our forms of knowledge to 

the table, we validate ourselves and our communities of origin, and we can withstand critics who 

believe that these sources of knowledge have little or no value. It is important to acknowledge 

who we are in total, because it is who we are that affects our approaches to research, that 

shapes the types of questions we ask, determines the kinds of issues which interest us, and the 

ways in which we go about seeking solutions as well as interpreting our findings (Turner, 2015, 

p. 333). 

Dr. Caroline S. Turner 39th annual conference presidential address of the 
Association for the Study of Higher Education,  
Washington, D.C., November 21, 2014  
 

Introduction 

Creating and sustaining a supportive sociocultural, institutional ethos for academic 

success among first-generation, underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) is crucial to promote 

educational equity (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; 

Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 

2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Ethos is the lived 

experiences of students, faculty, staff, and other constituents who directly interact with the 

institution. The institution’s mission and values are the foundation of the university experience, 

and they should be revealed through the university’s daily operations and relationships 

developed inside or outside of the classroom, thereby creating an ethos of place (Ash & 
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Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lehmann, 2013; Park & 

Denson, 2009; Wilson, 2013). In this study, FGUU are students whose parents did not complete 

a college or university degree and who are also underrepresented by either race, ethnicity, 

gender, or class (as identified by parental occupation). The lived experiences of FGUU and 

other constituents vary depending on their social and cultural contexts (Herrmann & Varnum, 

2018; Jack, 2014; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Turner, 

2015). Based on the traditional roles of faculty in higher education, the faculty have a high level 

of influence in stimulating institutional ethos change, with the support of administrators who are 

also in favor of promoting equity among FGUU (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Park & Denson, 2009; Turner, 2015; Wilson, 2013). Faculty who were FGUU 

have valuable lived experiences to help institutions in identifying and addressing sociocultural 

gaps within the classroom and throughout the university to influence ethos (Case, 2017; Gomez, 

2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). 

In higher education, the traditional faculty role includes three foundational elements: 

teaching, service, and scholarship (American Association of University Professors, 2020; 

Chambers & Gopaul, 2008). The teaching role includes areas such as continual growth in 

teaching, learning, curriculum development, and program assessment (Aragón et al., 2017, 2018; 

Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Castillo-Montoya, 2017, 2019; 

Conefrey, 2018; Gurin et al., 2002; Mayhew & Grunwald, 2006; Park & Denson, 2009; Phuong 

et al., 2017; Stephens, Hamedani, et al., 2019; Vetter et al., 2019). Service includes, but is not 

limited to, creating and administering academic policies and procedures from admissions to 

degree completion, program and university strategic initiatives through institutional committees, 

and service to the discipline through outside organizations and in the community (Ackerman-
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Barger et al., 2016; Almeida et al., 2019; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Luedke, 2017; 

Wang, 2012). Scholarship is contributing to the common good from the position of a 

field/discipline expert through research and other forms of interaction (Case, 2017; Monzó & 

SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013). Within the fullness of these three roles, university faculty are 

in a critical position to analyze sociocultural differences in their institutions and foster change 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Case, 2017). Promoting educational equity, 

as an outcome of building and maintaining a supportive sociocultural, institutional ethos, 

contributes to leveling the playing field for FGUU to access higher education and graduate 

(Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 

2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 

2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). The lived experiences of current 

faculty who were FGUU are essential components to guide administrators, faculty, and staff in 

identifying sociocultural gaps within institutions as their narratives exemplify the practical 

realities of FGUU (Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; 

Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). 

A supportive sociocultural, institutional ethos for academic success among FGUU is a 

central principle for establishing educational equity in universities (Armstrong & Stewart-

Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 

2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). This literature review begins by introducing a theoretical 

framework (i.e., cultural mismatch theory) and its relationship with FGUU and institutional 

ethos. Next, the reader is guided to consider the history of education as a sociocultural change 

agent in the United States (Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 2016). Additionally, this chapter addresses 
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the unique place of sociocultural change in Christian higher education via the contributions of 

the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) (Adrian, 2003; Menjares, 2017; 

Pérez, 2013; Ringenberg, 2006). The literature points toward a need for more intentional 

practices among faculty and administrators to recognize and respond to sociocultural differences 

within educational institutions, particularly within Christian universities whose missions 

explicitly or implicitly express a focus on building educational equity amidst diversity 

(Longman, 2017; Menjares, 2017; Pérez, 2013; Taylor, 2013). Sociocultural differences shaping 

institutional ethos, as commonly experienced by FGUU, are described in the literature review 

through the following concepts: ethnic identity development, sense of belonging, stereotype 

threat, and faculty mindset (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; 

Nguyen et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2016; Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). With administrative vision 

and support, the traditional faculty roles are essential to mitigate cultural mismatch and 

strengthen a supportive sociocultural institutional ethos promoting educational equity 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Case, 2017). Notably, current faculty in 

Christian universities, who were FGUU, have lived experiences to assist in revealing and 

understanding sociocultural gaps in their universities (Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Lang & 

Yandell, 2019; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). Figure 1 

provides a visual representation for the structure of Chapter II. 
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Figure 1 

A Visual Representation of the Literature Review.

 

Theoretical Framework: Cultural Mismatch Theory in Higher Education 

Cultural mismatch theory is a framework of invisible factors associated with 

sociocultural differences between working-class people and middle-class people (Covarrubias et 

al., 2016; Dittmann et al., 2020; Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Hamedani et al., 2013; Kraus & 

Stephens, 2012; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens et al., 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; 

Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, & Dittman, 2019; Stephens, 

Townsend, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018; ). Differing sociocultural behaviors are 

operationalized in organizations such as schools, workplaces, and businesses, and through the 
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lives of people associated with the organizations. Sociocultural differences affect where people 

live, go to school, work, and belong in daily life, as well as personal preferences and overall 

wellbeing (Arevalo et al., 2016; Case, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; 

Hlinka, 2017; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Phillips et al., 

2020; Rubin et al., 2014; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). 

The invisible factors articulated in cultural mismatch theory are related to the middle-class 

cultural value of independence and the working-class cultural value of interdependence, with the 

former being the cultural norm most commonly represented across North American higher 

education (See Figure 2). Continuing-generation, majority undergraduate students represent the 

middle-class model, while FGUU represent the working-class model throughout this study 

(Covarrubias et al., 2016; Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Hamedani et al., 2013; Kraus & Stephens, 

2012; Phillips et al., 2020; Rubin et al., 2014; Stephens et al., 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 

2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, & Dittman, 2019; Stephens, 

Townsend, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018).  
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Figure 2 

Cultural Mismatch Theory is the Framework of Invisible Factors Associated with Social Class 
Differences in Contexts Such as Higher Education and Business in North America. 
 

  
Note. From “Unseen disadvantage: How American universities’ focus on independence 
undermines the academic performance of first-generation college students,” by Stephens, 
Fryberg, et al., 2012, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102, p. 1182. Reprinted with 
permission. 
 

These two constructs are types of cultural competencies. Independence in colleges and 

universities is characterized by uniquely expressing self, developing leadership skills as a 

priority, using autonomy in problem-solving, individualized risk taking, and taking the initiative 

in learning opportunities (Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; 

Hlinka, 2017; Morales, 2014; Stephens et al., 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, 
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Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Interdependence is characterized by collaborative learning, listening 

more than speaking, attending to the expectations of others, representing one’s heritage, and 

helping others as a matter of priority. The attributes for both constructs represent varying levels 

of resources, flexibility, choice, and control; however, independence afford higher levels 

(Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Dittmann et al., 2020; 

Hlinka, 2017; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Morales, 2014; Stephens et al., 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, 

et al., 2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Academic skills associated with the favored 

independent qualities, including executive functioning, self-regulation, self-advocacy, and 

critical thinking, are featured in the pedagogy of rigorous school systems focused on preparing 

students for higher education (Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Jack, 2014, 2016).  

The social class from which a student is raised influences their purpose for pursuing 

higher education, motivation for engagement in academics, academic preparedness, subsequent 

performance, and holistic well-being (Case, 2017; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Dittmann et al., 

2020; Hlinka, 2017; Jack, 2016; Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Lehmann, 2014; Morales, 2014; Rubin 

et al., 2014; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Case (2017) defines social class as “a way of being, 

relating, and thinking that culminates in a shared cultural experience often invisible to the 

privileged and the marginalized” (Case, 2017, p. 17). Students from working-class backgrounds 

tend to choose a college education to help their families and communities (i.e., interdependent 

motives). Students from middle-class families tend to attend college to pursue independence 

(Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2016; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). When 

students with interdependent motivations enter North American universities and experience an 

independent focus, it may negatively affect their identity, sense of belonging, and academic 

performance (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Hlinka, 2017; Lehmann, 
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2014; Means & Pyne, 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). An individual can embody both 

cultures, but not necessarily at the same time and generally not without discomfort when the two 

cultures mix (Stephens et al., 2017). For example, a working-class student may feel awkward 

visiting the home of his middle-class peers. 

Independence is the middle-class cultural norm most commonly represented across the 

operations of universities in North America (DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Means & Pyne, 2017; 

Morales, 2014; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Independent mindsets assume students and 

families have background knowledge to effectively navigate administrative policies and 

procedures, and expects students to self-advocate with innate ease while also prioritizing self 

over family in pursuing academic success (Carpenter & Ramirez, 2012; Case & Hernandez, 

2013; Covarrubias et al., 2019; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Ecklund, 2013; Martin, 2015; Means & 

Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Wang, 2014). Working-class students are less likely to have 

experiences in which they have practice directly addressing questions and opinions to authority 

figures. Students from working-class backgrounds may have a high level of self-reliance, or 

toughness, which may be either a positive characteristic propelling them forward, or negative in 

keeping them from seeking help. While middle-class norms prioritize academics over work, 

working-class norms depend on faculty to be flexible and value a student’s position to 

simultaneously manage family, school, and work (Carpenter & Ramirez, 2012; Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Covarrubias et al., 2019; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Ecklund, 2013; Martin, 

2015; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Wang, 2014). 

Interventions aimed at recognizing the importance of interdependent motivations and 

values heighten the academic performance levels among students from interdependent 

backgrounds (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Dittmann et al., 2020; 
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Stephens et al., 2015; Stephens et al., 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, 

& Destin, 2014; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Ways faculty may highlight 

interdependent values in an independent culture include using collaborative language, modeling 

shared work and experiences among faculty and students, and portraying interdependence in a 

positive light (Dittmann et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & 

Destin, 2014; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). This is important because research 

demonstrates the durability of social class influences, such as interdependent values, which 

means bridge building between interdependent and independent values represents a long-term 

human need rather than a temporary student need to simply access higher education (Phillips et 

al., 2020; Rubin et al., 2014; Stephens et al., 2015). Difference-education, advising-mentoring, 

onboarding, and peer support are avenues for addressing cultural mismatch in higher education. 

Other avenues include highlighting cultural differences as assets in the educational community. 

Viewing cultural differences as assets is a 21st century skill necessary for mitigating cultural 

mismatch in higher education (Birnbaum et al., 2020; Covarrubias et al., 2016; Covarrubias & 

Fryberg, 2015; Stephens et al., 2015; Stephens et al., 2017; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; 

Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014).  

Education: A Sociocultural Change Agent 

Education in the United States of America has been a priority since its inception (Benson 

& Boyd, 2015; Rury, 2016). Education’s core purposes are continually discussed in regard to 

teaching, learning, assessment, and outcomes (Benson & Boyd, 2015; Rury, 2016). A larger 

question exists: Does education change society, or does society change education (Chambers & 

Gopaul, 2008; Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Lee & Kramer, 2013; Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 

2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014)? Society continues to believe in the importance of 
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education as a pathway for social mobility or the ability to change one’s sociocultural identity 

via home, school, or career opportunities. Higher education, increased knowledge, and deeper 

critical thinking skills improve both society and an individual’s quality of life, as well as that of 

society. Education exists to continually develop global citizens who are active participants and 

socially responsible in society (Chambers & Gopaul, 2008; Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Lee & 

Kramer, 2013; Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Economic 

goals, in terms of career development and financial independence, often receive the most 

attention, but education impacts much more than mere dollars (Benson & Boyd, 2015; Chan, 

2016; Rury, 2016). Throughout history, education has played a large role in the development of 

ideas and critical thinking, including civic engagement, agricultural, research, social influence, 

change leadership, and social justice (Benson & Boyd, 2015; Chambers & Gopaul, 2008; Chan, 

2016; Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 2016). As such, education is a major player in social change, 

and social change is a major player in education. This higher-order outcome has constructive 

interdependent qualities including lifelong learning, societal change, and the public good 

(Benson & Boyd, 2015; Chambers & Gopaul, 2008; Chan, 2016; Mobley et al., 2018; Rury, 

2016). 

Educational institutions are key places of growth in developing social capital to benefit 

both individuals and society (Almeida et al., 2019; Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Luedke, 2017; 

Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016). Social capital is defined as authentic relationships with people 

who exchange resources, information, and contacts to support one another’s achievement and 

persistence in school, work, and day-to-day life (Almeida et al., 2019; Rury, 2016; Stephens, 

Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Students who have these connections with university faculty, staff, 

and student-peers adjust to school and perform at higher levels than those who do not have such 
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connections (Almeida et al., 2019; Luedke, 2017). The information, resources, and contacts 

exchanged via social capital within a university relate to course registration, study strategies, 

career guidance, academic and student life services, work, internships, and life exploration. 

(Almeida et al., 2019; Luedke, 2017). Opportunities for all students to gain social capital is 

necessary for building educational equity within an institution (Almeida et al., 2019; Luedke, 

2017; Rury, 2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Warnock & Hurst, 2016). Social capital 

is an interdependent system of relationships more valuable for students than individual 

characteristics such as grit (Almeida et al., 2019). As a result, providing intentional support and 

space to quickly guide FGUU in building depth of relationship scaffolds their sociocultural 

growth (Almeida et al., 2019; Luedke, 2017). Avenues for campus personnel, as well as all 

students, to recognize and discuss sociocultural differences for the purpose of transforming 

behaviors, policies, and procedures (written and unwritten) to benefit all students is another form 

of intentional support to experience authentic connections, thereby increasing social capital 

opportunities for all (Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Soria & Stebleton, 2013). 

University campuses are also places where the breakdown of connections exist (i.e., 

prejudice, stereotype threat) and where independence is favored as an attribute of social mobility 

creating sociocultural divides (Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, 

Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018; Varnum, 

2015; Warnock & Hurst, 2016). University campuses need to be places for creating intentional 

practices to bridge sociocultural divides and to create opportunities for social capital awareness  

(Almeida et al., 2019; Luedke, 2017; Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; 

Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). To make space for mutual 

understanding, invisible divides within individuals and institutions must be revealed (Herrmann 
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& Varnum, 2018; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). For example, talk openly about middle-

class and working-class sociocultural practices and assumptions in education. Work to value the 

assets of both middle-class students (i.e., expressive independence, challenging the status quo, 

self-expression) and working-class students (i.e., interdependence, social responsiveness, 

resilience, adjusting to context). Provide student-peer models who are managing university life 

well. Show how to keep family connections alive. Empower all students by visibly valuing 

working-class values alongside middle-class norms in higher education and demonstrate the 

importance of diverse ways of being (Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 

2014). 

Scaffolding for student growth in social capital influences student achievement, retention, 

persistence, and social mobility by providing more choice, opportunity, and equity (Almeida et 

al., 2019; Luedke, 2017; Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; 

Warnock & Hurst, 2016). Educational interventions and building relationships are means of 

mediating inequity while also promoting growth in social capital and sociocultural change 

(Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Murphy et al., 2020; Rury, 2016; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; 

Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Educational institutions become cultural change agents 

when faculty and students work together to promote mutual growth in understanding 

sociocultural differences (Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Murphy et al., 2020; Rury, 2016; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). 

Christian Higher Education and the Council for Christian Colleges & Universities 

(CCCU). Early institutions of higher education in North America were shaped by religious 

colleges and universities founded in Europe (Adrian, 2003; Ringenberg, 2006). These institutions 

began in France and Italy during the Middle Age and grew throughout Western Europe. 
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Historical movements, such as the Reformation and the Enlightenment, originated in educational 

institutions and had deep influences on the development of both education and religion in Europe 

and England (Adrian, 2003; Ringenberg, 2006). With strong educational and religious priorities, 

early English inhabitants in North America, the Puritans, brought their dreams for education 

based on the Bible to the eastern shores (Adrian, 2003; Jeynes & Robinson, 2010; Ringenberg, 

2006). Their priority was demonstrated by the founding of colleges before formalizing early 

education schools for their children. In the earliest days, North American Christian colleges 

focused on training ministers of the church and developing future national leadership with 

Christian character and morals (Adrian, 2003; Jeynes & Robinson, 2010; Ringenberg, 2006). The 

oldest college in the United States is Harvard College, founded in 1636 as a Christian institution 

(Jeynes & Robinson, 2010; Ringenberg, 2006). 

Higher education in the United States includes a history of tension regarding the purpose 

of education, whether in secular institutions, public, independent, or private schools, or Christian 

colleges and universities (Jeynes & Robinson, 2010; Robinson & Jeynes, 2010). Citizens 

regularly question the financial efficiency of higher education, including the cost-benefit ratio, 

the level of individual indebtedness and the functional economic-related need for a bachelor’s 

degree (or higher), as well as the liberal thinking associated with higher education, philanthropy, 

and social justice (Robinson & Jeynes, 2010). Christian universities experience another level of 

tension. Administrators and faculty must balance the secularization of society and contemporary 

cultural issues while integrating the Bible, theology, faith, and learning in ways that are aligned 

with denominational affiliations, alumni, parents, students, communities, and donors (Adrian, 

2003; Robinson & Jeynes, 2010). Some institutions respond to the tensions by lessening their 

connections with denominational affiliations, and other institutions lessen the marks of Christian 
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education by reducing or eliminating required chapel services, Bible and Christian Theology 

courses, and behavioral contracts. Most schools respond by strengthening the academic 

requirements for faculty-scholars, recognizing the need for academic excellence while also 

maintaining their constituents’ ideological and financial support (Adrian, 2003).  

While Christian universities must manage unique tensions, they are also in positions to be 

purposefully transformative within the culture through their mission and values founded on 

history, tradition, the Bible, and theology (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; 

Menjares, 2017; Pérez, 2013). The CCCU demonstrates such a focus for collaboration among its 

member institutions through its mission and values. CCCU mission values include (1) the 

connectivity between truth found in God and truth found in academic excellence through all 

academic disciplines and fields, (2) the development of Godly wisdom beyond mere human 

competence in pursuing Christian virtues (i.e., love, courage, and humility), and (3) the 

advancement of people prepared to serve for the common good of society in pursuit of 

reconciliation and healing (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b). To this end, 

the CCCU member institutions share resources to pursue academic excellence through teaching, 

service, and research. The organization supports strategies to address contemporary societal 

issues through the arts and sciences, public advocacy, representation in government, and 

experiential learning. Believing in the biblical truth that all people are created in the image of 

God, the CCCU and its member institutions focus includes actively addressing issues associated 

with caring for people who are marginalized to ensure social justice and access to education 

(Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b). The additional tensions faced by 

Christian universities place these institutions in a strong position to integrate the history of North 

American education with current sociocultural needs and the depth of purpose found in 
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combining faith in God, biblical wisdom, and education (Adrian, 2003; Menjares, 2017; Pérez, 

2013). As vast changes in culture occur, pressure can lead to opportunities for deep critical 

thinking and problem-solving. Addressing cultural change supports the common good and 

demonstrates God’s work in society. The biblical and theological history and mission of 

Christian universities have a distinct role to play in building bridges of opportunity in 

sociocultural change by engaging in these opportunities (Adrian, 2003; Menjares, 2017; Pérez, 

2013). 

Continual forward momentum to create and sustain a supportive institutional 

sociocultural ethos at CCCU member schools that includes and upholds FGUU populations is 

crucial to living into the CCCU mission and values (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; 

Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Dahlvig, 2013; Longman, 2017; Menjares, 

2017; Taylor et al., 2013). Ash and Schreiner (2016) explain reimagining Christian higher 

education as the leader in sociocultural change: 

Inclusive excellence must increasingly become the hallmark of Christian higher 

education, reflecting a commitment to Christian unity that values diversity that exists 

within Christian higher education institutions, as well as acknowledges and attempts to 

ameliorate the human systems that extend privilege to some people groups over others 

and that perpetuate a differential treatment on the basis of race that is antithetical to the 

teachings of Jesus. (pp. 52-53) 

With over 40 years of history, the CCCU is an organization offering a membership of Christian 

colleges and universities to draw upon for institutional and faculty experience. Exploring the 

lived experiences of FGUU who are now faculty at CCCU institutions is an avenue to seek 

understanding and make progress in building equity within Christian higher education (Dahlvig, 
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2013; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Kim et al., 2010; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; 

Longman, 2017; Turner, 2015). 

Institutional Ethos 

In this study, institutional ethos is defined as the atmosphere or culture of an institution 

originating from its mission and values, and then carried out in the day-to-day functioning of the 

whole campus and the full educational experience (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 

2013; Park & Denson, 2009). Ethos influences every aspect of the institution including 

operations, policies, procedures, teaching, learning, and relationships (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Conn, 2017; Lehmann, 2013; Park & Denson, 2009; Wilson, 2013). Operationally, hiring 

practices and professional development are a reflection of institutional ethos (Heilig et al., 2019; 

Jimenez et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2018; Park & Denson, 2009; Schreiner et al., 2011; Wang, 

2012; Warnock & Hurst, 2016; Wilson, 2013). Universities prioritizing diverse hiring practices 

show a high level of commitment to diversity by explicitly demonstrating a movement to employ 

faculty, administrators, and staff who are similar to the make-up of the student body and the 

greater community. Professional development for employees, focused on knowing and 

understanding how to apply complex services among diverse students, shows a commitment to 

diversity and thereby influences institutional ethos (Heilig et al., 2019; Jimenez et al., 2019; 

Nguyen et al., 2018; Park & Denson, 2009; Schreiner et al., 2011; Wang, 2012; Warnock & 

Hurst, 2016; Wilson, 2013). Universities whose atmosphere accurately matches the student-

centered care promoted through admissions and marketing offices demonstrates a consistent 

institutional ethos and builds trust among students and their families (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Conn, 2017; Lang & Yandell, 2019). Consistent, fair, and respectful student-centered policies 

and procedures with a focus on intentionally serving the complexity of students’ lives features an 
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ethos rooted in an institution’s mission and values (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Jack, 

2016; Lehmann, 2013; Schreiner et al., 2011; Turner, 2015; Varnum, 2015; Wilbur & Roscigno, 

2016). Faculty, staff, and administrators who serve with excellence take responsibility for 

sustaining a strong institutional ethos by devoting personal time and resources in meaningfully 

connecting with students (Schreiner et al., 2011; Wang, 2012). 

In the classroom, teaching and learning contributes to students’ experiences of the 

institution’s ethos (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Park & Denson, 2009; Turner, 2015). Since 

curriculum is the central factor of university work, and because the faculty are traditionally 

responsible for curriculum development, the faculty carry significant influence in addressing 

institutional ethos as it is experienced from an academic perspective (Armstrong & Stewart-

Gambino, 2016). Students view university faculty as their primary connections to the institution, 

and they view the institution’s mission, values, and ethos through the lenses of these key 

relationships (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Schreiner et al., 2011). All campus employees need to be 

responsible for taking the initiative in building authentic connections with students; however, it 

is the primary responsibility of administrators to infuse the university ethos through the 

institution’s mission, vision, and values (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Jimenez et al., 2019; Schreiner et al., 2011; 

Wilson, 2013). It is also the responsibility of faculty and staff, as supported by the mission and 

values of the university, to collaborate in serving and supporting students as whole, complex 

people (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Lehmann, 2013; Park & 

Denson, 2009; Schreiner et al., 2011; Wilson, 2013). 

Promoting an institutional ethos of interdependence among students and employees 

involves building a culture of appreciating the lived experiences and assets of all students 
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(Carpenter & Ramirez, 2012; Case, 2017; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Ecklund, 2013; Hlinka, 2017; 

Lang & Yandell, 2019; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Nguyen et al., 2018; Snyder, 2015; 

Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Tibbetts et al., 2016). Research studies on FGUU demonstrate 

value in appreciating and adapting to the enrolled students of the institution rather than expecting 

students to adjust to the unwritten sociocultural rules of the institution (Carpenter & Ramirez, 

2012; Hlinka, 2017; Lehmann, 2013; Nguyen et al., 2018; Snyder, 2015). Students feel devalued 

when their life experiences are viewed through a deficit lens (i.e., the less prestigious work of 

their family), or when assumptions are expressed about students’ ability to assume unexpected 

expenses for project supplies, field trips, or textbooks apart from tuition expenses (Nguyen et al., 

2018; Turner, 2015). When students experience an institutional ethos matching their values it 

strengthens their sense of belonging within the university (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Schreiner et 

al., 2011). 

Leading Change through the Roles and Practices of Faculty 

The traditional faculty roles in higher education include leadership to develop the 

common good within society through teaching, service, and scholarship in and out of the 

classroom (American Association of University Professors, 2020; Chambers & Gopaul, 2008). In 

teaching, leadership includes communicating knowledge, modeling civility in discussion, 

guiding reflection, and promoting problem solving (Chambers & Gopaul, 2008). It also includes 

curriculum development and program assessment in line with the institution’s missions and 

values (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Almeida et al., 2019; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 

2016; Luedke, 2017; Wang, 2012). Service is defined as institutional committee work, 

mentoring/advising students, service to the discipline through organization, and volunteer work 

in the community. Committee work includes creating and administering academic policies and 



46 
 
 

 

procedures while advocating for a student-centered, institutional ethos from admissions to degree 

completion and professional preparation. Leadership or participation in academic programs and 

university strategic initiatives are also elements of faculty service (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; 

Almeida et al., 2019; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Luedke, 2017; Wang, 2012). 

Scholarship among faculty is contributing to disciplinary fields through a variety of avenues 

from formal research projects to writing, consulting, and advocating. Interdisciplinary work, in 

collaboration with other experts, is another valuable contribution in scholarship (Case, 2017; 

Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013). Within the fullness of the traditional faculty roles, 

university faculty are in a critical position to consider cultural mismatch within their institutions 

and to model equity throughout higher education (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 

2013; Case, 2017).  

Institutional ethos is strengthened by positive student-to-student, student-to-faculty, and 

faculty-to-student interactions (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conefrey, 2018). In particular, 

underrepresented students express meaningfulness in having faculty with whom they share 

ethnic understandings (Gomez, 2018; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Nguyen et al., 2018; Pérez, 

2013; Taylor, 2013). This meaning extends to all parts of the university (i.e., faculty, staff, and 

administrators), but not for the sake of equity in population numbers. Rather it is to have frequent 

opportunities for engagement in mutual understandings of diverse life and educational 

experiences (Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Nguyen et al., 2018; Pérez, 2013; Taylor, 2013). Learning 

alongside faculty with similar ethnic experiences increases students’ sense of belonging (Nguyen 

et al., 2018). In turn, underrepresented faculty define success by their ability to make a difference 

among their students in modeling how to build cultural capital while also maintaining cultural 

values from one’s background (Gomez, 2018). Giving back, helping, mentoring, and guiding are 
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priorities for underrepresented faculty (Gomez, 2018). 

Unfortunately, negative interactions, such as stereotype threat, occur in the classroom and 

within the institution among peers, faculty, staff, and administrators, leading to underrepresented 

students to feel less intelligent than majority students and less included in particular courses and 

professional departments (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 

2013). Faculty building relationships with underrepresented students in the classroom and 

departments is crucial in helping them alleviate the negative interactions and navigating the 

institutional social and academic environment (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 

2013; Ecklund, 2013; Taylor, 2013). Faculty building relationships with underrepresented 

students provides avenues for students to build their social and cultural capital within and outside 

of the institution (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Ecklund, 2013; Luedke, 

2017). Faculty lead students in relationship by supporting collaborative learning, teaching 

program requirements, and guiding students to institutional information sources (Ackerman-

Barger et al., 2016; Almeida et al., 2019; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Collier & 

Morgan, 2008; Gurin et al., 2002; Jack, 2016). Students benefit when they are holistically 

appreciated inclusive of their cultural background as well as (and even more than) their academic 

identity, thereby making them a person first and a student second (Luedke, 2017). Faculty 

relationships may also model positive interpersonal communication and engagement among all 

people from diverse backgrounds thereby creating a safe learning environment and preparing 

students to uphold professional 21st century skills (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Almeida et al., 

2019; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Gurin et al., 2002).  

A central factor in the work of a university, and in the classic faculty role, is curriculum 

leadership (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Castillo-Montoya, 2019). Curriculum carries 
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power to address social change by infusing diversity across the curriculum (Armstrong & 

Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ecklund, 2013; Gurin et al., 2002). While there must be administrative 

support for faculty agency, diversity advocacy via curricular pathways are a part of the faculty’s 

purview in institutional leadership and development (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; 

Castillo-Montoya, 2019). An example of combining relationships with students and curricular 

development is through pedagogy highlighting the lived experiences of students in the classroom 

and giving students opportunities to reflect on their life and coursework together (Castillo-

Montoya, 2019; Conefrey, 2018; Ecklund, 2013; Gurin et al., 2002; Jack, 2016; Lang & Yandell, 

2019). In recognizing different cultural norms among students in the classroom, faculty are better 

prepared to meaningfully teach content and astutely recognize academic gaps in students. Each 

student enters the classroom with different background knowledge and experiences. In expecting 

such differences, faculty can integrate course content with students’ diverse experiences not only 

to make content more accessible, but also to explicitly value unique life experiences (Castillo-

Montoya, 2019; Conefrey, 2018; Gurin et al., 2002; Jack, 2016; Lang & Yandell, 2019). 

In universities, the faculty role includes advocating for students’ needs (Case, 2017; Lee, 

2017). Faculty who were FGUU have valuable lived experiences to hear and apply for the 

purpose of understanding current FGUU student experiences. Faculty from working-class 

backgrounds likely have vivid, personal memories of making choices about which textbook was 

necessary, which text could be borrowed, and which class could be missed to grab an extra work 

shift for covering the monthly rent. Some faculty have only cognitive knowledge about such 

choices, and as a result, minimize the costs of book, supplies, and other extra requirements 

(Case, 2017; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017). The lived experiences of diverse faculty offer 

perspectives illustrating the differences between independent and interdependent cultural values 
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on university campuses. Their experiences relate to juggling family obligations, differing 

expectations between home and school, having to work substantial hours to survive, and 

knowing no assistance, financial or material, is available from family (Case, 2017; Lang & 

Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017). Advocating and valuing these unique perspectives may be addressed 

through faculty relationships, committee work, scholarship, and professional development 

workshops, if faculty with advantages are willing to listen, understanding, and respond to faculty 

who have lived the issues at hand (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 

2017). Instead, however, it is common for the ideas about student advocacy of faculty from 

working-class backgrounds to be dismissed by colleagues who’ve neither experienced nor 

acknowledged the differences in norms (Case, 2017; Lee, 2017). A goal in serving all students 

well is honoring their life experiences as assets, regardless of the majority norms (Case, 2017; 

Castillo-Montoya, 2019; Lang & Yandell, 2019).  

Considering class values as an asset guides faculty and students to view the world with 

eyes of curiosity in learning about people and addressing problems from the perspectives of a 

variety of viewpoints (Case, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Phillips et al., 

2020). It leads people to apply learning to real-world problems as lived by people in all classes 

(Case, 2017; Harris, 2020). This relates to an aspect of faculty scholarship: applied scholarship. 

Applied scholarship includes practical problem exploration in areas such as social justice, and it 

is often a focus among faculty from underrepresented, working-class environments who are 

seeking to make a cultural difference in society. Applied scholarship related to issues of social 

justice is a form of scholarship that may be viewed as less prestigious in some academic 

disciplines (Case, 2017; Harris, 2020). Another aspect of scholarship that is favored within 

interdependent cultures is interdisciplinary work (Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013). 
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Integrating interdependent values from other cultures, particularly marginalized cultures, needs 

to be prioritized and affirmed in higher education through teaching, service, and scholarship, if 

diverse faculty and students are to thrive in higher education (Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et 

al., 2013).   

As middle-class values are most representative in higher education, underrepresented 

faculty from working class populations, like FGUU students, oftentimes must push harder than 

their peers to feel acceptance within the middle-class norms of the academy. Some have 

expressed feeling like an imposter due to sociocultural differences (Case, 2017; Monzó & 

SooHoo, 2014). The imposter syndrome often results in individuals working harder to 

continually earn respect (Case, 2017; Oliva et al., 2013). It may also result in bringing one face-

to-face with class differences influencing students and the need for a faculty voice to advocate: 

As a working-class faculty member insider, I often bring up how faculty might work 

collectively to address these group disparities and social injustice (among students), thus 

invoking values of community and interdependence. My calls for working-class 

perspective-taking, violate higher education’s middle-class cultural norms that center 

independence and individualism, thus marginalizing interdependence and communal 

values (as cited in Stephens et al. 2012). Of course, I recognized academic individualist 

norms as White, male, and Western cultural values, but somehow neglected to identify 

them as intricately tied to social class. (Case, 2017, p. 24) 

Advocating for change in regard to class differences and cultural values may impose 

marginalization on underrepresented faculty in how they are respected in higher education (Case, 

2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014). At the same time, underrepresented faculty are more likely than 

majority faculty to participate in institutional diversity initiatives (Jimenez et al., 2019). There is 



51 
 
 

 

value in faculty-to-faculty influence in increasing diversity initiatives (Mayhew & Grunwald, 

2006). Personal beliefs and institutional emphasis are important, but change is more likely to 

occur within departmental emphases among faculty colleagues (Mayhew & Grunwald, 2006). 

Assimilating with the majority culture needs to be viewed as just one way of many to move 

forward (Case, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013). Faculty can model for 

students an acceptance of sociocultural differences and model re-claiming the strengths 

represented in diversity by bringing their unique identity and cultured value system into the 

academy (Case, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013). It is possible to create space 

for authenticity for the life of faculty both at home and in the academy (Case, 2017; Monzó & 

SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). Where culture intersects, it is possible to 

welcome multiple identities without hiding one’s true identity (Case, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 

2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). Then, faculty and students may critically consider 

real-world problems together as they share space with diverse sociocultures rather than hiding 

core identities and fearing stereotypes (Case, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014).  

The four following challenges are commonly experienced by FGUU but may be 

mitigated by faculty leadership: ethnic identity development, sense of belonging, stereotype 

threat, and faculty mindset. Faculty who were FGUU have lived experiences to be heard, 

understood, valued, and applied to strengthen institutional ethos via faculty change leadership 

(Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; 

Saldaña et al., 2013). 

Ethnic identity development. Diverse FGUU are more likely to perform at a higher 

level academically when they view their ethnic identity as an asset (Case, 2017; Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Reyes, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). 
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Faculty modeling sociocultural differences as an asset via life experiences, intentional student 

identity development, and university-wide cultural development encourages students to 

understand their differences and capitalize on the benefits of difference (Case & Hernandez, 

2013; Reyes, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Operating 

well within diverse sociocultural environments is considered an important 21st-century skill, and 

identifying one’s diverse identity as an asset is beneficial for the common good (Stephens, 

Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Some diverse students are not aware of the 

cultural value they could contribute to the university (Case & Hernandez, 2013; Reyes, 2013; 

Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Viewing identity as a benefit 

creates pathways for faculty and students to develop leadership capacities across cultures (Case 

& Hernandez, 2013; Reyes, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). 

Leaders with life experience from multiple cultures (i.e., one culture in the home and a different 

culture at school or work) have a distinct advantage in applying their unique perspectives, 

knowledge, and experiences as bridge builders between cultural norms in education, 

communities, and workplaces (Case & Hernandez, 2013; Hamedani et al., 2013; Stephens, 

Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). 

Identity exploration through coursework and with faculty leadership in curriculum choice 

is a crucial step to normalize differences and appreciate assets among students (Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Morgan Consoli & Llamas, 2013; Reyes, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & 

Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Identity work in the classroom for FGUU led by faculty 

may include curricular interventions, guided dialogs, collaborative study, expanding 

relationships, the inclusion of familial considerations, and leadership opportunities (Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Morgan Consoli & Llamas, 2013; Murphy et al., 2020; Stephens, Hamedani, 
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& Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Direct instruction and curricular interventions regarding 

cultural differences as assets among all students is a key in first-year programming (Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Curricular 

interventions led by faculty during the first-year empower culturally diverse students, while also 

assisting all students in viewing differences as the new normal in college (Stephens, Hamedani, 

& Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Identity exploration through difference-education 

interventions demonstrates an effective avenue for empowering FGUU to value their unique 

contributions while also normalizing differences (Birnbaum et al., 2020; Dittmann & Stephens, 

2017; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). Faculty guiding students’ 

knowledge in the exploration process and leading students to pursue the application of 

knowledge are crucial. A campus culture devoted to honoring and modeling diversity differences 

as beneficial for all is vital to effectively initiate and sustain ethnic identity development (Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Murphy et al., 2020). 

For traditional-aged college students (18-22 years old), it is necessary for faculty to 

consider ethnic identity development alongside any college success initiative (Demetriou et al., 

2017; Lehmann, 2014; Reyes, 2013; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). Academically successful 

FGUU perceptions of higher education and their lived experiences in the university environment 

are important pieces to examine through the curriculum (Demetriou et al., 2017; Hlinka, 2017; 

Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lehmann, 2014; Snyder, 2015). Considering these pieces at different 

points in their identity development and academic progress is also key. As students mature in the 

college environment, their involvement with the environment changes (Demetriou et al., 2017; 

Hlinka, 2017; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lehmann, 2014; Snyder, 2015). University faculty who 

were formally FGUU have lived experiences to share and bridge student-to-student and faculty-
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to-student gaps (Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; 

Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). 

Successful FGUU deeply engage with academic courses, homework, and opportunities, 

and this mindset promotes depth of relationships with faculty (Demetriou et al., 2017; 

Schademan & Thompson, 2015). Success is defined by the students’ experiences with university 

transition during the first-year and integration with the university throughout their undergraduate 

experience (Lehmann, 2014). Working alongside faculty, students have opportunities to develop 

ideas and contribute to research (Demetriou et al., 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). 

Faculty beliefs about students’ ability to develop over time impact their teaching practices inside 

the classroom and their relational connectedness with students in and out of the classroom 

(Demetriou et al., 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). Successful students take advantage of 

off-campus study and travel. Such activities promote personal growth and a sense of personal 

pride (Demetriou et al., 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). Successful students are active 

with campus organizations and participate in community service opportunities (Demetriou et al., 

2017). They also engage deeply with small groups such as academic departments, intramural 

activities, and part-time work. In each of these groups, the formation of relationships contributes 

to the students’ development (Demetriou et al., 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). Activities 

provide students with opportunities to experiment and develop within their particular roles such 

as student, researcher, or employee. Within these activities and roles, students develop 

relationships with people who have positive effects on their personal growth, including academic 

mentors, peer mentors, and employment mentors (Demetriou et al., 2017; Schademan & 

Thompson, 2015). 

Interdependent identity factors valued specifically among some minority groups include 
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the family, helping others, and perseverance (Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 2016; 

Jackson et al., 2016; Morales, 2014; Morgan Consoli & Llamas, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & 

Destin, 2014). Family, helping others, and perseverance are strong predictors in overcoming 

obstacles among the interdependent populations (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jackson et al., 2016; 

Morgan Consoli & Llamas, 2013). Faculty including interdependent social concepts in academic 

reflections to promote success in school is effective (Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 

2016; Jackson et al., 2016). University leaders may also strengthen the cultural identity and 

influence the academic performance of students from interdependent cultural backgrounds by 

welcoming their families to participate in the institution (Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 

2016). Students from interdependent cultures are more likely to develop relationships and watch 

out for others, including those outside of their families (Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 

2016). As a result, interdependent students are likely to have an interest in creating support 

groups among their peers in the transition to college (Arevalo et al., 2016; Covarrubias et al., 

2016). Peer support groups would be likely to extend to study groups (Arevalo et al., 2016; 

Covarrubias et al., 2016; Gomez, 2018). 

Two themes emerge in working-class case studies regarding FGUU and their homes: 

pioneer-language equaling the push for education as a means for escaping financial limits, and 

home-language equaling the pull towards home and the identity it represents (Case, 2017; 

Hlinka, 2017; Snyder, 2015). The former theme relates to students experiencing their first-

generation narrative in attending college without home and family academic support. The latter 

theme reflects the desire or obligation to attend college, graduate, and return home (Hlinka, 

2017; Snyder, 2015). Students’ lived experiences revealed a lack of academic capital in 

transitioning well from home to college as they were exposed to diverse people, social norms, 



56 
 
 

 

and ideas (Hlinka, 2017; Snyder, 2015). Home represents an identity and culture different from 

the norms at university, while school represents earning respect by fitting into the majority 

norms achieving a sense of belonging (Case, 2017). Students from a background differing from 

the majority felt a pull to home while at school and a push to school while at home, causing an 

imbalance in belonging and managing life in both places (Hlinka, 2017; Snyder, 2015). Faculty 

who were FGUU often have experience in navigating the push-pull narrative and are valuable 

resources for students (Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; 

Saldaña et al., 2013). 

Sense of belonging. Another common narrative among FGUU is past and present 

experiences of stereotype threat, discrimination, and bias negatively influencing their sense of 

belonging, validation, and psychological sense of community (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; 

Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Hurtado et al., 2015; Young-Brice et al., 2018). 

Sense of belonging is a feeling of connection with both a place and a people (Brown et al., 2013; 

Hurtado et al., 2015). Validation contributes to a student’s sense of belonging particularly among 

underrepresented students. Sense of belonging is built inside and outside the classroom within 

university contexts making it foundational for a positive institutional ethos among all students 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Hurtado et al., 2015; Vetter et al., 2019). 

Within the classroom, validation centers on students’ academic experiences and involves faculty 

feedback, active learning strategies, and faculty interest in students’ progress and well-being 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Conefrey, 2018; 

Hurtado et al., 2015; Vetter et al., 2019; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Outside the classroom, 

validation relates to interpersonal connections with peers and faculty, as well as cross-campus 

care for students in offices, via all types of communication, and other points of interaction such 
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as written and unwritten behavior expectations, policies, and procedures (Ackerman-Barger et 

al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Hurtado et al., 2015; Soria & Stebleton, 

2013; Vetter et al., 2019).  

Validation mediates students’ sense of belonging; however, if students continue to 

experience discrimination within the university context, validation becomes less effective overall 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Hurtado et al., 2015). To intentionally 

create an ethos promoting a sense of belonging through validation, administrators and faculty 

must proactively attend to larger issues of discrimination and bias in the institution, including the 

inclusion of a diverse student body and faculty composition to mutually benefit from sharing life 

and educational experiences (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Hurtado et 

al., 2015; M. Nguyen et al., 2018; Vetter et al., 2019; Young-Brice et al., 2018). In addition to a 

sense of belonging and validation, students experience a psychological sense of community 

when they meaningfully contribute to the institution in recognized ways (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 2017; Vetter et al., 2019). This level of community leads to students 

thriving more deeply in a place, believing education is worth the tuition and the challenge is 

beneficial, thereby further committing to degree completion (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et 

al., 2013; Conn, 2017). By definition, sense of belonging, validation, and psychological sense of 

community are interdependent terms actively contributing to academic success among 

underrepresented students, and they should be intentionally built into institutional ethos early and 

often during students’ experiences (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Brown et al., 2013; Hurtado et al., 2015; Soria & Stebleton, 2013). 

Some students may not feel safe in sharing their cultural differences within a 

predominately White, middle-class university environment, and safety is closely related to 
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feelings of fit on campus (Reyes, 2013; Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). As a result, there is value in 

providing safe spaces for FGUU to explore their identity (Case & Hernandez, 2013; Hurtado et 

al., 2015; Morgan Consoli & Llamas, 2013; Reyes, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; 

Townsend et al., 2018; Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). Programmatic, in-group connections are 

interventions to support safe transitions in university life, to assist in embracing ethnic identity 

for individual development, and to participate in the full university population (Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Murphy et al., 2020; Reyes, 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; 

Townsend et al., 2018). The in-group connections also allow for places to process negative 

experiences and gain cultural affirmations (Case & Hernandez, 2013; Reyes, 2013). The lived 

experiences of current faculty who were FGUU are key resources for building connections 

(Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; 

Saldaña et al., 2013). 

Students’ sense of belonging and social capital in transitioning from high school to 

college begins before their first academic term, and it changes throughout the academic journey 

(Gummadam et al., 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Wohn et al., 2013). FGUU begin college with 

concerns about their identity related to race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (Means & Pyne, 

2017; Soria & Stebleton, 2013). Some expressed feeling underprepared for college learning, but 

the university support structures tended to alleviate these negative experiences and feelings 

(Gummadam et al., 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Young-Brice et al., 2018). These structures 

provided safety and comfort in many cases. Also, the structures provided a place for students to 

learn about racism and classism, thereby appreciating differences as strengths. Over time, the 

university structures offer a place to build confidence and support a growing sense of belonging 

(Gummadam et al., 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017). 
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The university structures are not exclusively positive, however, and students also report 

damaging incidences (Means & Pyne, 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). Experiencing 

harm reflects the complexity of human interactions, as well as a lack of understanding related to 

assumptions made by university administrators, faculty, and staff of students’ knowledge of 

systems, understanding of responsibilities, and their high school scholastic backgrounds (Collier 

& Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). Faculty’s 

approachability and understanding of an individual’s academic needs is central to transitioning 

from potentially limited academic experiences in high school to the rigor of college (Collier & 

Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 2015). FGUU notice 

when the faculty work to support their unique transition to college by recognizing their 

personhood including school, work, and family. They express the benefit of faculty reaching out 

to students first, particularly when they see low engagement among underrepresented students in 

the classroom (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Schademan & 

Thompson, 2015). “The moral and student-centered proclivity of faculty was the most frequently 

discussed academic support mechanism for developing a sense of belonging in difficult 

classrooms” (Means & Pyne, 2017, p. 917).  

FGUU in their first-year benefit from the proactive involvement of faculty (Ecklund, 

2013; Gomez, 2018; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017). Faculty should require first-year students 

to utilize academic support services to alleviate hesitancy in securing support services and to 

promote belonging (Ecklund, 2013; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017). FGUU are often less 

prepared for the university’s culture of independence and less prepared academically (Ecklund, 

2013; Means & Pyne, 2017). A culture of independence includes recognizing an academic need 

and proactively finding assistance (Ecklund, 2013; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017). Guidance 
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in seeking services and flexibility when services are offered are necessary considerations and 

promote interdependence (Ecklund, 2013; Gomez, 2018; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017). 

Academic success initiatives available on campuses for all students need to be creatively 

promoted by faculty beyond orientation programs (Ecklund, 2013; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 

2017). 

When the faculty focus on the assets of students rather than their deficits, and when the 

faculty believe students’ ability is influenced by their teaching practices and plans, they 

demonstrate an understanding of student development (Canning et al., 2019; Dweck, 2006; 

Schademan & Thompson, 2015; Stephens, Hamedani, et al., 2019; Vetter et al., 2019). In this 

role, the faculty become cultural agents among FGUU by guiding students in developing 

academic-sociocultural capital in college. Even more importantly, students recognize the 

difference between faculty employing asset-focused methods and teachers who are set on 

students’ inabilities and unpreparedness (Canning et al., 2019; Dweck, 2006; Schademan & 

Thompson, 2015). 

Stereotype threat. Stereotypes are generalized perceptions people in majority groups 

create to define people in underrepresented groups. Common group stereotypes relate to people 

in particular race, gender, and socioeconomic groups (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Johnson-

Ahorlu, 2013; Schmader, 2010; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Yeager & Walton, 2011). For example, 

a stereotype among African American students is they are less capable academically than 

students from other races such as Asian Americans or White Americans (Ackerman-Barger et 

al., 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Yeager & Walton, 2011). In 

professional fields such as nursing, medicine and science, a common stereotype about 

underrepresented people groups is inferior ability based on their identity and background rather 
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than academic engagement and effort (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; 

Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Phuong et al., 2017; Young-Brice et al., 2018). In higher education, 

underrepresented students express experiencing implicit and explicit stereotypes by peers and 

faculty in words and actions (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Steele & 

Aronson, 1995) Stereotypes are harmful to all people, but particularly so among FGUU 

experiencing a power differential with faculty. Underrepresented students often feel responsible 

to counteract the inaccurate portrayal of their validity (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Johnson-

Ahorlu, 2013; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Young-Brice et al., 2018).  

Steele and Aronson (1995) conducted seminal research identifying stereotype threat and 

demonstrating its existence in academic settings. Stereotype threat is when a member of a 

stigmatized group fears confirming the definition of a negative stereotype (Ackerman-Barger et 

al., 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Schmader, 2010; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Yeager & Walton, 

2011; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Resulting from this fear, the person must continually manage 

the threat by working hard to disconfirm it and consciously dismiss feelings of discrimination, 

inferiority, and isolation (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Schmader, 2010; 

Steele & Aronson, 1995; Young-Brice et al., 2018). This internal work stresses one’s cognitive 

load, thereby reducing one’s working memory needed for academic success (Ackerman-Barger 

et al., 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Schmader, 2010; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Yeager & 

Walton, 2011; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Stereotype threat represents a unique obstacle faced by 

underrepresented students who are pursuing challenging academic disciplines in which they are 

required to perform well while also managing a high level of personal energy required to combat 

stereotype threat (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; 

Schmader, 2010; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Young-Brice et al., 2018).  
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FGUU students are more likely to experience negative stereotypes than White, middle-to-

upper class continuing generation students (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 

2013; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Students 

believe their academic performance suffers as a result of stereotype threat (Ackerman-Barger et 

al., 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Young-Brice et al., 2018). It affects 

their sense of belonging and worth as well as their eventual engagement and alignment within 

professional communities (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 

2013; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Research 

provides evidence to demonstrate that stereotype threat can be reduced or eliminated in academic 

settings, and faculty play a role (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et 

al., 2013; Meador, 2018; Phuong et al., 2017; Schmader, 2010; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Young-

Brice et al., 2018). 

Faculty can promote reducing or eliminating stereotype threat in the classroom via 

understanding it and creating an atmosphere to address it through academic activities, strategies, 

and student care (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; 

Meador, 2018; Phuong et al., 2017; Posselt, 2018; Schmader, 2010; Young-Brice et al., 2018). 

Building authentic relationships with students are key as both a teacher and a mentor (Ackerman-

Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Meador, 2018; Posselt, 2018; Young-Brice et al., 

2018). There is value in helping students navigate the academic environment while also guiding 

them in life management skills that will extend to professional practice (Ackerman-Barger et al., 

2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Meador, 2018; Phuong 

et al., 2017; Posselt, 2018; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Navigating the environment includes 

providing clear communication about program standards and academic expectations, as well as 
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accurate portrayals of the institution’s racial climate and care (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; 

Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Posselt, 2018; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Faculty 

must also model positive engagement with differences among underrepresented students as 

people and as future professionals (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Brown et al., 2013; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Meador, 2018; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Faculty 

learning about stereotype threat and its impact on students, as well as teaching students about 

stereotype threat, is a part of working collaboratively in a community to intentionally build a 

hospitable environment for FGUU to grow (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 

2016; Canning et al., 2019; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Meador, 2018; Schmader, 2010; Yeager & 

Walton, 2011; Young-Brice et al., 2018). 

Faculty mindset. Mindset research began in the 1960’s as a focus in cognitive 

psychology (Dweck & Yeager, 2019). While Dweck and her colleagues worked to clearly 

articulate mindset theory, subsequent iterations integrated learned helplessness, attribution 

theory, and achievement goal theory. In the 1980’s, it grew into the social-psychological system 

of meaning currently identified in relation to ability and motivation for improvement (Dweck & 

Yeager, 2019; Yeager & Walton, 2011). Growth mindset falls within "a core tenet of social 

psychology, namely, that every attitude and behavior exists in a complex field of forces - a 

'tension system' - in which some forces promote behavior whereas other forces restrain that 

behavior” (Yeager & Walton, 2011, p. 274). A growth mindset is no magic bullet. The tension 

system at play promotes a set of behaviors in an environment where excelling is positively 

reinforced from multiple angles. Faculty can be central in making it work, but the whole social-

psychological interactive system (i.e., peers, teachers, family, coaches, leaders etc.) is complex 

(Dweck & Yeager, 2019; Yeager & Walton, 2011).  
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 The study and practice of Dweck’s (2006) seminal growth-fixed mindset research has 

largely focused on the student mindset. Student mindset is defined as either growth or fixed 

(Aragón et al., 2018; Canning et al., 2019; Dweck, 2006; Dweck & Yeager, 2019). In other 

words, intelligence is either malleable with focused effort over time, or it is innately stable 

regardless of effort and time (Aragón et al., 2018; Canning et al., 2019; Dweck, 2006; Phuong et 

al., 2017; Yeager & Walton, 2011). An individual’s mindset may change depending on subject 

matter, activity, or context (Dweck, 2006; Yeager & Walton, 2011). Students with a growth 

mindset are more likely to persist when coursework grows more difficult and as the challenges 

require focus and sustained effort (Aragón et al., 2018; Canning et al., 2019; Dweck, 2006; 

Yeager et al., 2016; Yeager & Walton, 2011). 

A few recent studies have begun to focus on the mindset of faculty (Aragón et al., 2018; 

Canning et al., 2019; Frondozo et al., 2020; Posselt, 2018; Vermote et al., 2020; Vetter et al., 

2019). Similar to stereotype threat, faculty mindset toward students, as it is perceived by 

students, affects students’ motivation, performance, and feelings of faculty care (Aragón et al., 

2018; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Canning et al., 2019; Posselt, 2018; Vetter et al., 2019). Research 

demonstrates that faculty with fixed mindsets are less motivating among underrepresented 

students; and in turn, underrepresented students do not perform as well in classes taught by 

faculty with fixed mindsets (Canning et al., 2019; Vetter et al., 2019). Faculty with fixed 

mindsets toward students were less likely to incorporate active learning or participative 

strategies, a pedagogy known to engage students from a variety of backgrounds and skill levels 

(Aragón et al., 2018; Vermote et al., 2020). Faculty with fixed mindsets were less convinced of 

active learning effectiveness, and less motivated to use incorporate supportive strategies (Aragón 

et al., 2018; Vermote et al., 2020). The achievement gap between underrepresented students and 
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majority students is demonstrably larger in courses taught by faculty who believe their students’ 

intelligence is fixed (Canning et al., 2019; Phuong et al., 2017; Vetter et al., 2019). Faculty 

mindset affects how courses are planned, how faculty communicate with students, and how 

faculty view students’ ability to persist (Aragón et al., 2018; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Canning et 

al., 2019; Posselt, 2018; Vermote et al., 2020; Vetter et al., 2019).  

Growth mindset, or the belief intelligence is changeable, has pedogeological implications 

for faculty beyond active learning (Aragón et al., 2018; Canning et al., 2019; Conefrey, 2018; 

Frondozo et al., 2020; Phuong et al., 2017; Vermote et al., 2020; Vetter et al., 2019). When 

students have opportunities to reflect over time and contribute to their own learning with choices, 

they build meta-cognitive skills and their mindset positively changes (Conefrey, 2018; Phuong et 

al., 2017; Yeager et al., 2019). When students perform better in first-year courses and courses 

with challenging content, they are more likely to persist from the mindset boost (Conefrey, 2018; 

Phuong et al., 2017; Yeager et al., 2019). Examples of pedagogy supporting growth mindset 

include study skill interventions, mindset awareness training, learning reflections, adaptive 

learning, game-based strategies, and relationships with faculty (Conefrey, 2018; Phuong et al., 

2017; Vermote et al., 2020; Vetter et al., 2019; Yeager et al., 2016, 2019; Yeager & Walton, 

2011). When faculty view their own teaching ability through a growth mindset, their enjoyment 

and engagement in the classroom is strengthened, thereby leading to higher quality faculty-

student-content interaction (Frondozo et al., 2020). 

Faculty guiding students in growth mindset development normalize students’ feelings of 

being academically stretched, and, in turn, faculty view students’ differences as assets (Conefrey, 

2018; Phuong et al., 2017; Posselt, 2018; Vetter et al., 2019; Yeager et al., 2016; Yeager et al., 

2019; Yeager & Walton, 2011). A growth mindset is likely to increase students’ sense of 
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belonging and academic engagement, as well as support strong university connections thereby 

increasing satisfaction, institutional commitment, and persistence (Conefrey, 2018; Phuong et al., 

2017; Posselt, 2018; Vetter et al., 2019; Yeager et al., 2016). Beyond the classroom, mindset 

theory, or the malleability of the brain, may also be applied to changes in individual’s 

sociocultural beliefs, including the shift in beliefs required for institutional ethos development to 

support FGUU students (Dweck & Yeager, 2019; Posselt, 2018; Vetter et al., 2019). 

Conclusion 

Actively seeking equity within sociocultural diversity in Christian higher education is a 

worthy goal befitting its emphasis in university mission-values statements and the CCCU 

mission-values statements (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Mobley et al., 

2018). Purposefully living into these statements includes creating a supportive institutional ethos 

centered on equity in education at every juncture (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & 

Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, 

et al., 2012). Institutional ethos is built on the lived experiences of students, faculty, staff, and 

administrators as it is intentionally applied to the daily work and relationships represented inside 

and outside of the classroom (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Lehmann, 

2013; Park & Denson, 2009; Wilson, 2013). With the support university administrators, faculty 

hold a high level of influence in molding the ethos of an institution (Armstrong & Stewart-

Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Park & Denson, 2009; Turner, 2015; Wilson, 2013). 

The voices of faculty who were FGUU must be deeply valued and intentionally understood to 

profoundly addressing the sociocultural gaps in universities (Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Monzó 

& SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013). 
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Cultural mismatch theory provides a theoretical framework to reflect on the historical 

and present realities facing FGUU students from marginalized backgrounds who seek education 

in creating a brighter future for themselves and their families. In considering identity 

development, sense of belonging, stereotype threat, and mindset through the framework of 

cultural mismatch theory, the literature review pours a foundation for imagining a 

comprehensive approach for building a university ethos promoting educational equity among all 

students and particularly FGUU students (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Herrmann & 

Varnum, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2016; Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). This research 

seeks to extend the narrative of cultural mismatch theory and the lived experiences of FGUU 

students for the purpose of mediating sociocultural norms and promoting equity and in 

enrollment and graduation rates through institutional ethos. The phenomenological narrative 

will be written with the voices of faculty in Christian higher education who were FGUU 

students.   
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Chapter III 

Design and Methodology 

During my doctoral program interview, I expressed my need to engage in applied 

scholarship to solve social problems instead of conducting studies that collect dust in a journal 

on a library shelf. I need to produce something relevant and practical for reducing prejudice, 

raising privilege awareness, or facilitating learning (Case, 2017, p. 27). 

Dr. Kim A. Case, Ph.D. 
Faculty, Virginia Commonwealth University 
First-Generation Undergraduate from a Working-Class Family 
 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the lived experiences of 

first-generation underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU), who are now faculty in higher 

education, to discover their common experiences as well as the influence of these experiences on 

their faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 

2016). Creating and sustaining a supportive sociocultural, institutional ethos in higher education 

for academic success among FGUU is crucial to promote educational equity (Armstrong & 

Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa 

& Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Park & 

Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). In this study, institutional ethos is defined as the 

atmosphere or culture of an institution originating from its mission and values, and then carried 

out in the day-to-day functioning of the whole campus and the full educational experience (Ash 

& Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Park & Denson, 2009). FGUU are known to 

experience cultural mismatch while in school (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jack, 2016; Stephens, 

Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). Cultural 
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mismatch represents value differences between middle-class and working-class populations. 

Middle-class groups tend to highly value independent motivations, while working-class 

populations tend to highly value interdependent motivations (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jack, 

2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 

2018). Higher education is built upon independent values as put forth by the middle-class 

(Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jack, 2016; Lee, 2017; Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & 

Destin, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). Research from the 

National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (Shapiro et al., 2019) suggests students from 

underrepresented and working-class backgrounds tend to underperform or fail to persist at higher 

rates to their middle-class (and higher) counterparts (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; Covarrubias 

et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Hlinka, 2017; Lehmann, 2014; Means & Pyne, 2017; 

Morales, 2014; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). In this study, underrepresented includes race, 

gender, or multiple charateristics. Through the lens of cultural mismatch theory, the phenomenon 

explored was the undergraduate experiences of current university faculty who were formerly 

FGUU and the phenomenon’s influence on their traditional faculty roles of teaching, service, and 

scholarship. These faculty represent valuable lived experiences needed to understand and 

mitigate cultural mismatch on university campuses (Case, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Gomez, 2018; 

Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 

2013; Turner, 2015).  

Education is a social change agent shaping human equity in North American society 

(Adrian, 2003; Mobley et al., 2018, 2018; Park & Denson, 2009; Rury, 2016; Smith et al., 2016). 

Traditional faculty roles in higher education afford faculty the opportunity to lead in social 

change (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 
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2016; Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2019; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Park & 

Denson, 2009). Through leadership in curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, policies, procedures, 

research, consulting, and advocating, university faculty have influence over the institutional 

ethos of universities whose administration, mission and values prioritize equity in education 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; 

Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2019; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Park & Denson, 

2009). Existing research demonstrates institutional ethos affects student success and persistence 

to graduation (DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Stephens, Fryberg, 

et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). Research supports increased understanding of independent 

and interdependent cultural norms as experienced in universities to promote equity education 

among FGUU (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; 

Dahlvig, 2013). A gap in the research points to a need for more analysis of sociocultural 

institutional ethos specifically in Christian higher education, including an investigation of  

independent and interdependent cultural norms resulting in enrollment and graduation rate 

inequities (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Dahlvig, 

2013). The Council for Christian Colleges & Universities (CCCU) mission and values emphasize 

the furtherance of equity among FGUU (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b). 

As such, it is a strong organization from which to draw research participants. Chapter three 

systematically details the methodology and rationale of the research including research design, 

data collection methods, participant selection, data analysis plan, and reliability and validity 

issues of the study. The role of the researcher and study limitations are also addressed. 

Research Questions 

Three primary research questions guided the study: 
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1. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were first-generation underrepresented 

undergraduates (FGUU) recognize their experiences of cultural mismatch when they 

were undergraduate students? 

2. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were FGUU recognize experiences of 

cultural mismatch among their current FGUU students? 

3. In what ways do current and past experiences of cultural mismatch affect the traditional 

faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship? 

Research Design 

This research study followed a qualitative phenomenological approach. Qualitative 

research includes the investigation of meaning through systematic, interactive exploration 

attributed to occurrences in culture by individuals or groups (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). People’s perceptions are studied in their natural locations, and the data consists 

of their words and images (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The analysis is 

inductive and grouped by themes (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The study 

outcomes are the researcher’s reflections and interpretations of the people’s narratives leading to 

greater understandings of the problem (Creswell, 2007; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). More 

specifically, a phenomenological approach is a form of inquiry in which the researcher analyzes 

the pre-reflective and concrete lived-experiential accounts of participants relying on their vivid 

recall of details (van Manen, 1990, 2014). Phenomenological inquiry begins with wondering 

about a lived experience in ordinary life. This wondering presents as a question and a desire to 

connect meaning and understanding with the essence of the pre-reflective lived experience (van 

Manen, 1990, 2014). The researcher systematically collects participant data through interviews, 

observations, or artifacts to reflect on its meaning. The researcher analyzes the lived experiences 
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by focusing on the original questions (i.e., the essence of the experience). Then, the researcher 

organizes participant data into meaningful themes for the purpose of understanding and 

formatively connecting who people are and what people do (van Manen, 1990, 2014).  

Max van Manen (2014) uses the terminology “phenomenology of practice” to emphasize 

the applied nature of the methodology. The aim is to focus on the meaning of experiences in 

everyday human practices different from a philosophical or theoretical focus (van Manen, 2014). 

Human practice includes the acts of everyday living, situations, and relationships within one’s 

personal and professional life (van Manen, 2007). Phenomenology of practice seeks to explain 

and interpret lived experiences beyond the cognitive. This model of research takes knowledge 

and adds understanding through words and images to experience thoughtfulness in the world 

(van Manen, 2007). Phenomenological writing is reflective and draws readers into wondering 

about the phenomenon and asking questions of their own (van Manen, 1990, 2014). “To write is 

to reflect; to write is to research. And in writing we may deepen and change ourselves in ways 

we cannot predict” (van Manen, 2014, p. 20). Phenomenology is a form of inquiry characterized 

by the type of research question, the style of analytic reflection, and the final writing design (van 

Manen, 2014). 

The purpose of this research study was to accurately describe, analyze, and interpret the 

lived experiences of FGUU who are now faculty at CCCU universities in the United States 

(Groenewald, 2004; van Manen, 1990, 2014). The phenomenon was the participants’ 

experiences of cultural mismatch while undergraduate students and how those experiences 

inform or inspire their role as faculty (Groenewald, 2004; van Manen, 1990, 2014). The 

participants’ lived experiences are the data via their own words. The participants narratives shape 

the core of phenomenology (Groenewald, 2004; van Manen, 1990, 2014). The data in this study 
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was constructed through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with nine university faculty at 

Christian institutions with membership in the CCCU. These interviews focused on building 

richness or depth of meaning from multiple viewpoints in the participants’ description of the 

phenomenon (Groenewald, 2004; van Manen, 1990, 2014). The interview protocol design sought 

specific instances, people, and events related to the phenomenon. The responses required 

detailed, concrete, vivid explorations devoid of opinion or interpretation from the participant 

(Groenewald, 2004; van Manen, 1990, 2014).  

Participant Selection and Setting 

The researcher conducted the study via live-electronic interviews with the participants. 

The study participants were current FGUU faculty from six member institutions of the CCCU. 

As first-generation students, their parents or guardians did not have a bachelor or associate 

undergraduate degree at the time the student was in college as an undergraduate (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1998). Each participant was underrepresented by race, gender, or both. 

The age range of participants was based on their years of experience as teaching faculty with a 

preference for those with more than five years of experience, but not near retirement. 

The research study phenomenon guided the researcher to the method of sampling 

(Groenewald, 2004). Participants needed to provide understanding of the phenomenon in relation 

to the research questions (Creswell, 2007). As a result, two forms of purposive sampling were 

utilized: criterion and snowball (Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004). The criterion strategy 

narrowed the sample by ensuring each participant met a specific criterion (Creswell, 2007). The 

criterion for the sample was faculty at CCCU universities in the United States who, as 

undergraduates, were considered first-generation college students and otherwise 

underrepresented by either race, gender, or multiple qualities. In using the snowball strategy, the 
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researcher leveraged contacts of people who knew other faculty meeting the criterion mentioned 

above, thereby referring the researcher to other potential participants (Creswell, 2007; 

Groenewald, 2004). 

Upon receipt of Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Northwest Nazarene 

University and reciprocal IRB approval from a second University (see Appendix A), participants 

were recruited via email through the Vice President of Academic Affairs (VPAA) or Provost of 

two small, suburban CCCU institutions (see Appendix B). After gaining approval for access, an 

explanatory email with an online Qualtrics survey link was sent to the VPAA/Provost for 

distribution to the faculty at the two universities for the purpose of finding faculty who met the 

criterion (see Appendix C). Faculty at the two universities were invited to participate and 

encouraged to share contact information of the researcher with colleagues who might met the 

criterion. The researcher made personal contact with the referred colleagues to engage in the 

snowball sampling strategy (Creswell, 2007). Referrals were provided with the same Script and 

Survey Invite (see Appendix D) as the original faculty groups and were also invited to share the 

invitation and survey across their spheres of influence. Finally, the researcher utilized social 

media platforms (Facebook and Twitter) to seek referrals by utilizing the same Script and Survey 

Invite (see Appendix E) as the original faculty groups. Any referrals from social media sources 

were also invited to share the invitation and survey across their spheres of influence. 

The Qualtrics survey was used to find more than ten participants meeting the criterion 

(i.e., faculty at CCCU institutions in the United States who, as undergraduates, were considered 

first-generation college students and otherwise underrepresented by either race, gender, 

socioeconomic status, or multiple qualities) (see Appendix F) (Creswell, 2007). As the 

researcher found potential participants who best fit the criterion based on the Qualtrics survey, an 
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email invitation to participate in the actual study was sent to those participants (see Appendix G). 

After the researcher and the participant established an interview date and time, a follow-up email 

was sent including the Qualtrics electronic Informed Consent Form to establish ethical standards 

of research (see Appendix H), the Interview Protocol (see Appendix K), and an electronic 

meeting link (Google Meet). Ethical considerations in the Informed Consent included 

acknowledgement of voluntary research participation, the purpose of the research, the 

procedures, the risks and benefits, and procedures for protecting confidentiality (Groenewald, 

2004). As additional participants were discovered, the researcher continued to maintain 

connection with them in order to ultimately reach saturation in interviewing (Groenewald, 2004; 

Marshall & Rossman, 2016). 

The researcher invited 11 participants to interview, and nine responded in agreement. A 

sample of nine participants is appropriate in a phenomenological study where the sampling norm 

spans from five to 25 participants (Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004). The number of 

participant interviews required for data collection is based on reaching data saturation in which 

the researcher is hearing repeated patterns and no new themes (Groenewald, 2004; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). The researcher noted repeated patterns and no new themes by the eighth 

interview, but completed nine to ensure saturation. 

All participants were given pseudonyms by the researcher to maintain confidentiality 

(Groenewald, 2004). To organize and manage participant contacts, the researcher maintained a 

log of participants by pseudonyms including the date the invitations were emailed to participants, 

the date of the returned informed consent, the interview date/time, and the electronic interview 

link (see Table 6). Participant details were organized using a log of participants including their 

criteria of underrepresentation, field/discipline, and years in higher education. (see Table 7). 
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Table 6 

Details of Participants and Contact with Researcher 
 

Pseudonym Invitation Sent 
Date 

Informed 
Consent 

Return Date 
Interview Date/Time Google Meet 

Link Sent 

BRUNO 10/22/2020 10/27/2020 10/27/2020, 3:30pm 10/22/2020 

VANESSA 10/29/2020 10/29/2020 10/30/2020, 10:30am 10/29/2020 

MALENA 10/29/2020 11/02/2020 11/02/2020, 3:00pm 11/01/2020 

JACK 10/29/2020 11/03/2020 11/03/2020, 11:00am 10/29/2020 

SUSAN 10/29/2020 11/05/2020 11/05/2020, 8:00pm 11/01/2020 

ELLA 10/31/2020 11/11/2020 11/12/2020, 7:30am 11/07/2020 

MARIO 10/27/2020 11/13/2020 11/13/2020, 1:30pm 11/11/2020 

BEN 11/07/2020 11/17/2020 11/17/2020, 12:00pm 11/12/2020 

HENRY 11/16/2020 11/19/2020 11/19/2020, 2pm 11/16/2020 
 
 
Table 7 
 
Details of Participants  
 

Participant  
Pseudonym 

Criteria of  
Underrepresentation 

Field/ 
Discipline 

Years in  
Higher  

Education 

Bruno Latino Male Natural Science 16-25 

Vanessa Latino Female Health Science 6-15 

Malena Latino Female Education 6-15 

Jack East Asian Male Education 1-5 

Susan Eurasian Female Health Science 16-25 

Ella White Female Social Science 6-15 

Mario Latino Male Natural Science 1-5 

Ben Mixed Race Male Arts & Humanities 6-15 

Henry Mixed Race Male Computer Science 6-15 
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Data Collection 
 

In phenomenology, data emerges through the interviews in a conversational style as a 

result of shared interest between researcher and participant (Groenewald, 2004; van Manen, 

1990, 2014). Collected data, along with participant identity and schools, were coded to a master 

list and kept separately to protect the confidentiality of the participants (Creswell, 2007; Marshall 

& Rossman, 2016). The master list is kept in a password-protected file to ensure it is kept secure. 

Any hard copies are kept secure in a locked file cabinet. All data such as notes, reports, 

transcripts, recordings, etc. were also coded and provided pseudonyms when necessary to 

maintain the confidentiality of participants. They were stored on a password-protected computer. 

Keeping in compliance with Federal-wide Assurance Code (45 CRF 46.117); the data from this 

study will be kept for three years. After that time, all data from the study will be eliminated, 

thereby ending any link of identities to the collected study data. The researcher, the research 

supervisor, and the research assistant are the only people who have access to the data. Limited 

access to the data is intended to protect the participants’ identities and experiences, which may 

include sensitive life experiences. Notice of confidentiality and data protection through the 

Informed Consent served to alleviate participants’ fears of retaliation and vulnerability. The 

researcher completed training and was certified through the National Institute of Health to 

promote and ensure a respectful and safe study protecting human participants and their personal 

narratives (see Appendix N). 

Participation in this study was voluntary, and participants were free to decline answering 

any questions that made them uncomfortable. For this research project, the researcher requested 

demographic information. The researcher made every effort to protect confidentiality. However, 

when participants were uncomfortable answering demographic questions, they chose not to 
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respond. There were no known risks; yet it is impossible to identify all potential risks in research 

procedures. The researcher addressed reasonable safeguards to minimize any known and 

potential risks. 

Expert Panel and Pilot Interviews 

To prepare for and strengthen a conversational-style interaction, the Interview Protocol 

was run through an expert panel consisting of four university faculty members (see Appendix I). 

The expert panel reviewed the proposed interview protocol for content validity related to the 

purpose of the study and the research questions. The expert panel also offered comments or 

suggestions for producing better outcomes (i.e., relevance to the study, clarity of the questions, 

overall wording, etc.). Finally, the expert panel aligned each interview question with a research 

question to compare the panel’s alignment with the researcher’s choices. Comments and 

suggestions centered on keeping questions open-ended with tips about following up on the 

essence of the question. Wording adjustments were offered to clarify the intent of the questions 

and to elicit feelings as well as facts. Seven questions were rewritten and two questions were 

eliminated. Additional guidance was given about defining terms in advance. The researcher 

compiled feedback from the expert panel, discussed it with her dissertation chair, and made 

adjustments to the Interview Protocol (see Appendix I). 

Next, pilot interviews were conducted with a convenience sample of three first-

generation university faculty members (see Appendix J). The pilot interviews were intended to 

further refine the interview questions and procedures, as well as assess bias and flow in real time 

(Creswell, 2007). The researcher utilized member-checks immediately following the pilot 

interviews to gather feedback about the clarity of the interview questions, to validate the 

questions, and to evaluate researcher-participant comfort levels in conversing. To be effective, 
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the participants in phenomenological research must feel free to share their personal, human 

experiences (Groenewald, 2004; van Manen, 1990, 2014). The questions and conversational 

style must be guided by the researcher to elicit personal stories with vivid details of specific, 

concrete examples (van Manen, 1990, 2014). Verbal conversations are preferred over written 

recounts to maintain pre-reflectivity among the participants. Additionally, participants are more 

likely to speak with less reserve than when writing (van Manen, 1990, 2014). The researcher 

made minor adjustments in wording and added personal information in the introduction to 

deepen trust in her research intent with the participants. Based on the feedback collected through 

the expert panel and pilot interviews, the researcher finalized the interview protocol. 

Interviews 

The interview protocol was utilized via nine individual, semi-structured, audio-visual, 

recorded interviews (see Appendix K). The researcher invited the participants to choose a 

comfortable day and time for a live-electronic interview. The interview questions sought rich 

data with depth and detail to demonstrate trustworthiness (Maxwell, 2013). Based on Marshall 

and Rossman’s (2016) recommendations for new researchers, the researcher focused on 

prolonged engagement, member checks, and peer debriefing. The length of the interviews was 

one and half hours to two hours, providing prolonged engagement. The researcher contacted 

each participant via email following the data analysis to share themes and ensure accuracy in 

analysis. Peer debriefing consisted of discussing ideas, emotions, and themes from the interviews 

with professional peers while maintaining strict confidentiality (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). 

The allotted time for the interview allowed the researcher and the participant to engage in 

relational communication early, thereby establishing a conversational, caring tone for building 

trust (van Manen, 2014). The researcher kept light notes during the interview for the purpose of 
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highlighting visual and auditory experiences, as well as emotions or insights, for use in reflective 

writing post-interview (Groenewald, 2004). At the end of the interview, a concluding statement 

was issued to articulate the next steps and the opportunity to member check (see Appendix K). 

Following the interview, the researcher listened to each recording carefully and wrote detailed 

field notes to personally reflect on the process, and further record insights which occurred during 

the meeting (Groenewald, 2004). In writing field notes, the researcher considered this the first 

step in data analysis and used care to avoid premature interpretation (Groenewald, 2004). The 

researcher’s field notes documented her personal responses, emotions, and immediate thoughts 

of the interviewing experience to avoid prematurely interpreting the participants’ narratives. 

Analytical Methods 

With phenomenology, analysis must be cautiously considered to avoid breaking up the 

fullness of the lived experience under examination, thereby losing its depth of meaning. The goal 

was to systematically interpret the data as a whole (Groenewald, 2004). The interviews were 

assigned a number and pseudonym, recorded, and transcribed verbatim by an approved research 

assistant to maintain the integrity of the interview contents (see Appendix M). Groenewald 

(2004) articulated five steps in data analysis. First, the researcher repeatedly listened to the 

interview recordings alongside the field notes to hear the participants’ voices as whole, unique 

lived experiences. This allowed the researcher to be immersed in the data and to prepare for 

organizing, describing, analyzing, and interpreting the data (Groenewald, 2004; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). 

 Second, the researcher outlined units of meaning in each interview based on similar 

elements heard throughout the interview. Third, the researcher created clusters of units by 

combining them into themes from each interview (Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004; Saldaña, 
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2016). To accomplish this, the researcher utilized colored-coded highlighting and created margin 

notes to examine patterns and to note similarities and differences (Creswell, 2007; Saldaña, 

2016). The margin notes/initial coding described the essence of the experiences related to the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). A list of noteworthy statements was created from each interview 

relating to the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). The themes were explained further with textual 

descriptions by describing “what” happened with the phenomenon, including verbatim 

statements followed by structurally describing “how” the experience happened (i.e., setting and 

context) (Creswell, 2007).  

Fourth, the researcher reorganized the units of meaning and themes from each interview 

to summarize them. Member checking at this stage was conducted to validate the data 

(Groenewald, 2004; Maxwell, 2013). This included contacting each participant by email with a 

list of themes. The fifth step incorporated bringing the themes from all the interviews together to 

create a composite summary (Groenewald, 2004). The composite summary of the phenomenon 

included both textual and structural descriptions of the participants using narratives and tables 

(Creswell, 2007).  

Role of the Researcher  

Creditability in research is intentionally built one step at a time (Marshall & Rossman, 

2016). Researchers begin early by considering the personal nature of their research and by their 

vigilance in naming their biases. Researcher bias is harmful when it goes unnamed, unplanned, 

and unnoted (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Essentially, bias is the researcher’s subjectivity 

(Maxwell, 2013). A second threat in qualitative research is reactivity. Reactivity represents the 

researcher’s influence on the participants. Neither researcher bias nor reactivity can be  
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eliminated. To address these threats, they must be understood by the researcher and explained 

(Maxwell, 2013). 

The researcher of this study serves as an Assistant Professor in the Center for Academic 

Success & Advising at a midsize, suburban, Christian liberal arts university in the Northwest. 

Many of the students with whom the researcher interacts reflect the characteristics of the FGUU 

students outlined in this study. The researcher’s current colleagues include former FGUU, as 

well as majority members of the academy. These students and colleagues motivate the researcher 

to learn more and passionately consider best practices in serving them well. In addition, the 

researcher was a first-generation, White undergraduate from a middle-class family. It was 

expected that the researcher would complete a college degree and she was academically prepared 

for college. In addition, the researcher’s parents paid the college bill in full apart from 

scholarships earned by the researcher. The researcher worked nearly full time in the summer, but 

less than 10 hours a week on-campus during the academic terms. The researcher blended in well 

with the student body of the CCCU institution she attended in the Midwest. She was granted 

respect among peers, faculty, staff and administrators to the point that she was elective student 

body president in her senior year of study. Marshall and Rossman (2016) indicate a credible 

researcher is consistently analyzing personal experiences and documenting the explanations. The 

researcher addressed potential bias by having consistent conversations with peers about the 

research, by member checking, and by including personal thoughts in her field notes. 

Validity Issues 

In qualitative research, establishing validity also includes preparing for and engaging the 

study participants multiple times. The participants in this study actively engaged in a prolonged 

interview and in member checks following the initial analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). To 
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establish trustworthiness prior to interviewing, an expert panel served to provide content validity 

for the interview protocol. The pilot interviews established the usability of the protocol (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2016). Adjustments were made as a result of both the expert panel and the pilot 

interviews. As the researcher interviewed the participants and analyzed the data, bracketing was 

utilized to address biases and assumptions. It entailed taking notes and documenting the 

researcher’s internal and external responses. Bracketing is necessary to suspend judgement 

through data collection and analysis in order to explore the phenomena (van Manen, 2007). 

Following initial data analysis, member-checks were conducted to review the researcher’s 

themes and outcomes. These were completed via email conversations with each participant 

(Maxwell, 2013) (see Appendix L). The researcher utilized her dissertation committee and other 

interested practitioners in higher education for peer debriefing, researcher confirmability, and 

researcher bias checks at multiple times during data analysis and the conclusion phase (Maxwell, 

2013; Mertler, 2016). Throughout the process, the researcher intentionally maintained an open-

mind, allowing for critiques, learning, and adjustments by talking through issues and writing 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2016). 

Limitations  

There were several limitations to this research study. While the study is useful for similar 

institutions, it is not generalizable (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Sample sizes for 

phenomenological research studies are typically small (i.e., between five and 25 participants), 

and this study included nine participants, further limiting its generalizability (Creswell, 2007). 

The time for in-depth interviews was limited by the availability of the participants, the 

researcher, and the deadlines required for the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The period 

within which data collection occurred was particularly difficult. The 2020 fall semester was 
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usurped by COVID-19 mitigations. Mitigations in higher education differed greatly from school 

to school, but often included remote and online teaching, meetings, and interactions while 

processing the detrimental effect of the virus on institutions. In addition, the data collection 

occurred during the second half of the semester when end-of-term deadlines loomed during a 

challenging time in history.  

Each participant had one electronic interview, limiting live data collection and face-to-

face perceptions. While electronic meetings became the norm in 2020, such meetings limit 

reading body language. In addition, since the interview protocol included questions from the 

participants’ past (i.e., in some cases, many years), the accuracy and depth of recollection of 

undergraduate experiences were reduced (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Many of the participants’ 

narratives included personal, emotional elements. Most of the participants expressed trust in the 

process, but for some participants, detailed background information was too private to share in 

the interview. 

The researcher chose to limit the participant criterion to faculty in CCCU schools. This 

was purposeful to accurately address issues in Christian higher education. The similarities 

between schools, however, was a limitation. The FGUU participant criterion also limited the 

number of faculty who were selected. According to the National Science Foundation, less than 

30% of all doctoral degrees awarded in 2019 were earned by students whose parents had less 

than a bachelor’s degree (National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, 2019). Not all 

doctoral degree graduates enter higher education. The study criterion did not require participants 

to have a terminal degree, but the researcher maintained this measure. The sampling method 

generated 21 total options for participants. Eleven participants fit the criterion fairly well. Two of 

the 11 potential participants backed out due to current/personal events. The 9 participants 
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interviewed met the criterion; however, one participant was close to retirement and three had less 

undergraduate teaching experience (and more administrative experience) than the researcher 

ideally desired. Mid-career faculty who primarily teach undergraduates and were FGUU would 

be preferred for future research. 
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Chapter IV 

Results 

 The researcher/writer must “pull” the reader into the question in such a way that the 

reader cannot help but wonder about the nature of the phenomenon in the way that the human 

scientist does. One might say that a phenomenological questioning teaches the reader to wonder, 

to question deeply the very thing that is being questioned by the question (van Manen, 1990, p. 

44). 

Dr. Max van Manen, Ph.D. 
Professor Emeritus, University of Alberta 
Canadian Scholar Specializing in Phenomenological Research 

 
Introduction 

 Creating and sustaining a supportive sociocultural, institutional ethos for academic 

success among first-generation, underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) is crucial to promote 

educational equity (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; 

Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 

2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Sociocultural 

constructs are practices and expectations built on life experiences related to demographics, 

relationships, and society (Killpack & Melón, 2016; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). 

Institutional ethos is the culture of a place based on its mission and values. Ethos captures all 

aspects of a place, beginning with admissions and marketing materials, and includes operations, 

policies, the classroom, and relationships (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Covarrubias et al., 2016; Dahlvig, 2013; Herrmann & Varnum, 

2018; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lehmann, 2013; Park & Denson, 2009; Schreiner et al., 2011; 

Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). FGUU are a group of students who enroll in higher education and 
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graduate at lower rates than their continuing education, majority peers (Hussar et al., 2020; 

Shapiro et al., 2019). A differential also exists between the composition of underrepresented 

students and underrepresented faculty in higher education affecting ethos (Hussar et al., 2020). 

Both gaps represent an educational equity problem in higher education (Dahlvig, 2013; Heilig et 

al., 2019; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Luedke, 2017; McCoy, 2014; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; 

Taylor et al., 2013; Vetter et al., 2019). Universities must consider the underlying factors for the 

educational inequities represented in lower FGUU enrollment and graduation rates including 

sociocultural, institutional ethos.  

Educational equity and sociocultural differences may be understood through the lens of 

cultural mismatch theory. Cultural mismatch theory is a framework of invisible factors 

associated with sociocultural differences between working-class people and middle-class people 

(Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). 

According to the literature, U.S. universities are grounded in middle-class values, or independent 

values. Examples of independent values include leadership, individualism, and self- advocacy. 

FGUU are more likely to come from working-class homes representing interdependent values 

(Collier & Morgan, 2008; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Jack, 2016; Schreiner et al., 2011; Smith et 

al., 2016; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). A working-class  

home describes a place where with the adults’ labor is the most valued asset for financial 

sustenance (Rury, 2016) Interdependent values include a focus on helping others, family 

responsibilities, and representing the community (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, 

Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018).  Sociocultural differences, like those 

documented via cultural mismatch theory, must be intentionally addressed (Ackerman-Barger et 
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al., 2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; 

Conn, 2017; Jack, 2016; Lehmann, 2013; Schreiner et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2016).  

 Equity and ethos may be focused on by considering institutional mission and value 

statements. University mission and value statements convey guiding institutional principles and 

demonstrate priorities. A consortium of private, Christian, liberal arts, post-secondary schools 

are members of the Council of Christian Colleges & Universities (CCCU). While the member 

schools represent a variety of values, the mission and values of the CCCU includes advocacy for 

ethnic and cultural diversity, as well as social justice related to racism and immigration (Council 

for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b; Nam, 2020). “With the growing diversity of 

college-aged students, CCCU institutions would do well to give voice to these different 

representations of the ‘image of God’” (Nam, 2020, p. 16). The CCCU supports the pursuit of 

educational equity in diversity among its membership. 

Faculty who were FGUU have lived experiences of cultural mismatch to be heard and 

appreciated. Their narratives may inform and support advocacy for educational equity (Case, 

2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Gomez, 2018; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Kim et al., 2010; Lang & 

Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et 

al., 2013). More importantly, faculty as a whole group who are supported by administrators have 

a responsibility to pursue educational equity in their universities and address sociocultural 

differences through their roles in teaching, service, and scholarship (Ackerman-Barger et al., 

2016; Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Conn, 

2017; Jimenez et al., 2019; Lee, 2017; Luedke, 2017; Park & Denson, 2009). Limited research 

exists analyzing cultural mismatch within CCCU institutions, particularly cultural mismatch 

from the perspective of FGUU who are now faculty in CCCU schools (Case, 2017; Covarrubias, 
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n.d.; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 

2018). Such research is an opportunity for Christian higher education to understand and mitigate 

cultural mismatch (Dahlvig, 2013; Longman, 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Turner, 

2015). The literature demonstrates that intentionality towards building an inclusive institutional 

ethos positively affects academic success among a variety of students, including FGUU students 

(DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, 

Fryberg, et al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the lived experiences of 

FGUU, who are now faculty in Christian higher education, through the lens of cultural mismatch 

theory in order to influence educational equity and institutional ethos (van Manen, 2014). To 

enhance understanding of FGUU lived experiences, the literature review laid a foundation of 

common experiences among FGUU including stereotype threat, ethnic identity development, 

sense of belonging, and mindset. In addition, cultural mismatch theory was explored in the 

literature to consider its implicit and explicit existence within FGUU experiences. The intent was 

to build a framework for analyzing the phenomenological data from interviewing FGUU, who 

are now faculty in CCCU institutions, by noting common connections between the participants’ 

former undergraduate experiences, their current experiences with FGUU students, and their 

professional contributions to teaching, service, and scholarship. The goal of the analysis and 

ensuing discussion was to recommend implications for professional practice and future research 

capable of influencing institutional ethos for improving educational equity in Christian higher 

education. 
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Emergent Themes 

The interview protocol detailed the participants’ chronological journey from their homes 

of origin to their FGUU experiences and their careers as faculty in CCCU institutions with 

students who are FGUU. The purpose of the study was to analyze the participants’ former 

experiences as FGUU alongside their faculty experiences with FGUU students to synthesize the 

experiences in search of themes affecting their professional roles in the academy. Three themes 

emerged from the analysis and coding of the interview transcripts: an awakening, “like me,” and 

prosocial behaviors. As the participants looked back on their own lived experiences, they 

realized that an awakening occurred during their undergraduate years of school. As the 

participants worked with their own students, they recognized “like me” narratives where they 

saw themselves in their students. In synthesizing their own awakening with the “like me” 

narratives of their students, the participants’ careers demonstrated a consistent value of prosocial 

motivation and behavior. The themes are in accordance with the following research questions: 

1. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were first-generation underrepresented 

undergraduates (FGUU) recognize their experiences of cultural mismatch when they 

were undergraduate students? 

2. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were FGUU recognize experiences of 

cultural mismatch among their current FGUU students? 

3. In what ways do current and past experiences of cultural mismatch affect the traditional 

faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship? 

Each of the themes is viewed through the theoretical framework of cultural mismatch 

theory and, specifically, independent and interdependent sociocultural values (Phillips et al., 

2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, et al., 2019; Townsend et al., 2018). 



91 
 
 

 

The participants’ life experiences do not neatly fit into the categories, codes, and themes depicted 

in Table 8. Rather, there are threads of the categories, codes, and themes woven throughout the 

findings. Care was taken in this chapter to maintain the whole narratives of the participants rather 

than to focus on artificial separations (Groenewald, 2004). 

Table 8 

List of Three Themes and Categories 
 

Research Categories Codes Themes 
 
Question #1 

 
Lived experiences as 
FGUU 

 
Pathway/escape, so 
much to learn, 
major/career decisions, 
campus community 
 

 
An awakening 

Question #2 Recognition of FGUU 
lived experiences as 
faculty 

(No) assumptions, 
excuses and grace, mere 
presence, migration to 
care 
 

“Like me” 

Question #3 Relationship of past 
and present 
experiences on faculty 
roles  

Invest in others, 
difference-making, 
advocacy 
 

Prosocial behavior 

 
Research Participant Profiles 

Participants were purposefully selected via criterion and snowball sampling methods 

(Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004). The participants were selected based on specific criteria, 

including being faculty at CCCU universities in the United States who, as undergraduates, were 

considered first-generation college students and otherwise underrepresented by either race, 

gender, or multiple qualities. In the end, nine participants were interviewed to explore their past 

lived experiences and their current professional contributions. Participants were given 

pseudonyms based on ethnicity: Bruno, Vanessa, Malena, Jack, Susan, Ella, Mario, Ben, and 

Henry. They were engaging as they shared their lived experiences. Their voices reverberated 
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with authenticity, providing poignant data for this investigation. The goal was to identify the 

essence of their experiences as a FGUU and how it shaped their careers.  

As noted in Table 9, the participant pool consisted of four females (Vanessa, Malena, 

Susan, and Ella) and five males (Bruno, Jack, Mario, Ben, and Henry), including four Latinos, 

two Mixed Race, one East Asian, one Eurasian, and one White. They represented professional 

fields such as education, health science, and computer science as well as social science, natural 

science, and the arts/humanities. Their years of professional experience within higher education 

ranged from three years to 27 years. Bruno, Ella, Mario, Ben, and Henry graduated from four-

year private institutions and lived on-campus, thereby engaging in a traditional campus 

community. Vanessa, Malena, and Susan completed a bachelor’s degree via community college 

and four-year school combinations while living off-campus, but not with their parents. Jack 

completed a degree from a four-year public school and lived off-campus and with his parents. 

One participant came to the United States as an international student athlete. He earned a second 

bachelor’s degree at a CCCU school prior to attending graduate school in the U.S. 
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Table 9 

Details of Participants  

Participant  
Pseudonym 

Criteria of  
Underrepresentation 

Field/ 
Discipline 

Years in  
Higher  

Education 

Bruno Latino Male Natural Science 16-25 

Vanessa Latino Female Health Science 6-15 

Malena Latino Female Education 6-15 

Jack East Asian Male Education 1-5 

Susan Eurasian Female Health Science 16-25 

Ella White Female Social Science 6-15 

Mario Latino Male Natural Science 1-5 

Ben Mixed Race Male Arts & Humanities 6-15 

Henry Mixed Race Male Computer Science 6-15 
 

All nine participants financed their bachelor’s degree without assistance from their family 

members. Two participants (22%) were single parents while earning their bachelor’s degrees. 

Each participant was raised in a working-class home based on parental occupation as defined by 

the researcher for this study, and four (44%) experienced poverty. Six participants (67%) had no 

older siblings who attended college. Two participants (22%) had older siblings who attended and 

graduated from college. One participant (11%) had older siblings who started college but did not 

finish. While enrolled as a student, each of the nine participants worked in multiple jobs at any 

given time, ranging from part-time to full-time, both on-campus and off-campus, throughout the 

academic year and during the summers. 

Expectations for college varied between the participants. For the two Latinas, Vanessa 

and Malena, a college education was strongly discouraged based a cultural value of women 

remaining in the home. Similarly, Susan’s family (Eurasian) did not speak seriously about 
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college in the home. Of the females, only Ella (White) was expected to go to college 

immediately following high school. Among the males, college was expected and encouraged for 

Jack (East Asian), Mario (Latino), and Henry (Mixed Race). Jack indicated that East Asian 

culture valued the idea of children “leap frogging” their parents into white-collar employment. 

Bruno (Latino) and Ben (Mixed Race) were encouraged to attend college by their parents, but it 

was not necessarily expected. Six of the participants (67%), including all four of the females and 

two of the males, viewed college as a pathway to leave something. Escape ideation grew from 

escaping poverty and abuse to escaping limits in knowledge and opportunity. Bruno, Vanessa, 

Malena, Jack, Mario, and Ben (67%) expressed keen motivation to participate in the study 

because of their experiences as FGUU and faculty. 

Each research question will be considered using vivid, detailed narratives and direct 

quotes from the nine faculty who were FGUU. The narratives and quotes will exemplify the 

codes associated with each research question and provide the essence of the participants’ 

experiences (van Manen, 1990, 2014). From the collection of codes, a corresponding theme 

emerged for each research question. The themes organize the data for greater understanding and 

to connect who people are with what people do (van Manen, 1990, 2014). 

Results for Research Question One: An Awakening 

To address the first research question, the participants shared stories and descriptions of 

their transition from home to college, including the academic, social, and personal barriers they 

faced as undergraduates. Detailed accounts of the people they met and the experiences 

contributing to their persistence were discussed. The participants shared similarities and 

differences with their peers and pressures they felt while in school. All nine participants 

described their pathway to and through their plans of study. The pathway for all nine led to 
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careers; but for 67%, the pathway incorporated an escape from something that increased their 

motivation to complete a degree more than a career goal alone. Excitement for learning and 

engaging with an academic community was notable among 56% of the participants’ narratives. 

Table 10 provides the frequency of response codes. 

Table 10 

An Awakening 

Influential factors for an awakening Frequency of Description 

Pathway to a career 9 of 9 participants 

Pathway as an escape 6 of 9 participants 

Excitement for learning 5 of 9 participants 

Major or career decisions 9 of 9 participants 

Campus community 5 of 9 participants 
 
Education as an awakening was a recurrent theme throughout the interviews. Fifty-six 

percent of the participants used words like invigorating, thrilling, powerful, and passionate to 

describe their academic experiences. The theme of awakening included stories of the 

participants’ pathways to education and through education. The pathway included an element of 

escape for Bruno, Ben, Vanessa, Malena, Susan, and Ella (67%). Ella, Malena, Vanessa, Ben, 

and Bruno (56%) articulated a newfound love for learning and the vastness of knowledge 

available to learn. The awakening included narratives of how academic major and career 

decisions grew into realities. Among the participants with a residential living experience (i.e., 

Henry, Ben, Mario, Ella, and Bruno, or 56%), their awakening included a vibrant, new campus 

community. For every participant, the academic awakening represented a life transformation and 

new beginnings in scholarly communities. The draw to be active engagers in such a community 
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aligns with interdependence and cultural mismatch theory (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 

2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 

Theme for Research Question One 
 

Theme Codes 

An Awakening Pathway/escape, So much to learn, 
Major/career decisions, Campus community 

 
Within the interviews, Bruno coined the term, “academic awakening,” or the realization 

of a “big, new world” to discover. Bruno said, “My worldview changed,” and “I just wanted to 

learn more about each and every” subject. Vanessa, Malena, Ella, Ben, and Bruno (56%) also 

spoke of learning in a way that resembled an awakening using words like “invigorating,” 

“exciting,” “love,” and “thrilling.” Each of their stories are represented within the theme of an 

awakening. 

Bruno pointed out that education “changed the direction of my life.” He went on to 

describe how this awakening led him to graduate school, which was a crazy decision given his 

upbringing. In portraying his awakening, Bruno told of an experience with a lab advisor where 

Bruno found himself problem solving in a unique way. He approached the problem by 

computing the solution backwards and presented the result to his advisor. The advisor said, 

“Why would you possibly think of doing that? I didn’t tell you to do that.” Bruno described his 

thinking process, and the advisor asked, “What does your dad do for a living?” Bruno described 

his dad as an auto-mechanic and a service manager. The advisor said, “Auto-mechanic? Lots of 

problem solving, that’s where you got those skills.”  

Bruno also connected his parent’s work ethic to his transformation. His dad “worked for 

forty years and never missed a day, (and) never complained about anything.” His mom “worked 

incredibly hard to raise her kids. She always had some side business going trying to make extra 
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money. They worked so hard, and they never got anywhere.” Jack also spoke of his parent’s 

work ethic, as did Henry. They each noted how hard work did not necessarily pay off in terms 

making financial progress. Bruno said, without this educational transformation, he’d “probably 

be a very good car mechanic,” like his dad. For Bruno and others, college was not only an 

awakening to a new world of learning, but it was also an escape from poverty and it uncovered a 

pathway to thrive. Ben, Vanessa, and Susan also shared narratives of escapes from poverty. 

 Ben spoke of his parent’s house where he grew up, a small doublewide trailer in disrepair 

on a country road. He described his interests as typical amongst his peers: sports, friends, and 

partying. His love for reading made him different. Going to college opened his eyes, ears, and 

tastes to “the finer things and we didn’t have of that stuff” at home, he said. Both Ben and Bruno 

articulated an awakening that created conflicting feelings within their families. Bruno indicated 

he couldn’t share college experiences with his mom and siblings because they did not have 

context for understanding what was occurring in his life. Ben negatively judged what he had 

been at home. He expressed regret for his arrogance among his family, but with his new peers 

and faculty mentors, he began enjoying concerts, plays, poetry readings, the amenities of cities, 

and ethnic restaurants. Ben recalls his first visit to a Chinese buffet, “I’d never seen Chinese 

food, it felt really exotic to me, and this place was probably not anything special. But I didn’t 

know what to do.” A peer recognized Ben’s lost look and said, “Here, you just take some rice 

and you put it on the plate. This chicken over here is pretty good, you put it on top. And then 

maybe you want some of this stuff.” Ben said:  

I’d never done it before, so I was really scared and nervous to try to eat that because I had 

no idea what it was like. But then, later on, I became really proud of myself for these 

culinary excursions that felt so important and interesting. 
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Interesting food was just the beginning for Ben, as new awakenings burst forth in the arts and 

literature. Ben had found a new space and he wanted it to be his home and his future, as did 

Bruno. In this whole new world, Ben and Bruno felt validated, affirmed, and safe. 

 Others viewed their educational awakening as a pathway to escape something. Vanessa, 

Malena, Susan, and Ella each expressed stories of familial separation to overcome difficulties, to 

leave behind abuse, or to sustain a new family outside of poverty. For these women, the pull 

from family represented control. Latina women, in particular, are considered like children while 

living in the home, and educational pursuits are considered inappropriate or selfish whether 

living inside or outside the home. Malena experienced an awakening from control related to both 

her parents and her church. While her parents pushed for her to obtain a good job (i.e., a desk 

job) without a college education, Malena’s church leaders pushed her to focus on serving the 

church by helping others rather than pursuing school or a career. Her parents and church leaders 

viewed her educational choices as a form of greed and tried to shame her into conformity. She 

said, “Something about that is not right. I should be able to do both. All this control, to me, 

wasn’t right.” Malena chose education, but the price was high, making her bachelor’s degree the 

most difficult degree she earned. She said: 

It wasn’t because it was more rigorous, it was just because of what I was going through at 

the time, what I was experiencing being in my early twenties, going through financial 

struggles, getting my electricity shut off every few months…. It was hard…. I wish(ed) 

my parents would (have) even appreciate(d) what I (was) trying to do here. Not even pay 

for something, but just appreciate it and not say, ‘Oo, mija, why are you doing that to 

yourself?’ With my doctorate, that’s one of the things my mom told me. She’s like, 

‘What? You’re going to get another degree? Why would you want to do that to 
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yourself?’…. But living at home, having a family that was as controlling as mine, I don’t 

know if I would have been able to get through it on my own without an outlet, a place to 

run away to, literally. 

Malena’s outlet grew into a new goal to teach in higher education. These new experiences 

nurtured her goal. She earned a master’s degree and doctoral degree while serving as a public-

school teacher and an adjunct professor. 

Vanessa and Susan both utilized education as a way to protect themselves and provide for 

their children, as single mothers, outside the culture of poverty. My child “deserves more than 

what I had,” Vanessa stated. Susan recalled initially using marriage as an escape. She ran away 

from home to marry, but later found herself single, on welfare, and needing an education and a 

career to support herself and her daughter. In addition, Ella knew in high school, “I was going to 

get out of the house” by whatever means possible. While her parents supported her decision to 

go to college, they also controlled each decision related to college even though Ella was paying 

the entire bill. Each year in college, Ella slowly took control of her life for the first time and 

overcame obstacles to pursue her educational and career dreams. For each of these women, 

education was the means for an escape from various forms of control. 

Ben, Bruno, Ella, Malena, and Vanessa clearly expressed newfound joy in learning. 

Vanessa recalled her initial days in college as “invigorating,” although she had to hide her plans 

because education was not a choice allowed in her home. Vanessa found herself studying with a 

flashlight while hiding in the corner of her baby’s room. Malena “accidentally signed up for 

college classes.” She convinced her parents to allow one year of community college following 

several years of high school by home study. Soon thereafter, she said, “I was hooked” to 

learning. Malena quickly moved from inadvertently taking community college classes to 
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dreaming of a master’s degree. Her career goals shifted from being a secretary to becoming an 

academic. For Susan, beginning the educational journey fed her drive to succeed in life. 

Obstacles didn’t matter because, she said, “I had a goal!” for a degree and a career. Ella started 

college in a major chosen for her, but was introduced to her academic passion in one of her first 

classes. She recalled, “I loved it. I had to switch” my major as soon as possible. Ben used the 

words “powerful” and “thrilling” to describe learning. He said,  

[My professor] thought a lot about psychology. And so, I guess looking at characters in 

books through the lens of human psychology, and what makes people tick was really, 

really important to me. Because suddenly I had a lens through which I could critique the 

terms of existence of my very self and my family and the way I grew up and these long, 

deeply held but unspoken beliefs that everyone seemed to subscribe to. Now, I had a way 

to break those things down. And I did it, ironically or oddly enough, by reading 

nineteenth century British novels like Jane Eyre and, you know, Pride and Prejudice and 

things like that. Suddenly I could understand my own family. 

Each of these participants described, in some way, the life changing experience of education. 

Vanessa had a similar experience with psychology: 

I remember reading that psychology book and finding pieces of myself. And I was 

shocked. I said, ‘How do these people… who wrote this book?’ I was so naïve. It was 

like, ‘how do these people know about me?’ You know, it was an ideal course for me 

because it talked about so much that I had experienced and was experiencing. 

For Ben and Vanessa, their educational awakening included lessons about making sense of their 

very existence, as an individual and within a family. 
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 All nine participants pursued education as a pathway to a career, but Jack, Mario, and 

Henry specifically articulated career motivation over an escape or an academic awakening. Jack 

(and his parents) expected education to move him from menial work like his parents to white-

collar work for a higher quality of life. As Mario experienced higher education initially in South 

America, he was drawn to be a part of teaching and research in the United States. Henry watched 

his parents struggle financially throughout his life, and he made major/career choices based on 

income potential alongside areas of aptitude. He took to heart John Wesley’s advice to “Gain all 

you can,” “save all you can,” and “give all you can” (Wesley, 1872). This is an approach Henry 

subscribes to even now and promotes among his students. For Henry, education and career are 

closely connected to Christian stewardship. 

For the participants who attended a CCCU university and lived on-campus (Bruno, Ella, 

Mario, Ben, and Henry), the experience of community stood out as a significant aspect of their 

awakening. Bruno called his journey a “homecoming,” or a place he fit in well. While there was 

substantial stress in his first weeks on campus, and while he held back at first, the campus 

community drew him in to activities and belonging. He described feeling overwhelmed and 

worrying over books, money, campus buildings, and the transition in general. Yet, he met people 

who immediately became friends. One of his roommates took him aside and gave him clothes 

during his first year. “It was a little shocking for me,” Bruno recalled. He also met his best friend 

on the first day of classes. While he was not as academically prepared as his peers, Bruno 

learned how to study and gradually became a strong student with the support of his professors 

and peers. 

Ella found new and unique activities to enjoy at college. While she felt inadequate and 

lacked confidence at first, like Bruno, the campus environment buoyed her desire to join the 
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community. Eventually, Ella felt pride in the diverse subjects, activities, friends, and jobs she 

enjoyed while in college.  Henry also dove into the community by leading the peers he lived with 

and learning to be an extrovert so as to experience more socially and spiritually on campus. 

Mario and Ben were most exuberant about campus life and community. Mario referred to it as an 

“immersion,” and it was “exciting,” “unique,” “fantastic,” and the “best time of life.” As an 

international student, he was drawn to learn with people from different cultures. Mario spoke of 

learning to notice differences, not judging them, but growing to value differences. Ben was 

“blown away” by his college campus. He thought it was “the greatest place on earth.” The 

relationships, community, faith and worship struck him and motivated him to “clean up” from 

his former ways. Ben grew proud of himself as a capable university student. Bruno, Ella, Henry, 

Mario, and Ben thrived on their college campuses. 

The awakening expressed by all nine of the participants played out in their unique stories. 

For Bruno, Vanessa, Malena, Susan, Ella, and Ben it was a pathway of escape, and for Jack, 

Mario, and Henry it was a journey to an exciting career. For Ben, Bruno, Ella, Malena, and 

Vanessa, the awakening included a love for learning new subjects and a realization of how much 

knowledge was in the world to discover. Bruno, Ella, Mario, Ben, and Henry lived on campus 

and their awakening included an immersion with a new and exciting community of peers, 

mentors, staff, and professors. The awakening sustained the participants in the life transition and 

the difficulties they faced. 

Results for Research Question Two: “Like me” 

The second research question addressed the participants’ professional transition to 

working with undergraduates as faculty. To measure their student-centeredness by self-report, 

the participants were asked to rate their purpose for working in higher education with 
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undergraduates. The average rating was nine on a scale of one (low) to ten (high). Vanessa said, 

“It [working with undergraduates] feeds my soul.” Mario noted, “I felt like I received so much 

during that time [as an undergraduate] that [working with undergraduates] is an element of 

giving back.”  

The interview protocol specifically aimed to capture the stories of the participants where 

they related meaningfully to their students’ experiences, as well as how their lived experiences 

helped them work with students. From these questions, over half of the participants (56%) spoke 

of their professors making assumptions about them or seeing their faculty-colleagues making 

questionable assumptions about students. Eight of nine participants (89%) shared stories of their 

needs as student, or their students’ needs, being viewed as excuses by other faculty. From 

family-care obligations to work-related requirements for basic living expenses, the participants 

articulated a complex mix of needs. Malena shared about the realities of being late to class 

regularly while managing a 40-hour work week. Susan spoke of childcare issues to juggle. Every 

participant worked, from part-time to full-time, while in school. Vanessa articulated managing a 

serious life crisis while being a student. Bruno shared how his peers helped him upgrade his 

wardrobe and learn university-level study disciplines. Based on their narratives and a deep level 

of personal understanding, 89% of the participants expressed their views about of giving grace to 

students facing complex life circumstances. Bruno, Vanessa, Malena, Susan, Ella, Mario, Jack, 

and Ben shared examples of working individually with students, giving them grace, and guiding 

them towards successful completion of either a class or a degree. 

Vanessa, Mario, and Malena spoke of students who voiced comfort in seeing, sensing, 

and knowing of their professors’ unique and imperfect narratives. Jack spoke of feeling a sense 

of hope in experiencing the mere presence of a professor like him when he was an 
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undergraduate. Vanessa has found students (even some outside of her discipline) wandering near 

her office just to talk to someone like them. Several of Mario’s students explicitly expressed their 

relief in his example as a successful, minority professor. Malena highlights her pathway as a 

science teacher to inspire her Hispanic students to teach in science. As a result of the 

participants’ sharing in class, individually, or by word-of-mouth referrals, seven of the nine 

participants (78%) brought up stories of students migrating to their care. They noted how 

students proactively seek their advice and support. In addition, students respond well to the 

participants’ outreach by verbally acknowledging a shared depth of understanding different from 

other faculty. Table 11 provides the frequency of response codes. 

Table 11 

“Like Me” 

“Like me” narratives Frequency of Description 

(No) assumptions 5 of 9 participants 

Excuses and grace 8 of 9 participants 

Mere presence 4 of 9 participants 

Migration to care 7 of 9 participants 
 

While the participants spoke of their transformative experiences as undergraduates, not 

all of their lived experiences were positive. The negative FGUU narratives tended to have the 

greatest effect on their faculty roles. As such, these narratives brought about the words “like me” 

from the participants in regard to some of their professors. The words “like me” were also 

included in the participants’ narratives about their students. From both vantage points, the “like 

me” stories reflected interdependent values like those expressed in cultural mismatch theory such 

as focusing on the other and working together to meet a desired outcome (Dittmann et al., 2020; 

Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). The following stories 
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demonstrate the “like me” phenomenon using some difficult faculty-student encounters. Woven 

within are the codes of (no) assumptions, excuses and grace, mere presence, and a migration to 

care.  

Theme for Research Question Two 
 

Theme Codes 

“Like Me” (No) assumptions, Excuses and grace, Mere 
presence, Migration to care 

 
Bruno, Vanessa, and Malena shared stories about assumptions that were difficult to hear. 

One of Bruno’s personal FGUU narratives brought a deep sense of emotion in remembrance and 

pointed to the origin of his care towards students. This connection between personal experience 

and care was similarly evident in Vanessa and Malena’s stories. For Bruno, at the end of a 

general education history class, the final paper guided students to write their family history. 

Bruno’s dad was born in 1914 within the United States, in a tent partially dug into the side of a 

mountain. His dad’s family consisted of his parents and their ten children. Bruno’s grandparents 

walked across the Mexico border into New Mexico and set up a camp for the family to live in. 

Bruno has since viewed pictures of their tent-cave home. His grandfather worked for the railroad. 

Bruno’s mother was born in 1925. She grew up during the Great Depression and lived through 

the Dust Bowl. For the history class, Bruno wrote their stories, his family story. Bruno’s 

professor, at a Christian liberal arts institution, wrote the following on his paper, “I doubt it,” 

gave him a D, and never spoke to Bruno about his submission. From this experience, Bruno 

views his own students and says, “Do not assume you know someone.” He diligently seeks to see 

his students and recognize their “like me” characteristics. He says, “You can notice things. When 

someone smiles, they have crooked teeth…. You can pick up on certain things. And I always go 

seek out those students and say, ‘Hey, what’s going on? What’s your story?’” 
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Vanessa also spoke of assumptions with a tough story. In her high school, the children of 

migrant workers were trained for vocational jobs because they were not viewed as college 

preparatory students. When her post-high school mentors, two Hispanic health professionals, 

encouraged her to pursue college and a health profession, she went alone to a community college 

campus to enroll in classes. She described walking on campus for the first time: 

It was like a fancy park, very much like [her current institution]. And I kept thinking, 

‘But I don’t belong here, I’m going to get arrested. They’re going to escort me off 

campus.’ And I just saw so many white people and, you know, and I just thought, ‘I don’t 

belong here, what am I doing here? This is ridiculous.’ It was extremely frightening.  

As she walked through the campus, she found the correct office to enroll in classes. She said: 

I finally landed at somebody’s desk, it must have been a counselor of some kind, [a] 

career counselor. And I told them that I wanted to take some classes but I didn’t know 

what I wanted to be. And so, he said, he wasn’t very welcoming, and he said, ‘Well, you 

need to go down to the Vocational Center. Maybe you could become… you’re already a 

medical transcriptionist, so I’m not sure what it is that you want. And you have a job, so 

why are you here?’ His own vision for me was so limited. 

Like Bruno, the assumptions Vanessa faced could have presented her with insurmountable 

obstacles. Instead, her mentors heard what occurred and walked her through the process of 

enrolling in college for the first time. 

Assumptions were also a part of Malena’s undergraduate experience. She describes a 

time when she was working 40 hours a week while also going to school. As a result, she 

regularly showed up late to a class. One night her professor responded: 
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‘You are such a flake’…. The professor said this to me in front of the whole class and I 

just felt this small. I don’t think I said anything, I just went and sat down. And then later 

on, I thought, well, what does she mean by that? Does she mean I’m a flake like a slut, 

you know, because that term can also be used like that. Later on, I figured (what) she 

meant, but I didn’t have enough context back then to really try to figure out what she was 

saying or how she meant it…. And then later on, I think she meant that I was just never 

on time, which I never was. And it was hard when you’re working full-time to get to 

where you need to be when you need to be there. 

Like Bruno and Vanessa, Malena recalled this experience with ease many years later. Her 

narrative is another example of the harm associated with assumptions and no grace. 

As a program administrator, Malena recalled a “like me” scenario which she handled 

very differently. Classes were conducted virtually, online. The classes were set up in six-week 

sections, and the students were required to attend the virtual sessions. If any student missed two 

sessions, they were dropped from the class. One particular student had missed one session and 

informed the professor he needed to miss a second. The professor told the student he’d be 

dropped if he missed the session. As a result, the student agreed to attend. During the class 

session, the professor called on the student, and he didn’t immediately respond. Malena 

described what happened next: 

He finally gets on and he’s all out of breath and he says, ‘I’m so sorry, but I had to come 

into work today,’ and he was serving tables. He was serving tables with the phone in his 

pocket and an earpiece in to listen to the lecture. 

Malena said to the instructor of the course: 
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I’ve served tables before; we can’t do this to this kid. I know what it’s like to struggle 

financially and if you get a shift, you’re going to take that shift because that’s going to be 

the last forty dollars that you need to make rent that month. 

Rather than shaming the student like she had been shamed, Malena helped the instructor provide 

grace to help the student.  

As a result of these life experiences, Bruno, Vanessa, and Malena view assumptions and 

“no excuse” policies with “no grace” as harmful barriers for success among diverse students, in 

particular. Vanessa and Malena indicate that absolutes and traditions without evidence of grace 

affect people of color and poverty the most. Vanessa said, “There are many, many examples out 

of there across the nation in education about policies and structures that are supportive of 

diversity” and these are the structures we need to recreate in Christian higher education. 

Vanessa and Susan both worked as single mothers during their undergraduate schooling. 

Vanessa also dealt with stressful life events in isolation. As FGUU, Vanessa and Susan both 

experienced grace rather than “no excuses” from their professors, without which they would 

have never completed their first degrees. When Vanessa’s professors heard of unique life crises, 

they became Vanessa’s champions. Susan’s professors helped her discover alternative plans to 

reach goals when she encountered academic challenges. As a result, both Vanessa and Susan 

recognize the underdogs and they proactively reach out to them. Vanessa says: 

There are some students, not just students of color, but students of poverty, students with 

social barriers that I see and that’s one thing they tell me. They go, ‘How do you know?’ 

And it’s like, I see it. I think the Lord just reveals it and I see it. And by the time they 

come in my office, they know I’m expecting them and it’s all evident and it’s all there 

that there are issues. And then it’s just a matter of giving compassion and very quickly 
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establishing trust so that they open up. And so, the Lord just brings them to me and I wish 

it was a gene that every teacher had, you know, because I’m appalled by what I see 

sometimes. 

Vanessa’s keen insight and sensitivity places her in a position to listen. Vanessa encountered a 

student with a “like me” story: 

I called her into my office. She didn’t come willingly. She came with a lot of barriers, 

wouldn’t talk to me. And, I just thought, Lord, this is a hard shell and she’s been hurt a 

lot and she trusts no one and I don’t know how to reach her. So, I just sat across the desk 

from her and I said, ‘I don’t have a clue how I can help you because I don’t have a clue 

what you need. So, you don’t want to talk to me, that’s fine, I’ll just talk.’ I said, ‘I 

booked an hour for us, so I’ll just talk and you can just sit here and ignore me.’ And I 

started to tell her who I was, not (as a professor), but just who I was. I said, ‘You know, 

my momma says I’m stubborn because I don’t give up.’ And then I started speaking to 

her in Spanish, a couple of key phrases that are meant to break barriers. And she looked 

up at me and I said, ‘You can either talk to me and hope that I understand and that I can 

help you toward [your dream]. Or you can walk out of here and I’ll just pray for you and 

[wish you] good luck. You choose.’ And [the student] started talking and it was worse 

than I had suspected. So much worse. 

Vanessa was directive with this student and offered her one-on-one tutoring. She fought for the 

student to receive grace, and the student graduated. Vanessa advocated for her student like she 

had been advocated for, and like Susan’s professors did for her. Such experiences ground these 

faculty in being highly student centric. 
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 Bruno, Vanessa, Malena, Susan, and Ben described scenarios in which they have either 

experienced assumptions as FGUU or viewed the assumptions of colleagues in regard to FGUU. 

As a part of those assumptions, and as has been demonstrated previously in this section, a 

common grouping of words included “no excuses” and “no grace.” From the perspectives of the 

participants, such views are incongruous with their purposes of education. An associated purpose 

for good is helping their “like me” students find a different narrative.  

Bruno views students in light of their potential trajectory and their long-term future. 

Graduating with a bachelor’s degree is only the next step in a lifelong trajectory. Along a similar 

mindset, Vanessa indicated obstacles for graduating and optional program requirements need to 

be scrutinized based on necessity. Faculty need to analyze the long-term effect of not graduating 

in light of a student’s full picture. Perhaps a requirement was missed, but the student has enough 

credits and good grade point average. Bruno said:  

[A bachelor’s degree] changed the direction of my life; where[as], I think people [who] 

are middle class, [or] upper middle class, maybe don’t see [how] it would change the 

direction of their life. I had many friends that [were] going to get [their] business degree 

[to] take over [their] dad’s business. Well, college [(wasn’t] going to change the direction 

of [their] life. They [were] just waiting to grow up. 

Bruno profoundly feels the value of giving grace and making a way, as appropriate, for students 

to graduate with a bachelor’s degree. Faculty who never thought twice about attending and 

graduating from college may not understand the power of the trajectory. 

 Susan’s narrative also included “like me” stories. She recalled a student with whom she 

connected via social media years after graduation. Susan recalled congratulating the former 

student on her career trajectory. The student replied with, “I don’t know if you remember this, 
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but every single faculty told me I had no business being a student and that I would fail. And you 

were the only one that believed in me.” Susan had also experienced failure in college. She 

understands the humiliation associated with a failure. As a student, Susan talked with her dean 

and she experienced the phenomenon of grace as they created a new plan for her degree 

completion following a failure.  

Along with Bruno, Vanessa, and Ben, Susan emphasized the importance of grace versus 

legalism in Christian higher education. “In my institution,” said Susan, “we can give grace 

because it is a part of our mission.” Ben’s narrative and understanding of Christian higher 

education also supports grace over legalism. He is known for his soft touch and leading from his 

heart. A student recently commented, “You’re the only reason I’m still here.” For Ben, such a 

comment honors his past and his present purpose for teaching. He says: 

[This] is a thousand percent connected to who I am and how I grew up. If I didn’t need 

that myself, [and] if I didn’t value so much the mentors I had who took time with me 

when they knew I was underprepared to be at college emotionally, intellectually, and in 

other ways, I wouldn’t do what I do now. There’s no doubt. It’s just that classic situation 

where… every healer is a wounded healer, where the very place of your own wounds, if 

you can somehow transform them, that that’s the place of your greatest strength to others.  

Ben purposefully lives into the “like me” narrative with his students by engaging with them, by 

building community in the classroom, and by teaching in an accessible way for all students. He 

consciously works to create a safe space to learn and flourish. His door is routinely wide open for 

students. Similar practices were expressed by Bruno, Vanessa, Susan, and Ella. 

Ella sees herself in students, and she recognizes their needs because of her own 

experiences. She helps them think through their options and make connections between their 
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education and their career goals. As a student, Ella did not realize she could talk with her 

professors during office hours. She now tells students her door is open when they need a safe 

place to talk and seek understanding. She believes her “like me” life experiences make her easy 

to talk to initially, and then she is able to guide students to counseling services because they trust 

her guidance. In regard to “no excuses/no grace,” and similar to Bruno, Vanessa, Susan, and 

Ben, Ella indicated, “[Many] professors are black and white. I guess I feel like there’s more gray 

area.” She went on to say, “I don’t know if it’s myself or [my] department, but we’re more 

willing to be open to look at [the gray]. You know, look at the individual as opposed to just black 

and white, and cut them off.” Ella shared her willingness to give students grace and opportunities 

to catch up with their work. As a result, students migrate to her care. 

Mario notes his “like me” experiences in terms of his mere presence. Vanessa, Malena, 

and Jack have comparable stories. Mario calls it “unintentional,” particularly in the sciences 

because it tends to homogenous. Mario says: 

 I didn’t ever pause to say, man, how nice it would be to have someone [like me], right, I 

never paused and thought about that. But it was only through the lens of the students 

who, they look and see, oh, yea, it’s possible, I can get there. And so yes, I was surprised 

when I was approached to share this sort of effect…. I’ve been [at my institution] for 

three-and-a-half years now, and I have heard [this] from [students], at least, every 

semester. 

In Mario’s classroom, some form of “like me” experience regularly comes to the surface. Mario 

realized the need for students to see professors like him, a Latino. He is in an earlier career stage 

than all the other research study participants except Jack, so he is just beginning to branch out in 

being student-centered. Mario said, “This semester, I started being proactive by seeking out 
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[students of color].” When students share their private lives with him, he uses his “like me” life 

experience to relate and encourage students. Mario said:  

There’s a system in place that always puts this particular group of students in that 

disadvantage…. I see myself in those students who are beating the odds, right, in order to 

be in that classroom…. Even unintentionally, just my presence there helps in some way 

as a means of encouragement. And I say that, like, if I did it, you can do it. It’s not a 

matter of having the faculty or the capability to do it, it’s just that you have to fight these 

other things that others don’t have to. 

Mario intends to progressively pour more of himself into his students, as he grows in his career. 

Even now, he said, “I get feedback from my students saying that, you know, thank you for being 

here because the color of my skin, my background, communicates [inspiration] in some way.” 

Different from the others, Jack described how it felt to experience an Asian college 

professor when he was an undergraduate. He was raised in an Asian enclave within a Western 

city where his teachers from elementary school through high school were all Asian. Yet, Jack did 

not have many Asian university professors. He recalls diverse faculty in non-STEM areas, but 

his classes were mostly taught by older, White men. Several math classes, however, were taught 

by one Taiwanese professor. Jack says: 

 She was really good, and it kind of inspired me. She probably didn’t come over [to the 

U.S.] like [me] at six years old. She had to learn all these mathematical concepts as a 

second language, maybe at the same time. She obviously excelled, she [was] really well-

regarded as a faculty member, and she [was] a great teacher. Just seeing her in action, 

learning from her, and in contrast to the predominately older, white, male faculty, she 

inspired me…. If she could do it, I could do it too…. Seeing her in action and having her 
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for three or four of my classes shattered the glass ceiling. We use [glass ceiling] for the 

female, but for me, I artificially put it there. So, I could be a college professor. I could do 

that because she could do that. 

This professor expressed graceful understanding for students who spoke English as a second 

language or who worked full time while in school. Jack related with someone whose mere 

presence showed him what’s possible when working with FGUU and how to teach with grace. 

He had constructed a glass ceiling for himself, and his Taiwanese math teacher shattered it. 

“Like me” experiences, whether regarding oneself or one’s students, were expressed by 

all of the participants. Vanessa has found students wandering near her office looking for “one 

person like me.” She welcomes them. She listens and encourages. Vanessa said to one student: 

“Can I help you? You look lost.’ And he says, “I’m looking for a Dr. [Vanessa].’ I go, 

‘Well, come on in.’ And he says, ‘Well, I heard that she was here somewhere,’ and I said, 

‘Okay, have a seat,’ I said, ‘It’s me.’ I said, ‘Are you [one of my students]?’ He says, 

‘No, no. I’m a …’, he mentioned another major. I go, ‘Well, what can I do for you?’ 

[He’s a] very Latino young man, and he says, ‘I’m ready to quit [school]. There’s nobody 

here like me at all and I bumped into somebody who told me that there is actually a 

Latino professor here and they gave me your name, and I thought, okay, if I find her, then 

at least there’s one more person.’ Well, he’s doing great here. He’s been impactful in 

working through some issues and I’m confident he’ll graduate…. To me, it is rescuing 

myself over and over. 

This conversation is not unusual for Vanessa in her role. Like Mario, students of color hear of 

Vanessa and seek out her mere presence to experience someone “like me” in a university setting. 
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While Bruno didn’t explicitly speak of the “like me” phenomenon, he shared stories 

during graduate school where the undergraduates would migrate to him with questions because 

he was caring towards them. He became recognized as the graduate assistant who enjoyed 

helping others. As a result, he was promoted to teach upper-division labs very quickly and then 

became the Head Teacher Assistant. Bruno said, the students “were sad when he left.” Bruno 

sees himself in students when they seek help or respond to his invitation to help. Like Vanessa, 

Malena, and Susan, he also sees himself in students struggling to balance family and school. 

Bruno said:  

I had this student… He’s working hard, but he’s in a different situation. He’s living at 

home, he’s first-generation…. He gets home and it’s all about family and all about home. 

And so, I tried to explain to him, ‘You need to take some time and be about you and 

study. Don’t say no completely to family, but you’ve got to get up to this level.’ And I 

told him I’d meet with him and talk with him. I’d meet with him every day. 

Bruno’s life experiences drive his student-centered care inside and outside of the classroom. He 

remembers his family history from a cave-tent to a Ph.D. in two generations. Susan shared a 

student’s family-school story along the same lines: 

We would have these Hispanic kids that would have to go take care of abuela, right? You 

got to take care of grandma, that’s your responsibility. And so, I understood that and I 

quickly learned that when a Hispanic student succeeds, they’re not likely to want to be 

praised for that because everything is about family. So, I would learn to say things like 

‘your family must be so proud of you,’ you know, and when the grandmas were sick and 

stuff, you worked with them. 
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Susan also demonstrated a sensitivity to the cultural circumstances of her students by working 

with them. In doing so, her personal history connected with the realities of her students. 

Similar to Jack’s experience with his Taiwanese professors, Malena watched her 

professors in college. As they introduced themselves and shared their degrees, she thought, “I 

want to be like them.” She often found herself pondering, “How would I teach this class?” 

Malena’s continuous inspiration stems from looking forward to the future Latino public-school 

teachers she is leading. Malena, Vanessa, Mario, and Jack realize the mere presence of teachers 

and professors of color is invaluable to their students. 

 Through the narratives in this section, the participants see “like me” characteristics and 

stories in their students, and it motivated them to pay forward the support given them. Even the 

negative experiences of their past push the participants to avoid assumptions and give grace to 

their students. Many of them recognize the value of their mere presence in the classroom and in 

higher education. They note how students migrate to their offices, their lectern, and to their care. 

Results for Research Question Three: Prosocial Behavior 

 The third research question was considered via the participants’ lived experiences in their 

traditional faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship in light of their current and past 

experiences of cultural mismatch with regard to themselves and their students. Within the final 

section of the interview protocol, the conversation focused on how each participants’ lived 

narratives affect their teaching, including any adjustments made in consideration of FGUU. 

Service was specifically addressed with regard to mentoring students, leading in students outside 

of the classroom, and working with individual students. Conversations with faculty colleagues 

about FGUU needs were also addressed. Based on each participant’s discipline, scholarship 

activities and priorities were discussed, as well as leadership as a practical form of scholarship 
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and service. Finally, the researcher and each participant considered whether or not a common 

thread of core priorities stemmed from their upbringing and FGUU experiences. 

All of the nine participants demonstrated substantial, thoughtful activity in teaching, 

service, and scholarship over time and through their individual focuses. Given that their self-

reported, student-centric rating was 8.9, their high level of activity in their faculty roles aligns 

well. Codes that emerged from the interview transcripts included an investment in others through 

the art of teaching in the classroom and mentoring/tutoring individuals. All nine participants 

shared stories of meeting with all students who needed academic assistance. Bruno, Vanessa, 

Susan, Ella, Mario, and Ben explicitly expressed a deeper level of investment by naming 

proactive outreach in terms of seeing student needs before the student named them. 

Difference-making codes emerged by way of research agendas, writing agendas, and 

leadership roles outside of the classroom. This code included not only work related to FGUU, 

but also research agendas. Bruno, Mario, and Henry focused on researching with students, which 

adds complexity to research. Mario’s investment was deepened by a human, compassionate 

research agenda. Malena and Jack’s research did not include students but was driven by their 

compassion for underrepresented students. Ben’s creative writing is also based on featuring 

underrepresented human needs in the field of disability.  

Advocacy was evident through the participants’ intentional way-making for students in a 

variety of ways, including guidance in overcoming serious obstacles, promoting student support, 

representing student needs in faculty groups, and ensuring students have unique undergraduate 

curricular and co-curricular experiences. Bruno, Vanessa, Malena, Jack, Susan Ella, and Ben 

shared specific ways in which they advocate for FGUU among faculty and administrators. Ben 

and Ella noted close connections with their university’s student support services. Investing in 
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others, deliberate difference-making, and advocacy for students are all considered prosocial 

behaviors with a focus on interdependence in earning academic success. Table 12 provides the 

frequency of response codes. 

Table 12 

Prosocial Behavior 

Prosocial Behavior Frequency of Description 

Invest in others 9 of 9 participants 

Difference-making 9 of 9 participants 

Advocacy 9 of 9 participants 
 

Prosocial behaviors are intentional actions to benefit the greater good (Colman, 2015). 

They are also distinctly reflect interdependent values as defined by cultural mismatch theory 

(Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 

Within the conversational nature of the interview, a consistent thread was woven throughout of 

prioritizing prosocial behaviors through teaching, serving, and scholarship. Each participant 

spoke to this phenomenon. Yet, they did not all connect its impetus to their lived experiences. 

Ben specifically noted the connection, as did Bruno and Malena. Mario experienced an “aha” 

moment during the interview as the pieces came together in conversation. Prosocial behaviors 

were demonstrated specifically through investing in students’ lives, difference-making, and 

advocacy. 

Theme for Research Question Three 
 

Theme Codes 

Prosocial Behavior Invest in others, Difference-making, 
Advocacy 
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Bruno described some of students as “fabulous… knockout students,” but those he’s 

enjoyed the most are the ones he helps. Vanessa, Malena, Jack, Susan, Ella, Mario, and Ben each 

spoke of joy in helping students. Bruno recalled a student he invested in for an hour every day to 

go over complicated course materials. Though some of his students do not earn stellar grades, 

they still progress enough to get into graduate school and continuously grow toward reaching 

their goals. Ben spoke in a similar way about his students. Sometimes grades limit their initial 

goals, and they end up doing something different than they had originally planned. Bruno tells 

them, “You work hard, we’re going to make it through this. And that’s kind of how I’ve done it.” 

He went on to say, “I just have taken a different attitude towards learning and education.” Bruno 

and Ben both noted how students come to college and are nervous. Bruno tells them: 

We’re going to learn. I do this [in] every class. We’re going to learn this together. We’re 

[all] going to go through this. I’m not going to lower expectations. This class is taught the 

same all across the country, expectations are going to be the same here as they are 

everywhere else. 

Bruno assures them of his help and investment in them along the way. He has learned how to 

proactively notice FGUU and intentionally engage with them as they participate in his classes. 

Ben, Vanessa, Susan, Ella, and Mario also shared similar actions. 

 Ben’s student-centered teaching philosophy is based on his experience as FGUU. One of 

his college professors taught in a different way than others, a way Ben identified as “reader-

response.” This method may be less sophisticated in academic literature circles, but it was a 

powerful pedagogy for Ben at the time. He said: 

It was a good fit for me because intellectually, I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t know anything 

about Socrates or Derrida or something, it wouldn’t have made any sense to me…. I was 
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reading these books for the first time and I just wanted to talk about them at a real basic 

level…. [It] made so much sense to me and it was so thrilling to study literature that way. 

In this example, Ben’s professor met him where he was and led him in the process of learning in 

the same way that Bruno described. Ben continues to emulate this model. He also emulates 

professors who mentored him by investing time with students and sharing in plays, movies, 

concerts, and ethnic foods. Like Ben, some of his students today have never experienced these 

places and events. When he takes students to conferences, takes them to a play, a concert, or a 

unique restaurant. He said: 

It’s also the piece closest to my heart because it’s that lifelong learning and that 

immersive kind of thing that goes along with becoming who you want to be. Showing 

them some of the things that they might enjoy that they’ve never had the ability to try to 

ascertain before. 

Ben considers this type of connection with students as part of his service to the university, as do 

Ella and Jack. Ben invests by working with a group called “Students for Education on 

Neurodiversity.” As a person on the autism spectrum, Ben has vested interest in this group. He 

takes pride in building community by sharing with his students: 

When I publish a new essay that’s very vulnerable, I can read that to them out loud and 

say, ‘Look, this one hurts for me to read. I’m going to say some things right now that I 

wish I could hide behind my ego and my professorial suit jacket, and I’m not going to do 

that today. But that’s because we created a space where we could do that together.’ 

This level of investment was threaded throughout many of the participant interviews based on 

life experiences and connections to each discipline. 
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 Malena enjoys working with underrepresented students. As a Hispanic professor who 

prepares future teachers, one of Malena’s goals is to fill the field with teachers who look like 

their students, especially through investing in future Hispanic science teachers: 

Part of my dissertation was the resilience of Latino STEM teacher candidates. So, science 

is huge to me and having representation in science is huge. So, I want to pack that field… 

with my students…. The majority of our students are also Latina, so I’m like, I need to 

get my students, these ladies, I can get some of them to go into this field and then they 

can be the example to other little girls who look like them who are saying, ‘Wow, people 

who look like me do science. It is possible.’ And, because I’m thinking back, I really only 

had male, white science teachers. I would have never thought to major in science. 

A portion of Malena’s professional experience included teaching high school science. In that 

role, she watched young Latina students grow excited about the subject. She said, “I think my 

whole work, my whole life’s work is probably going to be to try to fill that gap so that more 

students will have a teacher who looks like them.” Malena’s passion is investing in the lives of 

her university students so that they, in turn, may pack the field with diverse teachers. Jack also 

shared about his investment in professional educators. He hopes to influence their thinking 

towards higher level consideration of marginalized students. 

 Twice in his interview, Jack recalled his Taiwanese college math teacher who, in his 

words, “shattered the glass ceiling” for him. Even though the term is used for women who create 

history by breaking a cultural barrier, Jack also views the metaphor in relation to minority people 

breaking barriers. When Jack was a student, this professor demonstrated that he, too, could be a 

college professor. He said, 
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I’m looking at higher education for Christian education… I see a lack of female and 

minority [administrators]. I think that is the glass barrier I would like to break, but I do 

not know if that will happen. I mean, I’m not even aiming for a president, but something 

like a provost or something like that would be something, I would love to strive toward. 

But I don’t know if the state of our Christian… higher education is ready for that in the 

next five, ten years. I definitely see that as a ceiling for you and for me. 

Jack also highlighted the value of leading in a civil dialog at Christian universities on sensitive 

topics such as diversity, BLM (Black Lives Matter), immigration, and first-generation students. 

In addition, as part of service, he invests in “third culture kids” or missionary kids who are 

learning to live in the U.S. as U.S. citizens raised in another culture. This investment is helping 

his colleagues understand the needs of these students and helping the students. In this way, Jack 

and Susan’s passions are similar: to influence contemporary professionals in understanding a 

wider spectrum of people needs. 

Mario and Ella spoke about advising students. Mario had a student who needed to plan a 

schedule that matched his friend’s schedule in order to have adequate transportation to and from 

the university. As an FGUU, Mario recalled a similar scenario when he had only enough money 

for a one-way bus fare. He walked two to three hours home after classes. As a professor advising 

a student, Mario made a difference in this student’s life by compassionately helping him solve 

the problem.  

Ella remembers the classroom she sat in when a professor talked about his difference-

making in the field of social services. This professor brought his field experience into the 

classroom and made a tremendous difference in Ella’s life. She said to herself, “I want to do 

that” (i.e., work in the field for 25 years and then later teach from that foundation). She 
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envisioned touching people’s lives throughout a career in the community and in higher 

education. Ella said:  

I love working with students…. I love when they achieve their goals…. I’ve got [a 

student] … [whose] mom and dad both just deserted him in high school. They just up and 

left him. So, for his junior and senior year[s] [of high school], he lived on people’s 

couches. He came [here] and we got him through all four years. And, his only dream was 

to be a [particular profession]. And he graduated, actually made it to the [specialized 

school], you know, and I was there at the, when he graduated from the [school]. You 

better believe I was in that audience, you know, when he graduated from the [school] 

because I was like momma, you know, that was my proud moment for him. 

Working with students and having the opportunity to make a difference in their lives is Ella’s 

passion. Her life was transformed by education; and now, she can pass it on to others.  

Bruni, Henry, and Mario lead in significant research with students. Bruno recognizes that 

research with students is challenging. In and of itself, student research at the undergraduate level 

is hard, but the students learn so much more, and they get to know their professors at a different 

level. It is both scholarship and service as the research benefits students, the field, and the 

university, according to Bruno. Both Bruno and Henry are proud of their university’s research 

programs with undergraduates as it is a difference-making endeavor. 

Henry is proud of his particular research with students. He deeply invests in this aspect of 

faculty role. Henry has five peer-reviewed, published articles co-authored with students and three 

more are in the review process to date. Mentoring students in real-world scenarios is important to 

Henry: 
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[My] majors have more access to me as undergrads than I had to my professors as a 

Ph.D. student, with the exception of my major professor. I think the other thing is I 

expect them to exceed. I expect it, it’s like, I go, you guys can do this, I know you can do 

it. And one of the things I say to them is I say, “Every time you step up to the plate, 

swing for the fence. You hit a single or double, you’re still getting on base. And so what 

if you strike out? Mistakes are just opportunities to learn. 

Henry devotes himself to his students as was modelled for him in college via professors and 

coaches. He says, “That doesn’t happen at state schools. In fact, quite honestly, it doesn’t happen 

anywhere.” Bruno and Mario agree. 

In addition to investing in research with students, Mario’s research agenda extends to 

difference-making. His research is centered on diseases transmitted by mosquitos to humans, but 

it wasn’t his original plan: 

I had… an offer to get into a program where… it would just be a straight path to work for 

a big international company doing… work with animal husbandry. And so, but when I 

was exploring this other possibility which was to do this work with malaria, the advisor at 

the time said, ‘Why I’m passionate about my research is because we have the potential to 

help people. And the people that we’re going to be helping are the ones that need it the 

most because they are the less fortunate,’ because it’s the particular demographics, 

women and children, in a particular continent that it’s affected. And so that was very 

drawing to me. I was like, yea, that sounds like something that I want to do. So since 

then, I always find justification of my work is to benefit the community in that way and 

finding and understanding the process in a way that can inform interventions. 
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During the interview, Mario recognized a common thread in his research agenda interweaving 

science, humanity, and compassion.  

Similar to Mario, Bruno was drawn to undergraduate teaching and research by an adviser 

in graduate school. At first, he was headed into the lucrative pharmaceutical industry. Bruno’s 

post-doctoral work in research was cutting edge and they were patenting their work. As he 

finished, his adviser handed him a recommendation letter for a faculty position, and said, “I just 

think that would be good for you.” This adviser noticed Bruno’s aptitude for teaching and 

working with students. In other words, he noticed his aptitude for difference-making in people. 

Stories of the participants’ advocacy for students are woven through the chapter. This 

final section will document several more narratives to demonstrate prosocial behaviors related to 

advocacy from Susan, Ella, Ben, and Vanessa. 

Susan loves advocating for underrepresented people. Susan wrote a book chapter about 

underrepresented student voices. One of Susan’s former students spoke English as his fourth 

language. Susan teaches students for whom English is not their first language that they need to 

think like “like a bunch of West European, white, middle-age women, because they are the ones 

that write (the) test.” One of Susan’s students aced an important board exam. She said to him, 

“Tell me what you did.” He said, “Well, you told us to practice with three thousand questions, so 

I took three thousand questions before I took the exam.” Susan greatly admires her students. She 

emphasized advocating for grace and flexibility. Like Vanessa, Ella, Malena, Bruno, and Mario, 

Susan understands the harm done by legalistic standards. Susan knows faculty can give grace 

and provide flexibility to students in need. While it is hard for some faculty to grasp, advocating 

for grace and flexibility is a part of the mission among underrepresented students, says Susan. 
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At his current institution, Ben is the editor-in-chief of a literary journal. Through this 

conduit, he is advocating for students’ unique interests by preparing English majors for the 

editing and publishing field. Ben explained: 

[It’s a] hands-on, cooperative experience of being on the staff of a national literary 

journal where we get submissions from really accomplished writers from all around the 

country. And when I see families, I mean when they come with their prospective 

[students] and say, ‘What’s my kid going to do with this creative writing degree?’ I can at 

least say, ‘Look, some of my students have gotten jobs in editing and publishing based on 

what we’ve done with this journal.’ And so that’s been really good. 

Since English is a humanities field dismissed by some, his inclusion of students in the journal 

publication process promotes the value of an English major and tangibly demonstrates career 

options. As a FGUU, Ben felt the pressure to make his love for creative writing and literature 

meaningful. His vision and his family’s vision was limited. Ben said: 

[My parents] didn’t know people who went to college and the people they revered to 

some extent, to the point of subservience or deference at least, were the high school 

teachers that they had and then twenty-years later, I had, you know. And so, when I 

started out, I was studying English education actually is what I took my Bachelor’s in 

because I wanted to just study literature, but I didn’t know what to do with it and I had no 

guidance. No one said to me what I could do with that degree and so I thought, well I can 

become a high school teacher, that’s all there is, I think, with English. So, I did English 

ed and became a teacher, at which point my parents were exceedingly pleased with me 

because I did get a teaching job [as a high school teacher]. 
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Now, as a faculty member in English, Ben uses the literary journal as an artifact to expand 

people’s vision of the field. He is also a creative writer. His writing is another area Ben uses to 

advocate. He is fulfilling his first book contract with a major publishing company regarding two 

issues close to his heart: neurodiversity and the Christian faith. In addition, Ben offers his life 

experience to speak on panels, to analyze films, and to advocate for people on the autism 

spectrum, as well as any disenfranchised person he meets. Ben says, “I will not say no,” because 

people helped me when I needed it most. 

 Vanessa and Susan encountered a professional awakening directly connected to 

advocacy. Both women had worked diligently to grow professionally apart from the color of 

their skin. Both women had a similar experience in which a student in need referred to them as a 

person of color. Vanessa recounts her first incidence: 

I got my degrees, I started entering academia, my goal has always been to present very 

professionally, not to look different, not to seem different from anyone else, but to model 

myself as a professional. So, I think it may be my second year of teaching there, I was 

shocked when a student came into my office, closed the door, leaned against the door, 

and said, ‘Professor [Vanessa], you are a woman of color and I’ve got to talk to you 

about what’s happening in class.’…. And I am ashamed to say this, but I thought to 

myself, ‘Why on earth would you consider me a woman of color? I’ve never looked at 

myself. I have spent so many years overcoming that image of poverty and shamefulness. 

I’m a professional woman, you may see me as a professional…, but you just see me as a 

woman of color?’ It was earth shattering for me. 

It also became a time of internal processing, as Vanessa answered a call from God to advocate 

for her students.  
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Susan also shared her advocacy story: 

[My dad] wanted to be White, and so we were raised that White was better. And fast 

forward many years and now I’m sitting in one of my [student] groups, a lot of Black 

kids and Hispanic kids in the group, and I don’t know what we were talking about, but I 

said I was White and they go, ‘You’re not White.’ And I looked at them and I said, ‘What 

do you mean?’ They go, ‘Look at yourself, you’re not White.’ I said, ‘Oh, that’s right.’ 

And I went home…, and I was just having fits all of a sudden. I’m not White and I’ve 

always thought White was better because that’s what my dad thought. And so, I was 

raised in a way that’s very racist and here I am, the biggest multicultural cheerleader and 

I’m a racist inside. So, I tell the students that story, I say it took me a while to sort of 

process that and now, I embrace it. I absolutely embrace my color. 

Susan, like Vanessa, faced a transformational awakening as a professor among students, and it 

pushed them into a commitment to embrace their color and advocate for others. For these 

women, it was not easy, but it they clearly expressed advocacy as part of their life purpose in 

higher education, and particularly in Christian higher education. 

Conclusion 

 The results of the data collection for this phenomenological research study intended to 

highlight the lived experiences of nine faculty in Christian higher education who were formerly 

FGUU. The researcher utilized semi-structured interviews to hear and analyze the participants’ 

narratives. The purpose of the investigation was to discover the participants’ perceptions of their 

students’ experiences alongside the faculty roles of teaching, serving, and scholarship, while also 

integrating the essence of their real-life experiences as FGUU through the lens of cultural 

mismatch theory. Three themes emerged including an awakening, “like me” phenomena, and 
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prosocial behaviors. The results were presented using the participants own words to exemplify 

their experiences as personally as possible. 

 A final thread was woven throughout the interviews. All nine participants spoke at some 

level about either their willingness or their discomfort in sharing their lived experience stories 

with their faculty colleagues. Some share freely with students to relate and build relationships 

with them, but several participants had never shared their narratives with their colleagues in their 

Christian, liberal arts institutions. When asked, “How many of your peers know much of your 

story?” Bruno responded with, “I think you probably know the most.” Ben wondered if there 

were any other faculty who were FGUU, “like me.” Others reiterated with the researcher the 

confidential nature of the interview. Vanessa said: 

It [is] difficult sometimes to reopen those windows and doors that we have clamped shut. 

And so, I find myself in a period now where I’m having to revisit that childhood and to 

revisit can sometimes be extremely painful. And I don’t see myself as that little kid that 

was so vulnerable anymore, yet the emotions come back. 

Sharing one’s story within a professional setting among colleagues, within the Christian 

academy, was unsafe for some. To be authentic, Vanessa shared, is to be vulnerable and to trust. 

And, as was stated earlier in the chapter by Bruno, someone might think or say, “I doubt it.” 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

 Christian higher education endeavors to be its best. To do so, it must tell a complete set 

of stories that represent the fullness of the human experience – both painful and redemptive. As 

Christians, we can bear to hear and tell the whole truth of people’s stories because God is at the 

center of our lament and gladness (Hoogstra, 2020, p. 1). 

Dr. Shirley V. Hoogstra, J.D. 
 President, Council for Christian Colleges & Universities 
 

Introduction 

 A supportive, sociocultural, institutional ethos at universities promoting academic 

success from educational access to degree completion among first-generation, underrepresented 

undergraduates (FGUU) is crucial to demonstrate improved educational equity in higher 

education (Armstrong & Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; 

Covarrubias et al., 2016; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Means & Pyne, 

2017; Morales, 2014; Park & Denson, 2009; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Educational equity 

represents a core value within the mission and values of the Council for Christian College & 

Universities (CCCU), as evidenced by a new website put forth by the organization (Council for 

Christian Colleges & Universities, 2021). FGUU who persisted in earning not only a bachelor’s 

degree but also a terminal degree, and who now teach in U.S. Christian higher education have 

invaluable narratives to share in contributing to equity (Case, 2017; Dahlvig, 2013; Gomez, 

2018; Kim et al., 2010; Lang & Yandell, 2019; Lee, 2017; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 

2013; Saldaña et al., 2013; Turner, 2015). The purpose of this phenomenological study was to 

examine the lived experiences of FGUU who are currently faculty at CCCU institutions in the 

United States. The analysis included making connections between the individual’s educational 
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experiences as a student with the experiences of their own students, including connections within 

their faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship. The narratives of FGUU, who are now 

faculty, were intended to provide insight in identifying and mitigating cultural mismatches and 

influence institutional ethos. 

 Substantial research examines the experiences and obstacles of FGUU. Limited research 

exists examining cultural mismatch theory among FGUU who are now faculty in the academy 

(Case, 2017; Covarrubias, n.d.; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Stephens, Townsend, et 

al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2018). A published research psychologist, Rebecca Covarrubias, 

noted the significance of this work (personal communication, November 2, 2020). A gap in the 

literature exists regarding cultural mismatch theory within CCCU institutions from the 

perspectives of FGUU who are currently CCCU faculty. Cultural mismatches within higher 

education are invisible modes of operation and thinking that implicitly undermine the 

experiences of people in minority positions (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et 

al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Across U.S. higher education, FGUU often report 

experiencing more obstacles in navigating universities than those from continuing generation, 

middle to upper class homes of origin (Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Stephens, Hamedani, et al., 

2019; Townsend et al., 2018).  

The following research questions were examined throughout this study: 

1. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were FGUU recognize their 

experiences of cultural mismatch when they were undergraduate students? 

2. In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were FGUU recognize experiences of 

cultural mismatch among their current FGUU students? 

3. In what ways do current and past experiences of cultural mismatch affect the 
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traditional faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship? 

Chapter V will discuss and interpret the results of the study, including an analysis through the 

study’s theoretical framework and the literature. The researcher will also report 

recommendations for further research and implications for professional practice in Christian 

higher education. 

Summary of Results 

 The purpose of this qualitative research study was to examine the lived experiences of 

FGUU, who are now faculty at CCCU institutions, and to identify cultural mismatches. When 

cultural mismatches are understood, they may be mitigated based on the study of current 

literature and through traditional faculty roles. Intentionally addressing cultural mismatch has the 

potential of shaping institutional ethos for improved educational equity. Phenomenological 

research methods were chosen to highlight the narratives of FGUU. Phenomenology begins with 

a shared idea in ordinary life creating a space for people to ask questions, wonder, and reflect 

(van Manen, 1990, 2007). In this cognitive space, people may address assumptions, traditions, 

preferences, and language to build deeper understandings of human experiences. From these new 

understandings, implicit and explicit practices may be exposed, examined, and intentionally 

addressed (van Manen, 1990, 2007).  

In this qualitative study, data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews where the 

researcher and the participant engaged in a conversation about the participant’s lived experiences 

at home and within higher education. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, read multiple 

times, and analyzed (Groenewald, 2004; Saldaña, 2016). Two forms of purposive sampling were 

used to find participants: snowball and criterion (Creswell, 2007; Groenewald, 2004).  
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The participant pool included nine individuals with terminal degrees, who are university 

faculty with experience ranging from five years to twenty-five years, from five different races, 

six CCCU schools, and six academic disciplines. Each participant’s story was distinctive and 

deeply personal providing vibrant, rich data and revealing cultural mismatches and gaps in 

institutional ethos. The researcher intentionally addressed creditability and validity of the data by 

documenting the process, member checking, and consulting with experienced researchers during 

each step of the research (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019; Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Maxwell, 

2013; van Manen, 2007). 

Based on the verbal comments and the non-verbal cues of those interviewed, the 

researcher noted discomfort from the participants ranging from mild awkwardness and 

embarrassment to candid expressions of apprehension when asked about sharing their life stories 

with their current faculty colleagues. Concern over confidentiality and tearful responses were 

common throughout data collection. At the same time, nearly every participant expressed 

motivation to participate in the study because of their story and its potential influence on 

Christian higher education. It is their life experiences that draw students to their care, fuel their 

drive for student advocacy, and energize their hope in improving equity in education. The 

participants unease in sharing, alongside their willingness to be vulnerable, points to tangible 

cultural mismatch in higher education (Case, 2017; Covarrubias, n.d.; Stephens et al., 2015). The 

interviews and analysis provided a vivid, phenomenological picture of educational culture that 

may be addressed to improve sociocultural institutional ethos and educational equity. Through 

the interviews and the subsequent analysis, the researcher identified three themes through 

coding. The themes included 1) an awakening, 2) “like me,” and 3) prosocial behaviors. 
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An awakening. The interviews were chronologically structured, with a conversational 

tone, beginning from the participants’ homes of origin to their undergraduate collegiate 

experiences through graduate school and into their faculty careers. Their responses generated 

common themes. All nine participants identified their educational pathway, and some of the 

participants described it as an escape. Their awakening incorporated an incredible amount of 

learning with tremendous excitement for learning. Each pathway included steps from content 

exploration and connections with faculty to academic major and career decisions. For those 

participants who had a residential campus experience, a central aspect of their journey included 

living in a vibrant campus community. The participants’ experiences of an awakening are 

supported in scholarly literature. FGUU perform at a higher level academically when their ethnic 

identity is viewed as an asset, rather than a deficit (Case, 2017; Case & Hernandez, 2013; 

Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). In addition, students’ sense of 

belonging, or feelings of connection with both the university and their professors, contributes to 

their success according to research (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Hurtado 

et al., 2015; Vetter et al., 2019). 

“Like me.” The participants volleyed between describing their own stories and stories of 

their students. Throughout the transcripts, common codes emerged from many of the participants 

experiencing the painful side of assumptions. The participants spoke frequently about giving 

excuses as a student and receiving grace, as well as hearing excuses from their students and 

giving grace. Most of them recognized value in the mere presence of professors who presented 

like them as students, and their own mere presence for students now. As a result, most of the 

participants provided examples of students naturally migrating to their care.  
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The “like me” theme related to scholarly literature through the concepts of ethnic identity 

development, sense of belonging, and stereotype threat. Faculty leaders whose life experiences 

successfully demonstrate living in multiple cultures at one time are role models for their students 

in managing ethnic identity development in school, communities, and families (Case & 

Hernandez, 2013; Hamedani et al., 2013; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 

2018). When university faculty and staff make inaccurate assumptions with regard to students’ 

understanding of systems, responsibilities, life experience, and academic preparedness, harm is a 

result (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Schademan & Thompson, 

2015). One damaging outcome for FGUU to manage is stereotype threat, or the need to 

counteract an inaccurate portrayal of their personhood (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Johnson-

Ahorlu, 2013; Schmader, 2010; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Whether in or out of the classroom, 

FGUU benefit from faculty who proactively reach out to them (Ecklund, 2013; Gomez, 2018; 

Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017). Faculty modeling positive engagement with sociocultural 

differences strengthens students’ connections with one another, supports a sense of belonging, 

and reduces stereotype threat (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et 

al., 2013; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013; Meador, 2018; Young-Brice et al., 2018). 

Prosocial behaviors. As the faculty participants discussed their current roles of teaching, 

service, and scholarship, all nine described their core purpose as investing in students. They 

demonstrated through story how making a difference in students’ lives gives them great joy. In 

addition, most of the participants shared a keen recollection of experiencing marginalization 

leading them to advocate for students with whom they recognize common incidences. Scholarly 

literature supports these points based on the concepts of faculty mindset and stereotype threat. 

Stereotype threat can be reduced in academic settings by faculty who proactively seek 
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understanding, share their understanding, and create an environment where authentic 

conversations take place and relationships flourish (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Meador, 2018; Posselt, 2018; Young-Brice et al., 2018). Similarly, faculty 

mindset, as students perceive it, is a factor in student motivation and achievement. Faculty who 

demonstrate belief in students and guide them in academic development have a growth mindset 

about their pedagogy and, in turn, their students. In other words, these faculty believe they can 

improve in their teaching, service, and research with dedicated effort over time, and so can their 

students (Aragón et al., 2018; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Canning et al., 2019; Posselt, 2018; Vetter 

et al., 2019).  

In sum, the lived experiences of faculty in Christian higher education, who were FGUU, 

need to be clearly heard, deeply understood, profoundly applied, and sincerely woven into the 

institutional ethos of universities in order to move the needle in educational equity. Education 

can transform culture as faculty and students choose to actively engage in learning, develop ideas 

for practice, and attempt to solve real world problems. In addition, Christian universities have the 

opportunity to engage with a deeper set of values like those of the CCCU: (1) connecting truth 

found in God and truth found in academic excellence through all academic disciplines and fields, 

(2) developing Godly wisdom beyond mere human competence in pursuing Christian virtues 

(i.e., love, courage, and humility), and (3) guiding people prepared to serve for the common good 

of society in pursuit of reconciliation and healing (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 

2020b). To authentically live into such values with honesty and excellence, the narratives of the 

marginalized in education should be prioritized. The nine narratives from this research study 

result in a series of themes based on lived experiences intended to influence Christian higher 

education for good. 
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Research Question #1: Summary of Results and Discussion 

Since early life experiences shape subsequent life stages, the chronological structure of 

the interview offered glimpses into the influence of home on post-secondary schooling and 

beyond. The participants’ depictions of an awakening while pursuing their bachelor’s degrees 

represents the first theme. Each participant described a profound love of learning fueling their 

drive to pursue a university education. For each participant, the drive included a financial benefit 

along with a powerful goal of improving one’s quality of life for self, current family, and future 

family. For some, the drive was much deeper, as it also represented an escape from control, 

abuse, or moderate-to-severe poverty.  

Cultural mismatch theory explores students’ motivation for education (Dittmann et al., 

2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Working-class, 

interdependent values focus on education to help others whereas, middle-class, independent 

values center on education to achieve independence and autonomy. This is not an either-or 

source of motivation, but a spectrum with independence offering a greater level of flexibility, 

choice, and control for the individual, and interdependence offering an emphasis on helping 

others, family, and hard work as motivating factors. Any individual may have independent and 

interdependent motives at any place on the spectrum (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; 

Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 

Awakening students’ curiosity, creativity, and love of learning is one purpose of 

education. The piece to prioritize clearly is the distinct life experiences and motivations of 

individual students toward this awakening. The nine participants of the study were FGUU who 

succeeded in the educational system to the point of earning terminal degrees and returning to 

teach in the system. Yet, they still offered narratives representing obstacles significant enough to 
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stop other students from persisting. In addition, some of the participants were hesitant in 

revealing their life stories among faculty colleagues. With the support of administrators, faculty 

must take an intentional level of responsibility in listening, learning, and responding to the 

unique needs of FGUU to influence institutional ethos and educational equity. Active listening, a 

willingness to learn from others, and being responsive are intentional and interdependent 

behaviors within cultural mismatch theory (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 

2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 

A recognition of the faculty’s power in opening and closing gates of opportunity for 

students is essential to address the invisible cultural divides between independence and 

interdependence. Several participants spoke of faculty supporting their awakening even though 

they were underprepared when they entered the university. Their professors advocated to keep 

the doors of opportunity open even when their circumstances included significant obstacles. 

Within their university roles, faculty must take seriously their responsibility to create and adjust 

policies, procedures, programs, and support systems to giving underrepresented students 

equitable opportunities to earn a degree while living the life they have been given. Rather than 

building systems for students to fit into if they can, build student-centered systems welcoming 

students as they are to join the community as full members. Joining a community and 

contributing to the community are interdependent values represented in cultural mismatch theory 

(Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). In 

addition, the faculty’s leadership in effectively promoting interdependent values and influencing 

institutional ethos is supported in the literature (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 

2013; Case, 2017). The following quotes demonstrate the faculty’s power in creating a student-

centered, equitable learning environment. 
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Bruno: [A bachelor’s degree] changed the direction of my life; where[as], I think people 

[who] are middle class, [or] upper middle class, maybe don’t see [how] it would change 

the direction of their life. 

Ben: [Reader-response] was a good fit for me because intellectually, I wasn’t prepared. I 

didn’t know anything about Socrates or Derrida or something, it wouldn’t have made any 

sense to me…. I was reading these books for the first time and I just wanted to talk about 

them at a real basic level. 

Vanessa: I had absolutely no support that first year and so I told my instructors what I 

was going through and they were shocked…. And from that point on, they were my 

champions. When I was failing courses, they… stayed after and tutored me. 

Mario: There’s a system in place that always puts this particular group of students in that 

disadvantage…. I see myself in those students who are beating the odds, right, in order to 

be in that classroom. 

Research Question #2: Summary of Results and Discussion 

The research participants’ stories demonstrated an important priority for welcoming 

students as full-fledged members of the community: Accept students as they are when they begin 

while actively avoiding assumptions. Each human experience is unique. The lived experiences of 

the participants exemplified the harm associated with assumptions and stereotype threat. An 

institutional ethos supporting educational equity through the lens of cultural mismatch 

encourages faculty to make student-centered decisions based on knowledge, understanding, and 

action. Espousing the goal of influencing ethos and equity also encourages colleagues to hold 

one another accountable in making student-centered decisions based on hearing individual 

circumstances and realizing that education offers life-changing trajectories, particularly for 
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FGUU. Leveling the playing field through the lens of cultural mismatch theory does not 

prioritize making every student’s experience equal. Rather, more students’ experiences will be 

equitable because of an institution’s intentional focus on learning from a variety of people and 

adjusting the decisions and systems to serve individual students well. The following illustration 

(Figure 3) depicts the difference between treating students equally versus equitably in designing 

pathways for their access and success (Maguire, 2016).  The fence represents an obstacle (similar 

for many) while the boxes exemplify the design of unique and intentional means (the 

demonstration of learning) for achieving the common end (a university degree). 

Figure 3 

Illustrating Equality vs Equity 
 

 
Note. From “Illustrating equality vs equity,” by Maguire, 2016 
(https://interactioninstitute.org/illustrating-equality-vs-equity/). Reprinted with permission.  
 

Higher education, including Christian higher education, is full of tradition built upon 

history and experience. Cultural mismatch theory posits that the traditions of higher education 

https://interactioninstitute.org/illustrating-equality-vs-equity/
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are built upon middle-to-upper class values, thereby placing students from the working-class 

(and lower) at an immediate disadvantage (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 

2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012).  Based on the participants’ narratives, life experiences and 

working-class values can be viewed as excuses instead of realities. Most of the participants in the 

study experienced memorable obstacles as well as memorable measures of grace from their 

faculty as students. Whether grace was needed for academic requirements or as a result of 

approaching the culture from a different set of values, the participants spoke of grace like a 

lifeline in their educational persistence. 

 Another lifeline the participants commonly spoke of was experiencing faculty whose 

mere presence brought mutual understanding and increased motivation. Presence is not only 

about the number of faculty representing a minority race or sociocultural standing within an 

institution, but it is also about faculty who recognize marginalization of all kinds and proactively 

respond with care. Several participants noted that just as some faculty recognize student needs, 

so do students recognize faculty who understand them. Within the participants’ lived 

experiences, nearly every person spoke of students migrating to their care. They also expressed a 

deep sense of responsibility to pay forward the care given them. To this end, building trustful 

relationships and appreciating differences as assets are defining elements of interdependence in 

cultural mismatch theory, as supported in the literature (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; 

Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Statements from the participants give 

support to students’ needs for faculty who are similar to them. 

Jack: She [an Asian professor] obviously excelled, she [was] really well regarded as a 

faculty member, and she [was] a great teacher. Just seeing her in action, learning from 
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her, and in contrast to the predominately older, white, male faculty, she inspired me…. If 

she could do it, I could do it too. 

Malena: The majority of our students are also Latina, so… I need to get my students… to 

go into this field [science] and then they can be the example to other little girls who look 

like them…. And, because I’m thinking back, I really only had male, white science 

teachers. I would have never thought to major in science. 

Mario: It was only through the lens of the students who, they look and see, oh, yea, it’s 

possible, I can get there. And so yes, I was surprised when I was approached to share this 

sort of effect…. I’ve been [at my institution] for three-and-a-half years now, and I have 

heard [this] from [students], at least, every semester. 

Research Question #3: Summary of Results and Discussion 

 As the participants considered their own FGUU stories alongside the experiences of their 

FGUU students, the influence of cultural mismatch pointed to an outcome of prosocial 

behaviors. In the interviews, prosocial behaviors stood out like a vibrant color of thread woven 

throughout a complex tapestry. Similarly, if cultural mismatch is to be addressed in a way that 

moves the needle on educational equity, then institutions must highlight welcoming FGUU 

students, and focus on FGUU students and former FGUU who are faculty making meaningful 

and visible contributions within shared community. This focus intentionally models success 

despite obstacles. The study participants articulated common character qualities centered on 

making differences by investing in and advocating for people. Whether the focus was via their 

discipline, its content, and its professional outcomes, or their service to the institution, their field, 

or their research agenda, core virtues relating to helping others powerfully stood out.  
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Prosocial behaviors were noted in the scholarship of all the participants. Some 

participants focused on scholarship improving the quality of human life, such as fighting malaria 

or adding to the literature on neurodiversity. Others told of working in the criminal justice 

system or advancing public health initiatives among minority populations. Several participants 

focused their scholarship on purposely including students in research endeavors, giving them 

unique undergraduate experiences and opportunities to publish. One participant designs 

scholarship in such a way that it provides students with internship opportunities and career 

experiences. Yet another participant focuses on maintaining community connections to keep 

open doors of opportunity for students. 

Participants shared about their care in the classroom and through teaching. Several stories 

focused on recognizing students’ need by proactively looking for it, and by asking students to 

share their stories. Some participants described reasons for giving grace to students beyond what 

their colleagues appreciated. These participants viewed the students’ pathways from a broader 

vantage point than a specific class, assignment, or program requirement. Where some faculty 

view academic progress in black and white terms, most of the participants held a nuanced view. 

Some specifically named departmental and institutional policies and procedures, describing their 

negative impact on marginalized students more than on majority students. Several participants 

spoke of negative collegial experiences based on their push for equity being viewed as too 

lenient. The viewpoints of faculty who have experienced such marginalization as students and 

still succeeded in the system are rich with lessons about student-centered treatment and its effect. 

The literature speaks of this concept via growth mindset among faculty by measuring their views 

of students’ abilities and students’ outcomes. In this way, growth mindset aligns well with 

interdependence and cultural mismatch theory (Canning et al., 2019; Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury 
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et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; Vermote et al., 2020; Vetter et 

al., 2019). 

Some FGUU, who are now faculty in higher education, adopted the majority culture 

overcoming cultural mismatches by integration. From the perspective of the researcher in this 

small study, even the participants who appeared to be integrated recalled past and current 

cultural mismatch incidences shaped by the qualities of their FGUU life experience. The 

incidences included their continued financial limitations, social fit with colleagues, their opinions 

about student-centered treatment, the weakness of their voice in the institution or community, 

and stereotype threat within the academy regarding who is innately capable of leading in the 

academy at this time. Even among the FGUU faculty who fit in well, most could easily recall 

examples of cultural mismatch. This is not surprising since the definition of cultural mismatch 

theory includes the words invisible and inadvertent (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; 

Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). Even so, all of the participants earned 

terminal degrees, joined the ranks of faculty, and maintain deeply seeded prosocial motivations 

in their actions. 

Service aligns with highlighting interdependent values in higher education as supported 

by the literature on cultural mismatch theory (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et 

al., 2020; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). As the participants shared about service, they often 

spoke of advocacy with particular groups of students within their institutions, such as 

neurodiverse students, first-generation students, or third-cultural students. Others spoke of the 

personal relationships they build with students during office hours, in their homes with family, 

and during off-campus trips to conferences. Several participants told stories of putting their 

human capital on the line in the name of advocating for socially-just treatment of students in 
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difficult circumstances. For many of the participants, service included their passion for 

underrepresented people related to their discipline. While not explicitly labeled as service, the 

researcher sensed the participants’ agreement to interview as an extension of their intense 

interest in furthering educational equity in Christian higher education. The following statements 

offer a sampling of the participants’ interest and motivation for contributing to this study. 

Vanessa: I think you are at the foundational stage of a beautiful, Christian movement that 

is going to lend voice and grace to those that are marginalized and they have no voice….  

Mario: When I came across the email, I felt like that’s a very important thing that you’re 

doing. I’m glad that someone is taking the time to reflect and spend time with that rather 

relevant topic. 

Ben: I wanted to do this, when I saw the topic…. I thought, oh, I’d really like to be part 

of that, that sounds like me. So, I’m glad…. I feel like I want to give back to people 

doing research or anybody who is thoughtful about these things. 

Conclusions 

 Substantial differences exist in the composition of racial/ethnic populations among 

faculty and students in U.S. institutions of higher education (Hussar et al., 2020). Table 1 

illustrates the differential. As noted in Table 2, student-to-student differentials also exist in 

graduation rates between minority students (except Asian students) and White students (Shapiro 

et al., 2019). First-generation undergraduates are more likely to represent underrepresented 

populations (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). The composition of faculty, administrators, 

and students in CCCU schools are characterized by similar patterns, as is noted in Table 3 and 

Table 4 (“Diversity within the CCCU,” 2020; U.S. Department of Education, 2019). These 
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differentials represent an equity problem in U.S higher education as a whole, and within 

Christian higher education in particular.  

Cultural mismatch theory is a framework for assessing and addressing inequity in 

institutional ethos and educational practices (Birnbaum et al., 2020; Stephens et al., 2015; 

Stephens, Hamedani, et al., 2019). In focusing on cultural mismatch, sociocultural, institutional 

ethos may be shaped, not only to promote a more diverse population of faculty, administrators, 

and students but also to support higher graduation rates among FGUU. CCCU institutions should 

be beholden to this mission by the Christlike calling they espouse, as evidenced in the articulated 

values of the CCCU itself (Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, 2020b). 

 This research study examined the lived experiences of nine former FGUU who are 

currently faculty in CCCU universities. From the phenomenological interviews, five conclusions 

may be drawn connecting the results with scholarly literature regarding FGUU academic success 

or persistence to degree completion. Woven within these connections is a notable common 

thread of understanding cultural mismatch. The five conclusions include understanding students’ 

motivation for education, recognizing the power of faculty influence, resisting assumptions, 

valuing presence, and prioritizing continuous professional and personal growth. 

The lived experiences the research participants included a deep motivation for learning 

and a desire to build a meaningful life with less concern for the financial limitations and controls 

of their childhood. Their pursuit of education included an underlying need to change the 

trajectory of their lives for their families, for themselves, and for their future families. 

Participants considered learning to be a thrilling endeavor. This connects with the literature in 

that students from working-class backgrounds tend to choose a college education to help their 

families and communities (i.e., interdependent motives). These motives influence students’ 
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identity, sense of belonging, and academic performance (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015; DeRosa 

& Dolby, 2014; Hlinka, 2017; Lehmann, 2014; Means & Pyne, 2017; Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 

2012). Faculty need to be students of their students by discovering their students’ motivations for 

education. 

In the participants’ educational journeys, faculty often held an important influence as 

well as an invaluable power in helping students overcome visible and invisible barriers. The 

participants’ narratives pointed to the ways in which institutional policies, procedures, 

requirements, and student support systems can be either barriers or opportunities. Their 

narratives also pointed to the need for an institutional ethos that accepts students as they 

currently are by making pathways for them to join the academic community and that contributes 

in meaningful ways from admissions to degree completion. If admissions rates and graduation 

rates are to be increased, faculty must deeply understand the motivation for education of FGUU. 

They must also take seriously the power of the faculty in contributing to or dismissing FGUU 

academic success. The literature supports recognizing faculty power, noting that student success 

depends on faculty flexibility and valuing students’ lives as they are juggling family, school, and 

work at the same time (Carpenter & Ramirez, 2012; Case & Hernandez, 2013; Covarrubias et al., 

2019; DeRosa & Dolby, 2014; Ecklund, 2013; Martin, 2015; Means & Pyne, 2017; Morales, 

2014; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014; Wang, 2014). 

Faculty are in a powerful position to directly influence the trajectories of FGUU. The 

research results highlight the negative affect of assumptions in shaping students’ trajectories. The 

FGUU interviewed in this study experienced faculty who viewed students’ circumstances as 

excuses rather than realities. These negative interactions, like stereotype threat, lead to 

underrepresented students feeling less prepared to perform, yet more pressured to perform at a 
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high level on behalf of themselves and others like them (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Brown et al., 2013). Faculty building relationships with FGUU, both in and out 

of the classroom, is crucial in helping them alleviate these negative stereotype threats 

(Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2013; Ecklund, 2013; Taylor, 2013). Research 

provides evidence to demonstrate that stereotype threat can be reduced or eliminated in academic 

settings, and faculty play a role (Ackerman-Barger et al., 2016; Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Brown et 

al., 2013; Meador, 2018; Phuong et al., 2017; Schmader, 2010; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Young-

Brice et al., 2018). If admission and graduation rates are to increase among FGUU, then 

assumptions and stereotype threat must be stymied, and educational equity must be the goal. 

Like the experiences of the study participants, first-generation students who are 

underrepresented are apt to migrate to faculty whose presence appears to represent their realities. 

The presence of faculty who were FGUU model what is possible for students. Faculty’s 

approachability and understanding of an individual’s academic needs inspires students to migrate 

to their care (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Schademan & 

Thompson, 2015). FGUU take note when faculty recognize their personhood as a whole, 

including as appreciation of their juggling academic performance, work, and family. They notice 

when faculty reach out proactively to students, particularly when they notice a student is facing 

an obstacle. Outreach like this is invaluable for students developing their sense of belonging in a 

new, challenging place (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017; Schademan 

& Thompson, 2015). Academic interdependence is modeled as a value when students see 

problems being addressed openly with collaborative, help-seeking responses (Ecklund, 2013; 

Jack, 2016; Means & Pyne, 2017). The mere presence of faculty who demonstrate understanding 

of FGUU’s unique experiences uplift students. As a result, students seek them out for care. 
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 Finally, the results of this study highlight the need for continuous growth among faculty 

to intentionally address the needs of minority students, and specifically FGUU. To be prosocial 

faculty, like the study participants, continuous intentionality about what is visible and invisible 

within one’s classroom, office, lab, research, service, department, and university is required. 

Prosocial actions lead to leveling the playing field for equitable educational opportunities within 

institutions valuing differences in people. Faculty hold responsibilities for teaching, serving, and 

researching. Each of these areas hold potential for faculty to be way-makers for FGUU so that 

they may be admitted at higher levels, supported wholistically, and guided to degree completion 

at rates comparable to the majority groups. Universities that prioritize diverse hiring and  

professional development opportunities show a high level of commitment in influencing 

sociocultural, institutional ethos (Heilig et al., 2019; Jimenez et al., 2019; Nguyen et al., 2018; 

Park & Denson, 2009; Schreiner et al., 2011; Wang, 2012; Warnock & Hurst, 2016; Wilson, 

2013). Consistent, fair, and respectful student-centered policies and procedures with a focus on 

intentionally serving the complexity of students’ lives also demonstrates a high commitment to 

ethos change (Ash & Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Jack, 2016; Lehmann, 2013; Schreiner et al., 

2011; Turner, 2015; Varnum, 2015; Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). Proactive work in narrowing the 

differentials between faculty-student race/ethnicity rates through institutional ethos change, and 

in narrowing the gap between student race/ethnicity graduation rates requires intentional, 

continuous personal and professional growth.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

 The purpose of this research was to analyze the lived experiences of current faculty in 

CCCU institutions who were FGUU. Using a qualitative phenomenological method, this study 

investigated nine participants who fit the criteria. In addition, the research sought to view the 
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lived experiences of the participants through the lens of cultural mismatch theory in order to 

recognize independent and interdependent incidents in the participants’ lives and the lives of 

their current students, and to understand the effect of these incidences on the participants’ 

teaching, service, and scholarship. In turn, the researcher sought to highlight the participants’ 

narratives in order to influence the sociocultural ethos of Christian universities and address 

educational equity. Cultural mismatch theory has not been studied in Christian liberal arts 

universities, like the member institutions of the CCCU. Through future research, progress in 

educational equity can be achieved through a purposeful focus on the range of lived experiences 

of FGUU who are now faculty in Christian universities. The voices of the nine faculty in this 

study inspire additional opportunities to pause and wonder about educational equity in an attempt 

to understand more deeply the lives of FGUU. 

 Opportunities for future research to influence educational equity among FGUU include: 

• Analyzing cultural mismatch theory in student services (i.e., offices of financial aid, 

business, advising, registration, admissions, etc.). 

• Analyzing cultural mismatch theory in student life (i.e., residential living, campus 

dining, spiritual formation, student leadership/clubs, activities, etc.). 

• Examining the quantitative and qualitative effects of faculty perceptions of FGUU 

based on exposure to lived experience narratives from colleagues and students. 

• Examining the quantitative and qualitative effects of faculty professional 

development focused on cultural mismatch theory and its application through the 

roles of teaching, service, and scholarship. 

• Replicating research studies investigating cultural mismatch difference-education 

interventions at Christian, liberal arts universities.  
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• Observing and assessing the differences in institutional ethos between Christian 

universities who have intentionally addressed cultural mismatch through faculty roles 

and those who have not. 

The effect of cultural mismatch is not limited the classroom. Faculty who were FGUU identified 

sociocultural gaps and bridges throughout their universities. To influence institutional ethos 

across campuses, analysis needs to occur within offices, internal organizations, and co-curricular 

programs, along with university policies, procedures, and expectations. 

Within the traditional faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship, recommended 

future research opportunities include the use of lived experience narratives or professional 

development. The effect of exposure to FGUU stories on faculty’s perceptions could be 

measured quantitatively and qualitatively. As faculty grow in their understanding of cultural 

mismatch through professional development, then pedagogical strategies and faculty mindsets 

could be assessed using both qualitative and quantitative research methods. An advantage of 

quantitative methods includes transferability to like institutions. Other aspects of this research 

could include a pre-post measure of curriculum development, textbook/content choices, and 

course/program outcomes after professional development. 

Leading cultural mismatch researchers utilize difference education interventions among 

FGUU to measure strategies for reducing the mismatch (Birnbaum et al., 2020; Stephens et al., 

2015; Stephens, Hamedani, et al., 2019; Townsend et al., 2018). Christian, liberal arts 

institutions are not among the schools studied thus far. Replicating this research in the future, 

specifically in Christian, liberal arts institutions, is highly recommended. 

Finally, research observing institutional ethos among schools at various stages in 

pursuing educational equity is recommended. Interest in building equity is growing as 
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demographics change. This is evidenced by topics emphasized in journals, conferences, 

webinars, and accreditation requirements. As an example, on February 17, 2021, The Gardner 

Institute sent promotional materials for new series entitled “Socially Just Design in 

Postsecondary Education” (https://www.jngi.org/socially-just-design). On the same day, the 

CCCU introduced a new website: Racial & Ethnic Diversity Resources 

(https://diversity.cccu.org/). 

Implications for Professional Practice 

At institutions of higher education, there is a distinct difference in the race/ethnicity 

composition between students and full-time faculty (Hussar et al., 2020). Diversity among 

students is growing at a faster rate than faculty. There is also a distinct difference between the 

graduation rates of majority students and underrepresented students. Underrepresented students 

enter college at lower rates and they persist to graduation at lower rates (Shapiro et al., 2019; 

Wilbur & Roscigno, 2016). These differences accurately describe member institutions in the 

CCCU (“Diversity within the CCCU,” 2020). With administrative support, the voices of FGUU, 

who are now faculty, can play a role in understanding cultural mismatch and improving 

educational equity and institutional ethos (Case, 2017; Gomez, 2018; Lee, 2017; Monzó & 

SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013; Saldaña et al., 2013; Turner, 2015). At the same time, 

underrepresented faculty should not be the primary leaders carrying the bulk of this 

responsibility (Case, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2019; Mayhew & Grunwald, 2006; Monzó & SooHoo, 

2014). For educational equity and institutional ethos to be influenced positively, faculty, as a 

group and with administrative support, need to take the lead. 

The point of phenomenological research is to collect the data (participants’ lived 

experiences), reflect upon its meaning, and write about it in such a way that draws others to ask 
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more questions. Phenomenology invites wonder (van Manen, 2007). As such, the researcher 

believes this study and its contribution to the field is just the beginning of movement driven by 

lived experiences and Christian higher education’s response. Vanessa concurred, “I hope to live 

to see changes here and across the country, but changes that are not militant but changes that 

follow Christ, grace and compassion.” Responses may begin as a reaction, but long-term action 

and continual progress must grow from a proactive position. This study’s data and analysis are 

intended to motivate action for change. 

Based on the participants’ voices in this study and the existing literature, how might 

institutions progress in pursuing educational equity and improved institutional ethos on behalf of 

FGUU? Recommendations include (1) emphasizing the value of real-life narratives by creating 

spaces to listen and hear faculty and students, (2) prioritizing learning about sociocultural 

differences in race, ethnicity, and class, (3) appreciating sociocultural differences as assets from 

faculty and students, (4) promoting professional development in areas influencing sociocultural 

awareness such as ethnic identity development, sense of belonging, stereotype threat, and faculty 

mindset, and (5) diligently working to integrate or elevate each of the aforementioned areas in 

teaching, service, and scholarship. 

Participants shared their stories and the stories of their students, yet some of the 

participants indicated discomfort in sharing with their colleagues revealing barriers including 

cultural mismatch theory (Dittmann et al., 2020; Jury et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 2020; Stephens, 

Fryberg, et al., 2012). When asked, “How many of your peers know much of your story?” one 

participant responded with, “I think you probably know the most.” Another participant wondered 

if there were other faculty, “like me.” Others reiterated with the researcher the confidential 

nature of the interview. Vanessa said, 
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It (is) difficult sometimes to reopen those windows and doors that we have clamped shut. 

And so, I find myself in a period now where I’m having to revisit that childhood and to 

revisit can sometimes be extremely painful. And I don’t see myself as that little kid that 

was so vulnerable anymore, yet the emotions come back. 

According to a Vanessa, to be real is to be vulnerable and to trust. Even so, those who felt less 

inclined to share with colleagues were likely to share their stories with students to connect with 

them. Vulnerability was warranted for these participants when their goal was addressing 

prosocial needs among students. Feelings of inadequacy among underrepresented faculty with 

their majority colleagues is documented in scholarly literature (Case, 2017; Covarrubias, n.d.; 

Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Oliva et al., 2013). 

Some of the participants spoke of students who specifically sought them out as faculty 

who understood their lives better than the majority faculty. In the scholarly literature, students 

express the value of having faculty with whom they share racial and ethnic commonalities 

(Gomez, 2018; Monzó & SooHoo, 2014; Nguyen et al., 2018; Pérez, 2013; Taylor, 2013). 

Vanessa has found students looking for “one person like me.” Vanessa said to one student,  

“Can I help you? You look lost….’ [He’s a] very Latino young man, and he says, ‘I’m 

ready to quit [school]. There’s nobody here like me at all and I bumped into somebody 

who told me that there is actually a Latino professor here and they gave me your name, 

and I thought, okay, if I find her, then at least there’s one more person….’ To me, it is 

rescuing myself over and over. 

This is a normal occurrence for Vanessa when students of color learn of her presence while 

looking for someone “like me” in a university setting. FGUU need faculty, staff, administrators, 

and peers who represent them and model overcoming the invisible cultural barriers in the 
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university (Stephens et al., 2015; Stephens, Hamedani, et al., 2019; Townsend et al., 2018). 

Mario also noted,  

There’s a system in place that always puts this particular group of students in that 

disadvantage…. I see myself in those students who are beating the odds, right, in order to 

be in that classroom…. Even unintentionally, just my presence there helps in some way 

as a means of encouragement. 

Institutions who desire to reach and support FGUU need to create a safe environment for 

underrepresented faculty to be hired and students to be admitted so that they may join the 

community and contribute their stories in safe ways that unveil invisible barriers and highlights 

pathways of progress (Herrmann & Varnum, 2018; Stephens, Markus, & Phillips, 2014). Safe 

spaces include institutional support of difficult narratives to be shared and heard with 

intentionality to stretch the minds of those who have not experienced marginalization in 

education. There is value in sharing these lived experience narratives as an initiative to build 

awareness, compassion, and motivation for an active response. 

Participants spoke of the lack of awareness among majority faculty in regard to cultural 

differences among race, ethnicity, class, and poverty. Vanessa said,  

There are some students, not just students of color, but students of poverty, students with 

social barriers that I see…. It’s just a matter of giving compassion and very quickly 

establishing trust so that they open up. And so, the Lord just brings them to me and I wish 

it was a gene that every teacher had, you know, because I’m appalled by what I see 

sometimes. 

As a FGUU, Vanessa had professors who heard her story and became her champions. To 

appreciate differences and build cultural bridges, institutions must engage in intentional 
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awareness expansion (Luedke, 2017; Smith et al., 2016; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; 

Townsend et al., 2018). Without such an appreciation, inaccurate assumptions become common. 

Several participants share examples of faculty who lack understanding.  

Bruno’s narrative was deeply emotional. At the end of a class, he wrote a family history 

paper. Bruno’s dad, born in 1914 within the United States, lived in a tent-cave with his parents 

and nine siblings. Bruno’s mother grew up during the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl. 

Bruno wrote his family’s story for the class. Bruno’s Christian, liberal arts professor, wrote on 

his graded paper, “I doubt it,” and gave him a D. As a result, Bruno referred to his own students 

and said, “Do not assume you know someone.” He intentionally asks students about their 

background and their stories. 

Malena also shared a narrative. She was working 40 hours a week to support herself 

while going to school full time, living independently from her parents, and paying her school 

bill. One evening, she walked into a class late. Her professor stopped and said, 

 ‘You are such a flake’…. The professor said this to me in front of the whole class and I 

just felt this small. I don’t think I said anything, I just went and sat down. And then later 

on, I thought, well, what does she mean by that? Does she mean I’m a flake like a slut, 

you know, because that term can also be used like that. Later on, I figured [what] she 

meant, but I didn’t have enough context back then to really try to figure out what she was 

saying or how she meant it. 

A willingness to know and understand the larger picture of people’s lives puts faculty in a better 

position to respond with compassion and improve institutional ethos and educational equity 

(Dittmann & Stephens, 2017; Murphy et al., 2020). In Malena’s case she had an opportunity to 

right this wrong with one of her own students. She was leading a group of instructors and 
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students through a six-week series of online courses. The rule was if a student missed two 

sessions, they would be dropped from the class. In an effort to comply a student tried to attend a 

virtual class while working. The professor happened to call on the student, and Malena said, 

[The student] finally gets on [the microphone] and he’s all out of breath and he says, ‘I’m 

so sorry, but I had to come into work today….’  He was serving tables with the phone in 

his pocket and an earpiece in to listen to the lecture. 

Malena said to the instructor of the course, 

I’ve served tables before; we can’t do this to this kid. I know what it’s like to struggle 

financially and if you get a shift, you’re going to take that shift because that’s going to be 

the last forty dollars that you need to make rent that month. 

Understanding the financial position of this student, Malena chose grace over shame and made a 

way for this student to progress. She builds a bridge of sociocultural understanding because of 

her own narratives. This level of knowledge and understanding are the first steps in changing 

institutional ethos. Next steps include analysis, application, and synthesis of cultural mismatches 

in higher education in order to create systems that support the success of diverse people. 

Forms of analysis include cross-campus assessments of ideas and responses related to 

areas such as curriculum, policy, requirements, expectations, support, and hiring (Ash & 

Schreiner, 2016; Conn, 2017; Lehmann, 2013). One goal should include appreciating differences 

as assets. FGUU, who are now faculty, bring assets to the university. While they are first to earn 

a bachelor’s degree, they watched their families and learned lessons from their communities in 

different ways. Bruno described a time when his lab instructor praised him for uniquely solving a 

complex problem. The instructor asked, “What does your dad do?” Bruno responded with, “auto-

mechanic.” The instructor noted the high-level problem-solving skills required of auto-



158 
 
 

 

mechanics. In making such a statement, the instructor appreciated Bruno’s working-class 

background. Bruno went on to describe how hard both of his parents worked even though their 

financial situation did not show for it. He credits his parents for both his problem-solving skills 

and his high work ethic which are both factors in his educational success. The literature supports 

the influence of these factors on FGUU success (Covarrubias et al., 2016; Jackson et al., 2016; 

Morgan Consoli & Llamas, 2013). 

Appreciating differences needs to be intentionally evident throughout curriculum and 

pedagogy. Highlighting differences in this way is also supported in the literature (Armstrong & 

Stewart-Gambino, 2016; Castillo-Montoya, 2019). Ben’s experience as a FGUU and as faculty 

demonstrate a way in which this can work. A student-centered teaching strategy in Ben’s 

discipline is viewed by some as less sophisticated, but Ben views it as a powerful investment in 

his students, like it was for him. He said, 

[Reader-response] was a good fit for me because intellectually, I wasn’t prepared. I didn’t 

know anything about Socrates or Derrida or something, it wouldn’t have made any sense 

to me…. I was reading these books for the first time and I just wanted to talk about them 

at a real basic level…. [It] made so much sense to me and it was so thrilling to study 

literature that way. 

At the undergraduate level, students are entering the university with vastly different life and 

educational experiences. Rather than lamenting, it is recommended that faculty view their 

students “as is” and lead them in learning (Carpenter & Ramirez, 2012; Hlinka, 2017; Lehmann, 

2013; M. Nguyen et al., 2018). Ben was mentored in this way by his professors. As a result, he 

views his undergraduate academic experience as a safe and validating experience even though he 

initially presented very unprepared. Now, as faculty, he does that same for his students. Hiring 
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faculty and administrators with unique life experiences, like FGUU, is an important way to 

appreciate the assets of more students.  

 Another recommendation for appreciating the differences of FGUU is leveraging the 

opportunity to introduce them to learning, the arts, unique content, and opportunity. Ben recalls 

enjoying concerts, plays, poetry reading, the amenities of a city, and ethnic restaurants for the 

first time during his undergraduate years. He remembers his first visit to a Chinese buffet with a 

ministry group lead by a professor, “I’d never seen Chinese food, it felt really exotic to me, and 

this place was probably not anything special. But I didn’t know what to do.” A peer recognized 

Ben’s lost look and said, “Here, you just take some rice and you put it on the plate. This chicken 

over here is pretty good, you put it on top. And then maybe you want some of this stuff.” Not 

only did Ben’s peers come alongside him, but also his professors modelled discipline and joy in 

trying new things and exploring new subjects. As a result, he thrived in the environment. The 

focus of undergraduate education needs to include hearty opportunities for exploration. 

Hearty exploration is not just for students. It also needs to include faculty learning 

initiatives in areas such as ethnic identity development, sense of belonging, stereotype threat, and 

faculty mindset. An example relating to ethnic identity development within the curriculum was 

expressed by two participants. In both cases, psychology was the content area. Vanessa said,  

I remember reading that psychology book and finding pieces of myself. And I was 

shocked. I said, ‘How do these people… who wrote this book?’ I was so naïve. It was 

like, ‘how do these people know about me?’ You know, it was an ideal course for me 

because it talked about so much that I had experienced and was experiencing. 

Ben described how his literature professor integrated psychology with the novels they were 

reading. He said, 
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[My professor] thought a lot about psychology. And so, I guess looking at characters in 

books through the lens of human psychology, and what makes people tick was really, 

really important to me. Because suddenly I had a lens through which I could critique the 

terms of existence of my very self and my family and the way I grew up and these long, 

deeply held but unspoken beliefs that everyone seemed to subscribe to. Now, I had a way 

to break those things down. And I did it, ironically or oddly enough, by reading 

nineteenth century British novels like Jane Eyre and, you know, Pride and Prejudice and 

things like that. Suddenly I could understand my own family. 

In these examples exploring identity occurred through the curriculum and also crossed over into 

Vanessa and Ben growing in their academic sense of belonging. It fueled their excitement for 

learning as it was immediately applicable to their existence. 

 Cultural mismatch theory refers to invisible barriers in sociocultural contexts, and 

stereotype threat is a negative categorization where students risk confirming it to self/others 

within the university (Steele & Aronson, 1995). If faculty are unaware of cultural stereotype 

threats then they may occur in one’s midst or even from oneself, thereby contributing to 

additional barriers. Two participants offered examples of a form of stereotype threat. Malena’s 

undergraduate degree was in science education. She had mentors who guided her toward science. 

In own early education experience, however, she had no Latino/a science teachers. She did know 

a Latino/a was capable of teaching science or enjoying science. As a result, and through her 

advancing education, her life goal grew to reverse the stereotype. She said, “My whole life’s 

work is probably going to be to try to fill that gap so that more students will have a [science] 

teacher who looks like them.” Malena’s passion is investing in the lives of her education students 

so that they, in turn, may pack the field with diverse teachers and lessen this stereotype threat. 



161 
 
 

 

 Jack gave examples of diverse professors who shattered the glass ceiling he had created 

for himself in higher education. But there is another stereotype he aims to address: high-level 

administration. He said,  

I’m looking at higher education for Christian education… I see a lack of female and 

minority [administrators]. I think that is the glass barrier I would like to break, but I do 

not know if that will happen. I mean, I’m not even aiming for a president, but something 

like a provost…. I would love to strive toward [that goal]. But I don’t know if the state of 

our Christian… higher education is ready for that in the next five, ten years. I definitely 

see that as a ceiling for you and for me. 

The idea that Christian higher education “is not ready” for female and minority high-level 

administrators is a stereotype threat. It means those minority people who earn the rank will be 

held to a higher standard than others in the majority and they will represent all people in the 

minority (i.e., women minorities in race). 

 Stereotype threat is fed by the mindsets of people. Addressing faculty mindset is another 

recommendation from the study. Growth/fixed mindset research has largely focused on students 

(Dweck, 2006; Dweck & Yeager, 2019). More recent iterations of the seminal research focus on 

faculty mindset. In other words, how does a teacher’s mindset influence student performance? 

The literature indicates that faculty’s perceptions of students, as students experience them, 

influences student motivation and performance (Aragón et al., 2018; Canning et al., 2019; 

Frondozo et al., 2020; Vermote et al., 2020). Faculty mindset also influences the professor’s use 

of teaching strategies (Aragón et al., 2018; Vermote et al., 2020). Professional development in a 

research-based understanding of faculty mindset in terms of its influence on both teaching and 
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learning as well as its potential influence on reducing stereotype threat can lead to improvements 

in institutional ethos and educational equity. 

The prosocial behaviors of the study participants provide examples of faculty having a 

growth mindset towards their students. Susan spoke of a reunion with a former student. She 

relayed the student’s comments to her, “I don’t know if you remember this, but every single 

faculty told me I had no business being a student and that I would fail. And you were the only 

one that believed in me.” Ben recalled a student’s comment, “You’re the only reason I’m still 

here.” Research supports the positive effect of faculty mindset on student motivation and 

performance (Canning et al., 2019; Vetter et al., 2019). 

Ongoing professional development recommendations include the application and 

synthesis of hearing lived experiences, learning about cultural differences and mismatches, 

studying cross campus assessments, and integrating understanding of sociocultural concepts in 

order to influence the traditional roles of faculty. There are classroom and interpersonal 

strategies, curricular priorities, university/program policies, and opportunities for campus-based 

action research to continuously plan and implement for the purpose of moving the needle for 

improved institutional ethos and educational equity. The most important piece in these 

recommendations is consistent measurements and strategic planning for continuous progress. 

Culture mismatch theory offers a framework to consider institutional ethos and 

educational equity from the perspectives of FGUU. In Christian universities, history, theology, 

tradition, reconciliation, and the Bible are intended to be integrated. Christian institutions are in a 

position of leadership to drive purposeful sociocultural change and educational equity. As 

university leaders, and with the support of administrators, faculty must intentionally influence 

institutional ethos and improve educational equity through teaching, service, and scholarship. To 
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affect sociocultural change through Christian higher education is to potentially influence every 

family, church, school, organization, and community who is touched by a Christian university 

graduate for the common good of all in Christ’s name. 
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A Franciscan Benediction 

 

May God bless us with discomfort 

At easy answers, half-truths, and superficial relationships 

So that we may live from deep within our hearts. 

 

May God bless us with anger 

At injustice, oppression, and exploitation of God’s creations 

So that we may work for justice, freedom, and peace. 

May God bless us with tears 

 

To shed for those who suffer pain, rejection, hunger, and war, 

So that we may reach out our hands to comfort them and 

To turn their pain into joy. 

 

And may God bless us with just enough foolishness 

To believe that we can make a difference in the world, 

So that we can do what others claim cannot be done: 

To bring justice and kindness to all our children and all our neighbors who are poor. 

Amen (“A Franciscan Benediction,” 2009). 
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Mar 4, 2020, 9:47 
AM (3 days ago) 

 
 
 

to Timothy, Heidi 

 
 

Tim -  
 
Thanks for reaching out and checking on the procedure and connecting us. 
 
Heidi - 
 
As head of the SNU IRB, I can say that we absolutely will honor NNU's IRB approval for 
your study. Can you please send a record of that approval for our own records? 
 
Thanks, 
 
Associate Professor 
Political Science 
Dept. of History, Politics and Law 
Southern Nazarene University 
Bethany, OK 
405.491.6389  
 
 
 
On Wed, Mar 4, 2020 at 10:40 AM Timothy Eades <teades@mail.snu.edu> wrote: 
Good morning, Dr. Rodin, 
 
A close friend of mine has reached out about her dissertation study at 
NNU. She has inquired on whether or not SNU would honor the NNU 
IRB approval in a reciprocal manner. I've not had experience with this 
type of request in my tenure at SNU and wanted to involve you at this 
juncture. Can you weigh in on this question and provide her guidance 
on next steps? I'm attaching a synopsis of her study that she has 
provided. 
 
Thank you! 
Tim  

mailto:teades@mail.snu.edu
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Appendix B - VPAA/Provost Research Proposal Site Access 

 

 
 
 
Due to COVID19 and home isolation, Dr. Tim Eades emailed the following 
 
 
 
March 25, 2020 
 
Northwest Nazarene University 
Attention: IRB Committee 
623 S. University Boulevard 
Nampa, ID 83686 
 
RE: Research Proposal Site Access for Ms. Heidi Tracht 
 
Dear IRB Members: 
 
This letter is to inform the IRB that Administration at Southern Nazarene University has 
reviewed the proposed dissertation research plan including subjects, intervention, assessment 
procedures, proposed data and collection procedures, data analysis, and purpose of the study. Ms. 
Tracht has permission to conduct her research at the university and with faculty at Southern 
Nazarene University. The authorization dates for this research are July 2020 to April 2021. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Dr. Tim Eades 
 

 
 
"Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire." - William Butler Yeats 
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Appendix C - Survey Invite via Email to Faculty at IRB Approved Universities 

October 5, 2020 

Dear Faculty Colleagues in Christian Higher Education: 
 
My name is Heidi Tracht, and I am a doctoral student in the Department of Graduate Education 
at Northwest Nazarene University. I am conducting a research study examining the lived 
experiences of first-generation underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) who are now faculty in 
Christian higher education. More specifically, cultural mismatch theory within Christian higher 
education is explored to consider its implicit and explicit existence. Cultural mismatch theory is 
a framework for understanding the differences in working-class and middle-class values 
associated with FGUU and their continuing-generation peers with the core distinction being 
applications of interdependent values versus independent value (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 
The intent is to analyze the connections between the faculty’s former undergraduate experiences 
and their current contributions in teaching, service, and scholarship through the lens of cultural 
mismatch theory. 
 
I would greatly value your investment in helping me learn how to serve first-generation college 
students better. My research has been approved by the NNU Institutional Review Board. 
  
If you are interested in contributing to the study, please the following link to start the survey 
intended to build a pool of study participants. The survey includes a series of multiple-choice and 
short-answer questions. It will take you approximately 5-10 minutes to complete. You may close 
the survey at any time.  
 
Participant Survey - Tracht Dissertation or 
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 
  
If you have questions or concerns about this study, you are welcome to speak with me first via 
email at htracht@nnu.edu or telephone at 208-467-8780. My faculty supervisor, Dr. Bethani 
Studebaker, may also be reached via email at bstudebaker@nnu.edu, or telephone at 208-467-
8802. 
  
Thank you,  
Heidi L. Tracht, M.S., Ed.S. 
Doctoral Student 
 
Northwest Nazarene University 
Nampa, ID 
  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/221887913_Unseen_Disadvantage_How_American_Universities'_Focus_on_Independence_Undermines_the_Academic_Performance_of_First-Generation_College_Students
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
mailto:htracht@nnu.edu
mailto:bstudebaker@nnu.edu
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Appendix D - Survey Invite to Contacts - Snowball Strategy 

 
October 24, 2020 
 
Dear :  
 
____________, Professor of ___________ at ____________ referred you to me.  
 
My name is Heidi Tracht, and I am a doctoral student in the Department of Graduate Education 
at Northwest Nazarene University. I am conducting a research study examining the lived 
experiences of first-generation underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) who are now faculty in 
Christian higher education. More specifically, cultural mismatch theory within Christian higher 
education is explored to consider its implicit and explicit existence. Cultural mismatch theory is 
a framework for understanding the differences in working-class and middle-class values 
associated with FGUU and their continuing-generation peers with the core distinction being 
applications of interdependent values versus independent values (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 
2012). The intent is to analyze the connections between the faculty’s former undergraduate 
experiences and their current contributions in teaching, service, and scholarship through the lens 
of cultural mismatch theory. 
 
I would greatly value your investment in helping me learn how to serve first-generation college 
students better. My research has been approved by the NNU Institutional Review Board. 
  
If you are interested in contributing to the study, please the following link to start the survey 
intended to build a pool of study participants. The survey includes a series of multiple-choice and 
short-answer questions. It will take you approximately 5-10 minutes to complete. You may close 
the survey at any time.  
 
Participant Survey - Tracht Dissertation or 
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 
  
If you have questions or concerns about this study, you are welcome to speak with me first via 
email at htracht@nnu.edu or telephone at 208-467-8780. My faculty supervisor, Dr. Bethani 
Studebaker, may also be reached via email at bstudebaker@nnu.edu, or telephone at 208-467-
8802. 
  
Thank you,  
 
Heidi L. Tracht, M.S., Ed.S. 
Doctoral Student 
 
Northwest Nazarene University 
Nampa, ID 
  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/221887913_Unseen_Disadvantage_How_American_Universities'_Focus_on_Independence_Undermines_the_Academic_Performance_of_First-Generation_College_Students
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/221887913_Unseen_Disadvantage_How_American_Universities'_Focus_on_Independence_Undermines_the_Academic_Performance_of_First-Generation_College_Students
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
mailto:htracht@nnu.edu
mailto:bstudebaker@nnu.edu
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Appendix E - Survey Invite via Social Media 

Facebook – starting on 10/16/2020: 
 
Are you a teaching faculty member in Christian higher education who was a first-generation 
underrepresented undergraduate? Do you know people who fit the criterion? I am searching for 
participants to interview for my dissertation research study. 
 
I am conducting a research study examining the lived experiences of first-generation 
underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) who are now faculty in Christian higher education. 
Cultural mismatch theory within Christian higher education is explored. This is a framework for 
understanding the differences in working-class and middle-class values associated with FGUUs 
and their peers (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). The intent is to analyze the connections between 
the faculty’s undergraduate experiences and their contributions to teaching, service, and 
scholarship. 
 
If you are interested in contributing to the study, please use the following link to start the survey 
intended to build a pool of study participants. It will take you approximately 5-10 minutes to 
complete. You may close the survey at any time. 
 
If you know people who may fit the criterion, please feel free to share this post or forward the 
link. 
 
Participant Survey - Tracht Dissertation 
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 
 
Twitter – starting on 10/16/2020: 
 
Are you a teaching faculty member in Christian higher education who was a first-generation 
underrepresented undergraduate? Do you know people who fit the criterion? I am searching for 
participants to interview for my dissertation research study - 
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 
 
2/ I am conducting a research study examining the lived experiences of first-generation 
underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU) who are now faculty in Christian higher education. 
Cultural mismatch theory within Christian higher education is explored. 
 
3/ This is a framework for understanding the differences in working-class and middle-class 
values associated with FGUU and their peers (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012). 
 
4/ The intent is to analyze the connections between the faculty’s undergraduate experiences and 
their contributions to teaching, service, and scholarship. 
 
5/ It will take you approximately 5-10 minutes to complete. You may close the survey at any 
time. If you know people who may fit the criterion, please feel free to share this post or forward 
the link - http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 

http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
https://t.co/njZTw5mHOJ?amp=1
https://t.co/njZTw5mHOJ?amp=1
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Facebook – starting on 10/31/2020: 
 
If you have FB contacts in Christian higher education, would you consider sharing this post? Or, 
if you are a part of Christian higher ed LISTSERVES that reach faculty, would you share? 
Ultimately, I am looking for current faculty in Christian higher education who were first-
generation undergraduates. This is link serves to build my participant pool - it is very quick (less 
than 5 minutes). The survey will identify fit for my study. Thanks in advance!!  
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 
 
Facebook – starting on 11/9/20 
 
One more time (I am very close to filling my participant pool): If you are (or know) a mid-career 
faculty member at a Christian university who was a first-generation undergraduate (preferably 
non-white), then please consider completing (or sharing) this link. It is a survey generating my 
participant pool (not the actual research). It's short and sweet. THANK YOU! Social media has 
been kind to me in this process. 
  

https://t.co/njZTw5mHOJ?amp=1
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Appendix F - Qualtrics Survey to Select Sample 

 
Introduction for all participants: 
 
Dear Faculty Colleagues in Christian Higher Education: 
  
My name is Heidi Tracht, and I am a doctoral student in the Department of Graduate Education 
at Northwest Nazarene University. I am conducting a research study related to the lived 
experiences of current faculty at Christian universities in the United States who, as 
undergraduates, were considered first-generation college students. A first-generation student is 
defined as one whose parents or guardians did not have a bachelor or associate undergraduate 
degree at the time the student was in college as an undergraduate (U.S. Department of Education, 
1998). 
  
I would appreciate your investment in helping me learn about serving first-generation college 
students well. My research has been approved by the NNU Institutional Review Board. 
  
If you are interested in contributing to the study, please click on the button below to start the 
survey intended to build a pool of study participants. The survey includes a series of multiple-
choice and short-answer questions. It will take you approximately 5-10 minutes to complete. By 
clicking on the link below, you consent to participate in the survey. You may close the survey at 
any time. 
  
If you have questions or concerns about this study, you are welcome to speak with me first. My 
faculty supervisor, Dr. Bethani Studebaker, may also be reached via email 
at bstudebaker@nnu.edu, or telephone at 208-467-8802. 
  
Thank you, 
  
Heidi L. Tracht, M.S., Ed.S. 
Doctoral Student 
Northwest Nazarene University 
  
623 S. University Blvd. 
Nampa, ID 83686 
htracht@nnu.edu 
208-467-8780 
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1. As an undergraduate, were you considered a first-generation college student?  
 
A first-generation student is defined as one whose parents or guardians did not have a 
bachelor or associate undergraduate degree at the time the student was in college as an 
undergraduate (U.S. Department of Education, 1998).  
 
Yes, continue.  
No, end survey. 
 

2. Are you currently a faculty member at a Christian college or university in the United States?  
 
Yes, continue.  
No, end survey. 
 

3. Is the college/university where you are currently employed a member of the Council for 
Christian Colleges & Universities (CCCU)? All responses continue. 
 
Yes. 
No. 
Unsure (list your college or university). 
 

4. Are you employed full-time in higher education?  
 
Yes, continue.  
No, end survey. 
 

5. Does your current primary faculty role in higher education include mostly. All responses 
continue. 
 
Teaching. 
Administration. 
 

6. If mostly Administration is selected: As a current administrator in higher education, have you 
previously taught full-time in higher education? 
 
Yes, I taught full-time for more than 5 years, continue 
Yes, I taught full-time for 1 to 4 years, continue 
I have not taught full-time in the past, end survey 
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7. What is the highest degree you’ve earned? All responses continue. 
 
Doctoral or Terminal Degree  
Master’s Degree  
Other 

 
8. Please specify the field/discipline of your highest degree below. All responses continue. 

 
9. How many years have you been a faculty member in higher education? All responses 

continue. 
 

1 to 5 years. 
6 to 15 years. 
16 to 25 years. 
26 to 35 years. 
More than 36 years. 

 
10. In a few sentences, why do you teach in Christian higher education? All responses continue. 

 
11. What is your gender? All responses continue. 
 

Female. 
Male. 
You are welcome to describe in your own words. 

 
12. Please indicate your ethnicity (i.e. peoples’ ethnicity describes their feeling of belonging and 

attachment to a distinct group of a larger population that shares their ancestry, color, 
language or religion). All responses continue. 
 
African. 
Caribbean. 
Caucasian. 
East Asian. 
Latino/Hispanic. 
Middle Eastern. 
South Asian. 
Mixed. 
You are welcome to describe in your own words. 

 
  



199 
 
 

 

13. What was your parent/guardian’s occupation during your childhood? Respond to all that 
apply. All responses continue. 

 
Father/Step-Father/Grandfather, or similar. 
Mother/Step-Mother/Grandmother, or similar. 
Guardian(s) or Others. 
You are welcome to describe in your own words. 
 

14. Are you willing to be interviewed for a doctoral dissertation exploring the lived experiences 
of first-generation undergraduates who are now university faculty? 
 
Yes, continue. 
No, end survey. 

 
15. Thank you for your willingness to be interviewed! Please provide your name and either your 

email, your phone number, or both. 
 

16. If you have faculty colleagues in higher education whose lived experiences as first-
generation undergraduates need to be heard, please provide any names, e-mail addresses, or 
phone numbers. Or, you are welcome and encouraged to share the following link Participant 
Survey – Tracht Dissertation  
or http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 
 
Thank you!! 

 
End survey. 
 
Conclusion for all participants: 
 
Thank you for supporting me - a colleague in higher education and a doctoral student. I 
deeply appreciate your time and consideration of this project. 
 
If you have faculty colleagues in Christian higher education whose lived experiences as first-
generation undergraduates need to be heard, you are welcome and encouraged to share the 
following link: Participant Survey - Tracht Dissertation   
or http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H 
 
Sincerely, 
Heidi L. Tracht, M.S., Ed.S. 
Doctoral Student 
Northwest Nazarene University 
 

  

http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
http://nnu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_dnfywEgEb7XAb9H
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Appendix G - Interview Invitation 

October 24, 2020 
 
 
 
Dear _______________, 
 
I am Heidi Tracht, a doctoral student at Northwest Nazarene University, studying the lived 
experiences of faculty at Christian universities who were formally first-generation undergraduate 
students. The Institutional Review Board has approved my research at NNU. 
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in my study! The next step is scheduling an 
interview. I have planned a semi-structured, audio-video recorded interview utilizing Google 
Meet. The interview will take no more than 2 hours to complete.  
 
I would like to conduct this interview with you as soon as is convenient for you. Would you 
prefer a weekday, evening or weekend? Is there a day and time you would prefer?  
 
The process is completely voluntary, and you may select to suspend your involvement at any 
time. You may select to answer only the questions you are comfortable answering. You 
not obligated to answer all of the questions. I am also happy to address any clarifying questions. 
  
If you have questions or concerns about participation in this study, are welcome to speak with 
me first via email at htracht@nnu.edu or phone at 208-467-8780. My faculty supervisor, Dr. 
Bethani Studebaker, may be reached via email at bstudebaker@nnu.edu, via phone at 208-467-
8802 or by writing: 623 S. University Drive, Nampa, Idaho 83686. 
  
Thank you again for your participation! 
  
Heidi L Tracht, M.S., Ed.S. 
Doctoral Student 
Northwest Nazarene University 
  
623 S. University Blvd. 
Nampa, ID 83686 
htracht@nnu.edu 
208-467-8780 
  

mailto:htracht@nnu.edu
mailto:bstudebaker@nnu.edu
mailto:htracht@nnu.edu
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Appendix H - Qualtrics Informed Consent Form 

 
Informed Content 
  
A.  PURPOSE AND BACKGROUND 
  
Heidi Tracht, a doctoral student in the Department of Graduate Education at Northwest Nazarene 
University, is conducting a research study related to the lived experiences of current teaching or 
administrative (with teaching experience) faculty at Christian universities in the United States 
who, as undergraduates, were considered first-generation underrepresented undergraduates. A 
first-generation student is defined as one whose parents or guardians did not have a bachelor or 
associate undergraduate degree at the time the student was in college as an undergraduate (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1998). I appreciate your involvement in helping me learn how to better 
serve first-generation underrepresented undergraduates. 
  
You are invited to participate in this study because you are a healthy volunteer, over the age of 
18. 
  
B.  PROCEDURES 
  
If you agree to be in the study, the following will occur: 
            
You will be asked to sign an Informed Consent Form, volunteering to participate in the study. 
  
You will answer a set of interview questions and engage in discussion with the investigator. This 
discussion will be audio-visual recorded and transcribed for accuracy purposes. It is expected to 
last approximately 120 minutes. Your response(s) will help to provide support and give 
encouragement to first-generation underrepresented undergraduates who might be facing the 
same issues that you went through as an undergraduate. 
  
There are several questions prepared for this study. I may also ask additional questions for 
clarification such as, “can you expand on that issue?’ or “how did it make you feel?’ If you are 
uncomfortable with any questions I ask, please let me know immediately, and I will move to the 
next question. You may choose to end the interview at any time. 
  
You will be requested to reply to an email after the study asking you to confirm the data that was 
gathered during the research process. 
  
These procedures will be completed online using a live audio-visual platform, or at a location 
mutually agreed upon by the participant and principal investigator. The interview will last a total 
of 120 minutes or less. 
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C.  RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 
  
Some of the discussion questions may make you uncomfortable or upset, but you are free to 
decline to answer any questions you do not wish to answer or to stop participation at any time. 
  
For this research project, the researcher is requesting demographic information. The researcher 
will make every effort to protect your confidentiality. However, if you are uncomfortable 
answering any of these questions, you may choose to decline. 
  
Confidentiality: Participation in research may involve a loss of privacy; however, your records 
will be handled as confidentially as possible. No individual identities will be used in any reports 
or publications that may result from this study. All data from notes and audio-visual recordings 
will be kept in a password-protected computer, a password-protected external drive, or a locked 
file cabinet. In compliance with the Federal-wide Assurance Code, data from this study will be 
kept for three years, after which all data from the study will be destroyed (45 CFR 46.117). 
  
Only the primary researcher, the research supervisor, and the research assistant will be privy to 
data from this study. As researchers, all parties are bound to keep data as secure and confidential 
as possible. 
  
D.  BENEFITS 
There will be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study. However, the information 
you provide may help educators and first-generation underrepresented undergraduates 
better understand what it takes to complete a baccalaureate degree. 
  
E.  PAYMENTS 
There are no payments for participating in this study.  
  
F.  QUESTIONS  
If you have questions or concerns about participation in this study, you should first talk with the 
investigator.  Heidi Tracht may be contacted via email at htracht@nnu.edu, via telephone at 208-
467-8780 or by writing: 623 University Drive, Nampa, Idaho 83686. The investigator’s faculty 
supervisor may be contacted. Dr. Bethani Studebaker may be reached via email 
at bstudebaker@nnu.edu, via telephone at 208-467-8802 or by writing: 623 University Drive, 
Nampa, Idaho 83686. 
  
Should you feel distressed due to participation in this, you should contact your health care 
provider. 
  
G.  CONSENT 
You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep. 
  
PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY.  You are free to decline to be in this 
study or to withdraw from it at any point.  Your decision as to whether or not to participate in 
this study will not influence your present or future status your institution of higher education. 
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THE NORTHWEST NAZARENE UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
HAS REVIEWED THIS PROJECT FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN 
PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH. 
 
I give my consent to participate in this study: 
 
Yes 
No 
 
I give my consent for the interview and discussion to be audio-visual taped in this study: 
 
Yes 
No 
 
I give my consent for direct quotes to be used in this study: 
 
Yes 
No 
 
 
Signature of Study Participant: 
 
Type Name: 
       
Today’s Date: 
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Appendix I - Expert Panel for Interview Protocol 
 
 
Purpose Statement:  
 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine the lived experiences of first-
generation underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU), who are now faculty in Christian higher 
education. To further understand these lived experiences, the study lays a foundation of common 
FGUU’s experiences based on concepts known to influence students’ encounters of cultural 
mismatch in higher education, including stereotype threat, ethnic identity development, sense of 
belonging, and mindset. More specifically, cultural mismatch theory within Christian higher 
education is explored to consider its implicit and explicit existence. Cultural mismatch theory is 
a framework for understanding the differences in working-class and middle-class values 
associated with FGUU and their continuing-generation peers with the core distinction being 
applications of interdependent values versus independent value (Stephens, Fryberg, et al., 2012; 
Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). The intent was to analyze the 
connections between the faculty’s former undergraduate experiences and their current 
contributions in teaching, service, and scholarship through the lens of cultural mismatch theory. 
 
Research Questions: 
 
RQ1 - In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were first-generation underrepresented 
undergraduates recognize their experiences of cultural mismatch when they were undergraduate 
students? 
RQ2 - In what ways do faculty at CCCU schools who were first-generation underrepresented 
undergraduates recognize experiences of cultural mismatch among their current first-generation 
underrepresented undergraduate students? 
RQ3 - In what ways do current and past experiences of cultural mismatch affect the traditional 
faculty roles of teaching, service, and scholarship? 
 
Expert Panel Directions:  
 

The following questions are the proposed protocol for a phenomenological semi-
structured interview. Phenomenological questions explore pre-reflective experiential accounts of 
the participant. Pre-reflective accounts include avoiding processed opinions, beliefs, or 
perceptions. The researcher aims to generate vivid, concrete, full descriptions of the participant's 
lived experiences by asking questions in a conversational style, while incorporating follow up 
probing questions for added richness in details, situations, people, and events. Please review the 
proposed interview questions for content validity related to the purpose of the study and the 
research questions. Second, offer comments or suggestions for producing better outcomes (i.e., 
relevance to the study, clarity of the questions, overall wording, etc.). Third, please align each 
interview question with a research question. Use all the space you need for your contributions. 
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  Interview Protocol 0 Expert 1 Expert 2 Expert 3 Expert 4 

Q1 What is your name 
(pseudonyms will be used)?        

Q2 
At what university are you 
currently employed 
(pseudonyms will be used)? 

       

Q3 
How many years have you 
been on the faculty of this 
institution? 

       

Q4 What is your discipline?        

Q5 
Have you been employed at 
other universities 
(pseudonyms will be used)? 

       

Q6 
Tell me about your 
upbringing prior to being an 
undergraduate student? 

       

Q7 
Describe your transition to 
college as a first-generation 
undergraduate. (RQ1) 

RQ1    

You don’t specify 
underrepresented in 
Q7, Q13, Q17, Q18, 
Q22, Q24. It is 
implied but may 
need to be 
articulated when 
asking the questions 

Vague but that can be 
good for an opening 
question as it prevents 
yes and no answers. 

Q8 
Did you live on-campus, off-
campus, at home, or 
elsewhere? (RQ1) 

RQ1   

Do you want this 
to be a close ended 
question?  Did you 
want to know more 
about their living 
situation? 

 

Perhaps adding an 
inquiry into what 
factors played into 
their housing 
decisions. 

Q9 

Explain any barriers or 
obstacles you faced in regards 
to your academic, social, and 
personal roles while an 
undergraduate. (RQ1) 

RQ1 

I am wondering if 
there is a way that 
this question could 
either be followed 
up or edited in 
such a way as to 
get at 
affect/feeling? The 
words “barriers” 
and “obstacles” 
seem very cerebral 
and intellectual or 
experience-distant. 
I found myself 
wondering about a 
question like, 
“Was there a time 
where you felt like 
you didn’t quite fit 
in academically, 
socially, or 
personally? If so, 
can you tell me 
more about that 
time? Was there a 
time where you 
felt like you did fit 

  

There are really three 
important questions 
contained here.  
Grouping them might 
create a broader but 
less deep set of 
answers.  Richness and 
depth is the goal ! 
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in academically, 
socially, or 
personally? If so, 
can you tell me 
more about that 
time?” Perhaps 
you have thought 
of something like 
this as a follow-up 
question?  
 
This is connected 
to my own FGUU-
ish (kind of first 
gen, kind of 
poverty) 
experience in 
undergrad and grad 
school where I 
FELT like a “hick” 
in a cosmopolitan 
and cultured 
environment. It 
was more of an 
embodied gut 
feeling that I 
experienced, in 
part because the 
“habitus” of 
college/grad 
school was so 
radically different 
from what I grew 
up in. I am not sure 
if I would identify 
this as a “barrier” 
or “obstacle” as I 
would probably 
interpret those 
words as 
something external 
to me and this was 
something internal 
to me, if I could 
even recognize that 
it was going on. 
Maybe the 
question could ask 
about any internal 
or external barriers 
or obstacles? 

Q10 

Tell me about some 
experiences that contributed 
to your success or persistence 
in college. (RQ1) 

RQ1     

Good 

Q11 

Tell me about the people who 
contributed to your success or 
persistence in college (the 
people in your support 
system). (RQ1) 

RQ1     

Good 
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Q12 

Tell me about the activities or 
work responsibilities you 
were involved with in college. 
How many hours per week 
did your work in college? 
(RQ1) 

RQ1   Assuming they 
worked  

May want to break 
these out.  Work 
responsibilities could 
be determined by pay, 
distance to work place, 
etc. and not so much 
based on interest.  
Activities, on the other 
hand might give 
deeper insight into  

Q13 

Describe any similarities or 
differences you may have 
been aware of as a first-
generation college student 
compared to continuing-
generation peers. (RQ1) 

RQ1 

This question 
probably gets at 
some of my 
concerns from 
above. 

  

Good 

Q14 

Describe any pressures you 
may or may not have felt to 
change or adjust your identity 
in college? (RQ1) 

RQ1 

It seems like Q13 
and Q14 are the 
heart of your 
interview 
questions for RQ1. 
I like the way you 
are building up to 
them, so please 
feel free to 
consider my 
comments on Q9 
here as you deem 
pertinent. 

  

Good 

Q15 

In a word or a phrase, how 
would you depict your 
undergraduate college 
experience? (RQ1) 

RQ1     

Good.  As long as you 
then use this short 
answer for the all 
powerful “Tell me 
more about that.” 
Follow up. 

Q16 
As a graduate student, how 
did your experience as a 
student evolve? (RQ1) 

RQ1   

 Does this relate?  
They may or may 
not have been 
graduate students 
at a CCCU school.  
Also, your RQs are 
about 
undergraduate 
experiences and 
this question 
clearly relates to 
grad. 

 

Very general question, 
but again that can be 
good. 

Q17 

At what point in your 
educational journey did you 
begin interacting with 
undergraduate students as a 
teacher, adviser or mentor? 
(RQ2) 

RQ2   

 This is on the 
edge of the 
research question.  
Think about asking 
them about their 
experiences as a 
teacher, adviser or 
mentor.  Now you 
can clearly have 
interview 
questions that are 
not tied to a RQ—
and maybe this is 

 
Necessary to know 
this quantitative 
information but in 
itself just give a 
framework for 
subsequent questions. 
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just a transition 
question.   

Q18 

On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 1 
being low and 10 being high), 
where does working directly 
with undergraduate land in 
terms of your purpose of 
teaching in higher education? 
What factors determine the 
priority of this purpose? 
(RQ2) 

RQ2   

 Should it say 
Undergraduate 
students?  Is this 
about the faculty 
member or about 
the students?  The 
RQ says what 
things do they 
recognize in 
current students.  
This question 
seems to be about 
the purpose of the 
faculty member to 
teaching 

 

Good 

Q19 

How have you recognized 
yourself in the lives of your 
students through the years? 
(RQ2) 

RQ2 

I wondered if you 
could get to this 
material a little 
more obliquely 
with questions like 
“Who are some of 
your favorite 
students? Why? 
Who are some of 
your least favorite 
students? Why?” 
Or maybe these are 
questions to set up 
Q19 – Q21? 

 Again—this is 
about the faculty 
member?  Your 
RQ says you are 
trying to find out 
how cultural 
mismatch is 
exhibited in their 
students. Think 
about how you get 
that information 
here  

 

Almost unnecessary 
given Q20 

Q20 

Describe one or two 
situations in which your “saw 
yourself” in one of your 
students. (RQ2) 

RQ2   

 I would have the 
same comment 
here.  Maybe think 
about asking the 
questions about the 
current students 
rather than the 
faculty member?  I 
might be missing 
the point of RQ2---
it seems like I have 
a lot of questions 
about this one and 
how the 
information is 
going to come out 
about the students 
when we are 
asking the person 
about themselves 

 

Good 

Q21 

Were you able to draw upon 
your own journey to provide 
the student with 
guidance/support/affirmation? 
If yes, describe. (RQ2) 

RQ2 

I might word this 
more open-ended 
and assume that 
they drew upon 
something from 
their life. “How 
did you draw upon 
your own journey 
to provide the 
student with 

Make this open 
ended..how were 
you able to draw 
upon your own 
journey to…. 

 

Careful with “yes or 
no” questions.  Maybe 
ask “How were you 
able to draw….” 
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guidance/support/a
ffirmation?” 

Q22 

How do your experiences as a 
first-generation undergraduate 
affect your role as a teacher? 
(RQ3) 

RQ3 

Some musings of 
related questions: 
“What uniqueness 
does your life 
experience provide 
for you as a 
professor/teacher/i
nstructor? What do 
you see differently 
and how might that 
shape your 
pedagogy?”   

 

Good 

Q23 

What adjustments, if any, 
have you made to your 
teaching/evaluation to support 
interdependence over 
independence? (RQ3) 

RQ3 

This seemed a 
little jarring as you 
consciously 
introduced the 
notion of 
interdependence 
here and it felt like 
a leading question. 
Was that 
intentional? Is 
there a way to get 
to this in an open-
ended manner? If 
this is a theme you 
would like the 
participant to 
actively reflect 
upon, is it strategic 
to have them think 
about this earlier? 
Like even in 
thinking about 
their potential 
differences in 
undergrad? 

Are these terms 
they should know?  
I wonder if you 
should think about 
defining these so 
everyone is 
answering from the 
same spot.   

 

Good 

Q24 

How do your experiences as a 
first-generation undergraduate 
affect your role as an adviser 
or mentor? (RQ3) 

RQ3 

This question 
seemed redundant 
until I realized that 
you were really 
honing in on 
advising/mentoring 
as separate from 
teaching, 
committee work, 
or scholarship. Is 
there a way to 
highlight or clarify 
that process? 

Have they 
answered this 
above though?  

 

Good 

Q25 

Have you had conversations 
with faculty colleagues about 
the challenges that 
underrepresented first-
generation students can face? 
If so, describe. (RQ3) 

RQ3 

More open-ended. 
“How have you 
addressed the 
challenges that 
underrepresented 
first-generational 
students face with 
your faculty 
colleagues?” I 

Does being a good 
colleague relate to 
scholarship, 
service, and 
teaching? And I 
wonder if you 
should think about 
rephrasing this one 
to be more open 

 

Good 
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think asking it in 
this manner will 
bring about more 
material. Folks at 
this point may be 
tired and looking 
for an “off ramp” 
so a closed-ended 
question may be 
met with “no” 
when there are 
examples they 
could discuss. 

ended.  What do 
faculty 
conversations at 
CCCU schools 
sound like 
regarding 
underrepresented
….they might say 
that they don’t 
happen…. 

Q26 

Tell me about your 
experiences of committee 
service as a faculty member. 
Do your personal experiences 
affect how you contribute to 
the university? If so, how? 
(RQ3) 

RQ3 

Again, I would 
word this in a more 
open-ended 
manner. “How do 
your experiences 
as a FGUU impact 
how you contribute 
to the university?” 

  

Good 

Q27 
In what ways is your 
scholarship affected by your 
life experiences? (RQ3) 

RQ3     
Good 

Q28 Do you have any additional 
comments or stories to share?   

I really like your 
study! Your 
alignment of 
interview 
questions with 
research questions 
seemed valid and 
accurate to me. Let 
me know if there is 
anything else I can 
do. 

This is going to be 
a long interview.  
Any chance you 
want to do 
multiple 
interviews?   

I think you have 
aligned the 
interview questions 
very well with your 
three research 
questions. I 
wouldn’t change 
any of them.  
Sharon Bull 

I have no difference of 
opinion from the 
researcher concerning 
the alignment of 
interview questions 
with research 
questions. 
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Appendix J - Pilot Interview Guide 

 

Intro Gently review informed consent. Review the purpose statement, CMT, and define 
FGUU. 

Q1 What is your name? 
Q2 At what university are you currently employed? 
Q3 How many years have you been on the faculty of this institution? 
Q4 What is your discipline? 
Q5 Have you been employed at other universities? 

Q6 Tell me about your upbringing prior to being an undergraduate student?  
or “prior to attending college?” 

Q7 
Thinking back to being a first-generation, underrepresented undergraduate, tell me 
about one of your initial experiences on a university campus as an undergraduate 
student? 

Q8 Where did you live as an undergraduate? What factors played into this decision? 

Q9 Tell me about an experience that contributed to your success or persistence in college. 

Q10 Tell me about the people who contributed to your success or persistence in college (the 
people in your support system). 

Q11 Tell me about how you spent your time outside of class while in college? Describe how 
your routines were similar or different than those of your peers. 

Q12 
Describe any similarities or differences you may have been aware of as a first-
generation underrepresented undergraduate student compared to continuing-generation, 
majority peers (academically, socially, personally)? 

Q13 Describe any pressures you may or may not have felt to change or adjust your identity 
as an undergraduate (academically, socially, personally)? 

Q14 In a word or a phrase, how would you depict your undergraduate college experience? 
Tell me more about that. 

Q15 POSSIBLE TRANSITION Q: At what point in your educational journey did you begin 
interacting with undergraduate students as a professor, adviser or mentor? 

Q16 
On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 1 being low and 10 being high), where does working 
directly with undergraduates land in terms of your purpose of teaching in higher 
education? What factors determine the priority of this purpose? 

Q17 Describe some of your favorite students? Why? Describe some of your least favorite 
students? Why? 

Q18 Describe one or two situations in which your “saw yourself” in one of your students. 

Q19 Describe how you are able to draw upon your own journey to provide the student with 
guidance/support/affirmation. 

Q20 
What uniqueness does your life experience as a professor (and as a first-generation, 
underrepresented undergraduate) provide for you? What do you see differently than 
your colleagues and how might that shape your pedagogy? 

Q21 
Describe how you see FGUU experiencing CMT. Describe how you may adjust your 
interactions with students (inside and outside the classroom) in consideration of 
interdependence and independence. 
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Q22 

As a faculty member, you hold several key roles beyond teaching, such as service and 
scholarship. 
How do your life experiences (as a first-generation, underrepresented undergraduate) 
affect your role as an undergraduate adviser or mentor? 

Q23 How have you addressed the challenges that FGUU students face with your (CCCU) 
faculty colleagues?  

Q24 How do your life experiences (as a first-generation underrepresented undergraduate) 
impact how you contribute to the university? Contribute to your field or discipline? 

Q25 In what ways is your scholarship affected by your life experiences? 
Q26 Do you have any additional comments or stories to share? 

End 

Thank you for your participation in this study. 
 
After I have an opportunity to analyze the data, I will e-mail you with the results and 
ask for feedback. Mainly I want to ensure that I captured the essence of our discussion, 
accurately portraying our discussion and your thoughts. This study will conclude on 
March 31, 2020. 
 
In the meantime, if you have any questions or concerns, you may contact me via email 
at htracht@nnu.edu or telephone at 208-467-8780. You may also contact Dr. Bethani 
Studebaker, my faculty supervisor, at 208-467- 8802 or bstudebaker@nnu.edu. 
 
I appreciate your time and choice to participate! 
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Appendix K - Interview Protocol 

 
Purpose Statement:  
 
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine the lived experiences of first-
generation underrepresented undergraduates (FGUU), who are now faculty in Christian higher 
education. To further understand these lived experiences, the study lays a foundation of common 
FGUU’s experiences based on concepts known to influence students’ encounters of cultural 
mismatch in higher education, including stereotype threat, ethnic identity development, sense of 
belonging, and mindset. More specifically, cultural mismatch theory within Christian higher 
education is explored to consider its implicit and explicit existence. Cultural mismatch theory 
is a framework for understanding the differences in working-class and middle-class values 
associated with FGUU and their continuing-generation peers with the core distinction 
being applications of interdependent values versus independent value (Stephens, Fryberg, et 
al., 2012; Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014; Townsend et al., 2018). The intent is to analyze 
the connections between the faculty’s former undergraduate experiences and their current 
contributions in teaching, service, and scholarship through the lens of cultural mismatch theory. 

Terms: 
 
Cultural norms in North American universities associated with independent values include 
separation from one’s parents and individual achievement. 
 
Some examples of independent values in universities: Independent learning, caring for oneself, 
personal finance management, implicit knowledge of how to behave in academia, academic 
skills associated with independent qualities - executive functioning, self-regulation, self-
advocacy, critical thinking, and prioritizing self over family in pursuing academic success. 
 
Cultural norms in North American universities associated with interdependent values 
emphasize community, family, and helping others. 
 
Some examples of interdependent values in universities: Seeking college to help the family, to 
be a role model for the community, or to work together for mutual improvement; collaborative 
language, modeling shared work, sharing experiences among faculty and students, portraying 
interdependence in a positive light, welcoming families to participate in the institution, watching 
out for others, and creating support groups. 
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Intro 
Introduce Interviewer. Share the purpose of research study and give personal 
background. Provide permission to question interviewer’s motives at any time. Review 
informed consent. 

Q1 What is your name? 
Q2 At what university are you currently employed? 
Q3 How many years have you been on the faculty of this institution? 
Q4 What is your discipline? 
Q5 Have you been employed at other universities? How many? Where? 

Q6 Tell me about your upbringing prior to being an undergraduate student?  
or “prior to attending college?” 

Q7 
Thinking back to being a first-generation, underrepresented undergraduate, tell me 
about one of your initial experiences on a university campus as an undergraduate 
student? (i.e., at orientation, during your first few months) 

Q8 Where did you live as an undergraduate? What factors played into this decision? 

Q9 Tell me about an experience that contributed to your success or persistence in college. 

Q10 Tell me about the people who contributed to your success or persistence in college (the 
people in your support system). 

Q11 Tell me about how you spent your time outside of class while in college? Describe how 
your routines were similar or different from those of your peers. 

Q12 
Describe any similarities or differences you may have been aware of as a first-
generation underrepresented undergraduate student compared to other students 
(academically, socially, personally)? 

Q13 Describe any pressures you may or may not have felt to change or adjust your identity 
as an undergraduate (academically, socially, personally)? 

Q14 In a word or a phrase, how would you depict your overall undergraduate college 
experience? Tell me more about that. 

Q15 
Moving beyond your own undergraduate experience, at what point in your educational 
journey did you begin interacting with undergraduate students as a professor, adviser, 
or mentor? 

Q16 
On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 1 being low and 10 being high), where does working 
directly with undergraduates land in terms of your purpose of teaching in higher 
education? What factors determine the priority of this purpose? 

Q17 Describe some of your favorite students? Why? Describe some of your least favorite 
students? Why? 

Q18 Describe one or two situations in which you “saw yourself” in one of your students. 

Q19 Describe how you are able to draw upon your own journey to provide the student with 
guidance/support/affirmation. 

Q20 
What uniqueness does your life experience as a professor, and as a FGUU provide for 
you? What do you see differently, as FGUU, from your colleagues and how might that 
shape your pedagogy? 
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Q21 

Interviewer: Review Cultural Mismatch Theory. Describe how you see first-generation 
underrepresented undergraduates experiencing Cultural Mismatch Theory. Describe 
how you may adjust your interactions with students (inside and outside the classroom) 
in consideration of interdependence and independence. 

Q22 
As a faculty member, you hold several key roles beyond teaching, such as service and 
scholarship. How do your life experiences (as a first-generation, underrepresented 
undergraduate) affect your role as an undergraduate adviser or mentor? 

Q23 How have you addressed the challenges that FGUU students face with your faculty 
colleagues? (CCCU/non-CCCU?) 

Q24 
How do your life experiences (as a first-generation underrepresented 
undergraduate)  impact how you contribute to the university? Contribute to your field 
or discipline? 

Q25 In what ways is your scholarship affected by your life experiences? 
Q26 Do you have any additional comments or stories to share? 

End 

Thank you for your participation in this study. 
 
After I have an opportunity to analyze the data, I will e-mail you with the results and 
ask for feedback. Mainly I want to ensure that I captured the essence of our discussion, 
accurately portraying our discussion and your thoughts. This study will conclude on 
March 31, 2020. 
 
In the meantime, if you have any questions or concerns, you may contact me via email 
at htracht@nnu.edu or telephone at 208-467-8780. You may also contact Dr. Bethani 
Studebaker, my faculty supervisor, at 208-467-8802 or bstudebaker@nnu.edu. 
 
I appreciate your time and choice to participate! 
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Appendix L - Member Checking Email 

 
 
January 29, 2021 
 
Dear _____, 
 
 
Thank you for your participation in my research study this past semester. I want to let you know 
the resulting themes from the interviews of all participants (see attachment). 
  
Please let me know if these themes (or aspects of these themes) accurately depict our 
conversation bearing in mind they are a compilation of all the interviews. If you have any 
suggestions or modifications, I am very interested in your continued input. You may also choose 
your pseudonym if you'd like. Currently, it is "Jack." 
  
Thank you again for your willingness to participate in my study. It was truly a personal honor to 
hear your story. I believe this study will be meaningful in Christian higher education. I hope it 
will be influential.  
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Sincerely, 
  
Heidi L Tracht, M.S., Ed.S. 
Doctoral Student 
Northwest Nazarene University 
 
-- 
HEIDI L. TRACHT, M.S., Ed.S. 
Doctoral Student 
Northwest Nazarene University  
htracht@nnu.edu / 208.467.8780 / cell: 208.899.6699 
 
623 S. University Boulevard 
Nampa, Idaho 83686 
 
 
  

mailto:htracht@nnu.edu
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Appendix M - Confidentiality Agreement (Research Assistant – Transcriptionist) 

 

  



218 
 
 

 

Appendix N - National Institutes of Health (NIH) Certificate 
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