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ABSTRACT

This qualitative case study was designed to investigate how first-time, full-time
undergraduate students who met standard admissions requirements ended up on academic
probation after their first semester. Furthermore, this study explores how these students
were able to overcome the academic adversity, return to good academic standing, and be
on track to graduation. The theoretical framework of grit was used to during the research,
since the research participants were able to overcome academic adversity.

A high percentage of the regularly admitted first-time, full-time freshman at UCM
who struggle academically during their first semester and are subsequently placed on
academic probation, end up leaving the university with no degree. This study focuses on
the minority of students in this population who stay enrolled, persisted, are in good
academic standing, and are on track to complete a degree. Data collection for this
research included individual interviews with students and document analysis.

Findings indicate three major themes that impact student success: “fit” in an
academic program, student mental health, and utilization of student resources. The
research can provide university leadership with insight on how to improve student
success, retain students on probation, and improve graduation rates for this population of

students.
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SECTION ONE

INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION



Background of the Study

Starting college for a new student is a monumental occasion that is typically filled
with a range of emotions. For many freshmen, college is the first time to live
independently and start making significant personal decisions (Dawson & Pooley, 2013;
Siegel, 2003). College is filled with new people, places and opportunities, as students
possess new freedoms and responsibilities (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). In addition,
students are excited to focus on their education and future career goals (Keup & Young,
2018). However, this excitement can be neutralized with poor academic performance in
a student’s first semester of college (Balduf, 2009; Sriram & Vetter, 2012). Every year
students are admitted to college by meeting the admission standards set by the institution
(Westrick, Le, Robbins, Radunzel, & Schmidt, 2015). The expectation is that students
will be academically successful throughout their studies, earning a college degree (York,
Gibson, & Rankin, 2015). However, research has shown not all students who start college
will finish college, and institutions are unable to keep the students enrolled through
degree completion (Choy, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980).
National Graduation Rates

According to the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (2019), the
four-year graduation rate for first-time, full-time students starting in the fall 2012
semester at a four-year public institution was 41%. For various reasons many students
require additional time than the traditional four-year graduation timeline. According to
the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2019), the
six-year graduation rate for undergraduate students who started in the fall 2011 semester

1s 60%. With a higher calculation, the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center



(2019) reported 65% of first-time, full-time students starting in the fall 2012 graduated in
six years. Research has shown there is not a significant increase in the graduation rate
after six years (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
2017) therefore graduation data are not collected beyond the six-year time frame
(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017b). The statistics do account for
the students who are currently enrolled and continuing to work towards a degree;
however, it is estimated 20.5% of this population has left college completely without
earning a degree (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2019).
Graduation Rates at the University of Central Missouri

In comparison, the University of Central Missouri (UCM) is behind the national
averages for four-year and six-year graduation rates. According to the UCM (2018) Fact
Book, the four-year graduation rate for first-time, full-time freshmen starting in the fall
2014 semester is 32.4%. This rate is the highest since graduation rates were formally
tracked by the institution in 1993 (University of Central Missouri, 2018). According to
the Fact Book (University of Central Missouri, 2018) the next highest four-year
graduation rate for first-time, full-time freshman was in 2010 at 32.1%. The following
year, 2011, the four-year graduation rate for this student population dropped to 28.6%
(University of Central Missouri, 2018). After this dip, four-year graduation rates have
been on the incline for UCM at 28.9% for 2012 and 30% for 2013 (University of Central
Missouri, 2018). The average four-year graduation rate for first-time, full-time UCM

freshmen from 1993 to 2014 is 26% (University of Central Missouri, 2018). (See Table

1)



The average six-year graduation rate for first-time, full-time UCM freshmen from
1993 to 2012 1s 49.6% (University of Central Missouri, 2018). For full-time, first-time
freshmen starting the fall 2012 the six-year graduation rate is 49.4% (University of
Central Missouri, 2018). This rate is below the institutional high mark of 53.5% in 2007
(University of Central Missouri, 2018). (See Table 1.) The first step in graduating more
students is retaining the students from year to year.
Table 1
University of Central Missouri graduation and retention rates, first-time, full-time

freshman

Retention Graduation

Cohort Cne Two Three Four Five Six Seven | Eight
year |Number| Year Years Years | Years | Years | Years | Years | Years

1993 1,454 | 64.0%| 52.6%| 49.7%] 15.9%| 34.2%| 40.6%| 42.8%| 43.7%
1994 1,358 | 63.6%| 53.0%| 49.5%] 16.6%| 36.2%| 41.9%| 43.2%| 44.5%
1995 1,439 67.7%| 55.5%| 52.1%] 17.9%| 39.1%| 43.4%| 44.8% 457%
1996 1,271 73.68%| 60.9%| 56.7%| 18.7%| 40.9%| 46.7%| 48.5%| 49.5%
1997 1,348 | 72.5%| 61.2%| ©57.6%] 22.8%| 43.8%| 50.7%| 52.1%| 53.2%
1998 1414 | 73.5%| 63.6%| 59.5%] 23.4%| 47.2%| 52.6%| 54.2%| 55.1%
1999 1,341 74.2%| 63.4%| 59.2%| 22.7%| 44.5%| 50.6%| 52.4%| 53.3%
2000 1,461 724%)| 63.5%| 58.2%| 26.6%| 46.1%| 51.1%| 53.1%| 53.9%
2001 1,442 | 72.8%| 63.0% 60.3%] 26.2%| 47.9%| 53.1%| 54.8%| 55.8%
2002 1,252 72.8%| 63.7%| 60.4%] 272%| 46.7%| 51.9% 53.8% 54.2%
2003 1.358 69.9%| 60.6%| 57.6%| 24.2%| 43.8%| 484%| 50.7%| 51.6%
2004 1436 71.0%| 64.3%| ©059.2%] 26.4%| 45.4%| 51.0%| 53.3%| 53.9%
2005 1,485 68.9%| 60.5%| 55.8%] 28.2%| 46.3%| 504%| 52.0%| 52.3%
2006 1,507 | 70.7%| 60.7%| 56.7%] 27.6%| 45.3%| 49.3%| 51.3%| 52.0%
2007 1,427 71.9%| ©64.7%| 60.4%] 30.0%| 49.8%| 53.5%| 54.8%| 554%
2008 1,586 72.8%| 64.3%| 60.5%] 29.2%| 47.6%| 52.9% 542% 55.3%
2009 1,479 72.6%| 63.6%| ©58.9%] 30.6%| 47.9%| 52.1%| 53.6%| 54.2%
2010 1,547 | 72.5%| 64.8%| 60.4%] 32.1%| 48.7%| 52.8%| 53.9%| 54.6%
2011 1,649 | 68.7%| 59.6%| 56.1%] 28.6%| 45.5%| 49.1%| 50.5%
2012 1,762 | 68.8%| 59.1%| 55.6%] 28.9%| 45.1%| 49.4%
2013 1,746 | 69.7%| 60.8%| 57.5%] 30.0%| 47.5%
2014 1,687 | 70.8%| 61.7%| 56.3%] 324%
2015 1.641 70.8%| 63.7%| 58.6%
2016 1,578 | 71.9%| 62.3%
2017 1,665 | 69.9%

Average | 1,493 70.7%| 61.3%| 57.2%] 26.0%| 44.8%| 49.6% 51.3%| 52.2%




National Retention Rates

The overall retention rate for students who started college at four-year public
institutions in fall 2017 was 71.2% (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center,
2019). Depending on the definition of retention or how retention is calculated, rates may
differ. According to the U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education
Statistics (2019), the retention rate for first-time, full-time undergraduate degree-seeking
students who enrolled at a four-year public institution in fall 2016 was 81%. Institutions
of higher education expend time, money, effort, and research to improve retention rates
(Berger & Lyon, 2005; Tinto, 2007).

Retention Rates at the University of Central Missouri

Like other institutions, UCM tracks student retention. According to the UCM
(2018) Fact Book, the average one-year retention rate for first-time, full-time UCM
freshmen from 1993 to 2017 is 70.7%. The average retention rate for the same student
population at two-years and three-years is 61.3% and 57.2%, respectively (University of
Central Missouri, 2018). For full-time, first-time freshmen starting the fall 2017 the one-
year retention rate is 69.9% (University of Central Missouri, 2018). The highest one-year
retention rate for first-time, full-time UCM freshmen is 72.8%, most recently set in 2008
(University of Central Missouri, 2018) (See Table 1.).

As the research shows, there is room for improvement in retaining students to
degree completion both nationally and at UCM. Even more interesting is retention and
graduation data specific to student populations. To gain a better understanding of
retention and graduation rates for special populations of students, campus-wide data need

to be disaggregated. Special populations of students include first-generation,



underrepresented minorities, low socioeconomic status or Pell eligible, and military or
veteran, to name a few. Furthermore, students can be divided based upon gender, age,
academic program, grade level, and academic standing, to name a few. Improving the
retention rate in each specific population will increase the overall institution retention
rate.
Statement of the Problem

Typical research on retention is quantitative in nature and focuses on predicting
retention based upon student characteristics (Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997; Tinto,
2007). Students are regularly admitted to universities across the country by fulfilling the
admission standards, but do not progress to graduate with a degree. Every year students
are regularly admitted to institutions based upon ACT score and high school GPA with
the expectation of being successful (Westrick, Le, Robbins, Radunzel, & Schmidt, 2015).
Universities, such as UCM, use the same information in admission formulas generating
percentile index scores for applicants to determine who is admitted. However, every
semester, students who were admitted to college with the expectation of being successful
find themselves with poor grades and end up with academic problems. Many students
continue the academic decline and are eventually suspended from the institution or drop
out (Tinto, 1993). Historically, students who earn low first semester GPA’s are retained
at a lower rate (Tinto, 1993).

Some students, however, recover from academic distress, go on to improve
academically, and complete a college degree. Little is known how these students end up
in academic struggles, even though the students met the standards for admissions (Balduf,

2009). Furthermore, it is important to investigate how these students are able to recover



academically and return to good academic standing. Rather than focusing institutional
resources on student attrition, Tinto (1987) recommended a focus on student persistence
in order to promote student success. At the end of each semester, UCM gives students
their academic standing based upon the student’s academic performance. This results in
students possibly being placed on academic probation. Academic performance has a
strong correlation to student retention and degree completion (Bean, 2005; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 2007).

After the fall 2014 semester, 637 students from the entire UCM undergraduate
student population were given an academic status of academic probation. Disaggregating
the population revealed 266 students (41.8%) who were placed on probation after the fall
2014 semester were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university,
starting the fall 2014 semester. As of the spring 2020 semester, 22 of the 266 students
(8.3%), who were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university,
starting the fall 2014 semester, and placed on academic probation after the fall 2014
semester were retained, continued their academic progress at UCM, and graduated. Most
of the 266 students (who were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the
university, starting the fall 2014 semester, and placed on academic probation after the fall
2014 semester), 82.3%, left UCM with a GPA below 2.00 and no degree completed.
Another group of students, 8.6%, left UCM in good academic standing, but no degree
completed. And two students (0.8%) were still currently enrolled surpassing the six-year
graduation timeline. (See charts in Appendix D.)

After the fall 2015 semester, 655 students from the entire UCM undergraduate

student population were given an academic status of academic probation. Disaggregating



the population revealed 230 students (35%) who were placed on probation after the fall
2015 semester were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university,
starting the fall 2015 semester. As of the spring 2020 semester, 7 of the 230 students
(3%), who were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university,
starting the fall 2015 semester, and placed on academic probation after the fall 2015
semester were retained, continued their academic progress at UCM, and graduated. Most
of the 230 students (who were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the
university, starting the fall 2015 semester, and placed on academic probation after the fall
2015 semester), 85.2%, left UCM with a GPA below 2.00 and no degree completed.
Another group of students, 5.7%, left UCM in good academic standing, but no degree
completed. Another 14 students (4.8%) were still enrolled for their sixth academic year at
UCM. (See charts in Appendix D.)

After the fall 2016 semester, 538 students from the entire UCM undergraduate
student population were given an academic status of academic probation. Disaggregating
the population revealed 228 students (42.3%) who were placed on probation after the fall
2016 semester were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university,
starting the fall 2016 semester. As of the spring 2020 semester, 24 of the 228 students
(10.5%), who were first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university,
starting the fall 2016 semester, and placed on academic probation after the fall 2016
semester, were retained and still enrolled, continuing their academic progress towards a
degree during a fifth academic year. Most of the 228 students (who were first-time, full-
time freshman regularly admitted to the university, starting the fall 2016 semester, and

placed on academic probation after the fall 2016 semester), 81.1%, left UCM with a GPA



below 2.00 and no degree completed. Another group of students, 8.3%, left UCM in good
academic standing, but no degree completed. (See charts in Appendix D.)

After the fall 2017 semester, 532 UCM students were given an academic status of
academic probation. This population included all undergraduate students, including new,
returning, full-time, part-time, domestic, international, transfer, freshman through senior,
etc. For this study the focus was undergraduate students who were regularly admitted to
UCM as first-time, full-time freshmen. Narrowing down the population reveals 230
students (43.2%) who were placed on probation after the fall 2017 semester were first-
time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university, starting the fall 2017
semester. As of the spring 2020 semester, 23 of the 230 students (10%), who were first-
time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university, starting the fall 2017
semester, and placed on academic probation after the fall 2017 semester, were retained
and still enrolled, continuing their academic progress towards a degree as seniors. Most
of the 230 students (first-time, full-time freshman regularly admitted to the university,
starting the fall 2017 semester, and place on academic probation after the fall 2017
semester), 86.1%, left UCM with a GPA below 2.00 and no degree completed. Another
group of students, 3.9%, left UCM in good academic standing, but no degree completed.
(See charts in Appendix D.)

The problem is the large number of first-time, full time freshman, regularly
admitted to the university, being placed on academic probation after their first semester at
UCM. Furthermore, the problem is the high percentage (consistently over 80%) of
regularly admitted first-time, full-time freshman at UCM who struggle academically

during their first semester, are placed on academic probation, and end up leaving the



university with a poor GPA and no degree. Following the admission standards set by the
university, these students should be successful (Balduf, 2009). The small percentage of
students who were placed on academic probation after their first semester, however, were
able to recover academically, stay enrolled at UCM, and continue their academic progress
towards graduation are an important population to study.

Gap in the Literature

Research completed by Sriram and Vetter (2012) investigated students who were
considered “high-risk” but were able to persist towards degree completion. The study
consisted of interviewing students who were conditionally admitted as freshmen but were
able to successfully progress to seniors in college (Sriram & Vetter, 2012). Though this
study provided insight into student strategies to overcome academic adversity, the
population of students were admitted to the institution with exception of the regular
admission standards.

Balduf (2009) interviewed first-time college students who experienced academic
challenges during their first semester. These students were admitted to the institution
based upon the regular admissions standards, with the expectation of being academically
successful. However, due to poor grades in their coursework, they were placed on
academic probation after their first semester (Balduf, 2009). The study revealed common
themes to explain why these students failed to be successful in their first semester
(Balduf, 2009). This research provided a good basis to determine what led this particular
group of students to be placed on academic probation; however, the research did not
follow the students past their first semester to study if they were able to overcome the

academic setback and progress towards degree completion.
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Only a small percentage of regularly admitted students are able to overcome
academic probation after their first semester of attendance and continue to be successful.
Little is known about how these students are able to recover from academic challenge and
progress towards graduation. This research will help institutions improve retention,
academic progression, and graduation rates of college students by focusing on students
who were able to recover from academic peril and go on to successfully complete a
college degree. There is a need to research how these students “flip the switch” or “turn
the corner”.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to research students who were regularly admitted to
UCM as first-time, full-time freshmen, who were subsequently placed on academic
probation after their first semester, but were able to recover from the academic setback,
persist and be on track to complete a baccalaureate degree. According to the UCM
admission standards, students who are regularly admitted based upon high school GPA
and ACT test scores should possess the academic capacity to successfully complete a
degree. Too frequently students experience issues having a negative effect on their
academics, resulting in the student earning poor grades and subsequently being placed on
academic probation (Balduf, 2009; Bell & Short, 2003; Keup & Young, 2018). Specific
emphasis of this study included researching what caused these students to be placed on
academic probation and how these students were able to recover academically after
experiencing a large academic setback. This investigation into student success contributes

to improving the retention and graduation rates at UCM, in addition to the first-year
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experiences of freshmen students at UCM. The study also adds to the discussion of
including non-cognitive factors to the standard admission formula.
Research Questions
The research questions guiding this study are:
RQ1: What contributed to the students being placed on academic probation?
RQ2: How did the students recover academically, return to good standing, and be on
track to degree completion?
RQ3: What concepts of Grit Theory (self-motivation, persistence, overcoming adversity)
were demonstrated by the student participants of this study?
Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
A review of the literature on academic success in higher education shows there
are several theories which attempt to determine what makes a college student successful.
Research by Duckworth (2006) recommended identifying the personality traits or
influences which make a student successful. Research has revealed concepts such as grit
theory, student development theory, and resilience theory explain why some students are
more academically successful than their peers (Bashant, 2014; Dawson, & Pooley, 2013,
Duckworth, 2006). Schlossberg’s student development theory has been applied to a
student’s transition and adjustment to college and the factors that affect their transition
(Dawson, & Pooley, 2013; Schlossberg, 2011). Chickering and Reisser (1993) created a
psychosocial development theory identifying seven vectors of development a college
student may experience. Factors such as motivation, cognitive skills, family support, and
environmental influence are connected to the theory of resilience and impact how

individuals overcome stress and obstacles in their lives (Garmexy, 1991).
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Furthermore, psychological models such as self-efficacy, persistence, and having
a growth mindset aim to predict which student will be academically successful (Garza,
Bain, & Kupczynski, 2014; Hochanadel, 2015). The student success theories and models
are applied to students who are high achievers, to determine why one student or group of
students is academically superior when compared to other students. Current resources
also examine specific groups of students, such as underrepresented minorities, first-year
students, low socioeconomic status, or other specific demographics, to determine why
some disadvantaged students, or high-risk students, persevere to academic success
(Gonzalez-Torres, & Garde, 2014; Morales, 2014).
Grit Theory

The ability to sustain interest and effort over an extended period of time to
achieve a long-term goal is referred to as ‘grit’ (Crede, Tynan, & Harms, 2017).
Components of grit include self-motivation, persistence, and overcoming adversity
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007; Perkins-Gough, 2013; Wolters &
Hussain, 2015). Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, and Kelly (2007) defined grit as
“perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087). Further explained, “grit entails
working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and interest over years despite
failure, adversity, and plateaus in progress” (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly,
2007, p. 1088).

According to Crede, Tynan, and Harms (2017), grit has been found to be a crucial
characteristic in predicting the success and academic performance of students. To
determine if the personality trait of grit is a better indicator of future success than

intelligence alone, Duckworth (2006, 2009) researched students at all levels of education.
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Research is focused on ways to identify students with grit in addition to focusing on ways
to foster grit within students in order to increase the opportunities for students to be
successful (Duckworth et al., 2007; Crede, Tynan & Harms, 2017). This framework is
consistent with research on college students who overcome academic challenges such as
academic probation early in their academic career.

Duckworth et al. (2007) developed a grit measuring tool in order to quantify the
personality trait. Huang and Lin (2013) used a similar instrument to measure the
resilience of college students. Studies by Wolters and Hussain (2015) and Hogan and
Wong (2013) were able to successfully test and measure the characteristic of grit in
individuals.

In the academic setting, college students with more grit are more likely to be
retained, to be academically successful, and to graduate (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009).
Students with high levels of grit work harder and can overcome setbacks or challenges
(Hogan & Wong, 2013; Wolters & Hussain, 2014). The tools are available to identify
students who hold a great probability of academic success (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009),
and it is more than high school GPA and ACT test scores. Completing a college degree is
a long-term goal which takes perseverance. In addition, students who are placed on
academic probation are faced with a significant academic challenge that must be
overcome to achieve this goal. Considering the components of grit, the theoretical
framework of Grit Theory was used for this study.

Design of the Study
The methodology for this research was qualitative in nature, where the researcher

was the primary instrument for data collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The qualitative
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approach seeks to understand the meaning of an experience (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016),
in this case, the academic success of high-risk students. A qualitative investigation of the
student participants allowed these individuals to convey their experiences relating to
academic struggles and success (Creswell, 2014). This case study focused on the specific
phenomenon as described, bound by setting and time. The methods of data collection
included one-on-one interviews and document analysis.

To support the qualitative case study, this research was conducted under a
constructionist paradigm or worldview (Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014) described the
constructionist worldview as “the belief that individuals seek understanding of the world
in which they live and work. The goal of the research is to rely as much as possible on the
participants’ view of the subject being studied” (p. 8).

Setting

The setting of this study was the University of Central Missouri, in Warrensburg,
Missouri. The University is located approximately 50 miles east of a major metropolitan
city, located in a Midwest town of 19,000 residents (University of Central Missouri,
2018). Academically, UCM offers nearly 200 undergraduate degree program to
approximately 9,000 undergraduate students (University of Central Missouri, 2018).
Nearly 70% of the student population is considered full-time with a majority of the
students residing on campus or in the local community (University of Central Missouri,
2018). With a student-to-faculty ratio of 17:1, UCM has 463 full-time faculty members
(University of Central Missouri, 2018). UCM is a state leader in program-specific

accreditations through national associations and is fully accredited by the North Central
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Association of Colleges and Schools (University of Central Missouri, 2018). This
research was conducted during the summer and fall 2020 semesters.

UCM is considered a moderately selective institution for admission standards
(University of Central Missouri, 2018). According to the University of Central Missouri
Incoming Freshman Admission Requirements website (2019), to be admitted to UCM, a
student must complete the 24-unit Missouri college-preparatory curriculum. In addition, a
student needs either a score of 21 or higher on the ACT and 2.0 GPA; or a score of 20 on
the ACT and 2.85 GPA,; or a score of 19 on the ACT and 2.95 GPA; or a score of 18 on
the ACT and 3.25 GPA; or a score of 17 on the ACT and 3.45 GPA; or a percentile index
score, combining class rank, class size, and ACT score, to equal or exceed 100
(University of Central Missouri Incoming Freshman Admission Requirements, 2019). In
the fall 2016 semester, 1,605 first-time, degree-seeking freshmen were enrolled at UCM
(University of Central Missouri, 2018). In the fall 2017 semester, 1,681 first-time,
degree-seeking freshmen were enrolled at UCM (University of Central Missouri, 2018).
In the fall 2018 semester, 1,493 first-time, degree-seeking, freshmen were enrolled at
UCM (University of Central Missouri, 2018). These enrollment numbers included all
students admitted to UCM as first-time, degree seeking freshman for the given semester.

In addition to University measurements, the state governing body of the
institution, the Missouri Department of Higher Education, requires reporting of
graduation and retention rates on an annual basis (University of Central Missouri, 2018).
The graduation rate and retention rate are key performance indicators for the University,

with continual effort to improve these rates. In addition, for full disclosure, the researcher
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of this study is also an employee of UCM. Permission to complete this study was
requested from and granted by Vice Provost of Academic Programs & Services at UCM.
Participants

The participants of the study were undergraduate students who were regularly
admitted to UCM as first-time, full-time freshmen, were subsequently placed on
academic probation following their first semester, but were able to return to good
academic standing and were currently on track to complete their college degree from
UCM. These students had persisted after their early struggles, staying at UCM and being
continually enrolled since their first semester to be on track to graduate from UCM within
six years of their first enrollment. Furthermore, these students have improved their GPA
to 2.40 or above, showing their improved academic abilities. These parameters provide a
population of students who faced academic adversity early in their academic careers but
have persevered to complete their degree or who were currently in good academic
standing and on track to degree completion. The participant sample was purposeful,
selected specific to this study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

This population does not include students who were conditionally admitted
outside of the institution’s regular admission standards. Every semester students are
admitted conditionally, but are considered high-risk; therefore, the students receive
special academic intervention and advising. This study also excluded students who
participated in the TRIO Student Support Services Program, student-athletes, transfer
students, students with prior military experience, post-baccalaureate students,
international students, and students who have earned more than 21 credit hours of college

credit before starting at UCM. This study focused on students who, based on admissions
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scores, were regularly admitted and were not required to complete special academic
programming or requirements, and did not receive any special academic intervention or
attention during their first semester and subsequent semesters.

For the fall 2015, 6 students meet the definition provided to be included in this
study. For the fall 2016 semester cohort, 16 students meet the definition provided to be
included in this study. And for the fall 2017 cohort, 14 students meet the definition
provided to be included in this study. All 36 students were invited to participate in the
study.

Students were invited to participate in the study via electronic communication to
the student’s university issued email account or personal email account (Appendix B).
Effort was made to explain the rarity of their academic success and the benefit of their
participation in the study. No additional incentives were provided to the students for
participating. Once approval was received from the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
from the University of Missouri- Columbia and UCM data collection commenced.

Data Collection Tools

The research methods were primarily semi-structured interviews with individual
student participants following an interview question protocol (Appendix A) (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Consent was obtained from each participant and copy of the consent form
(Appendix C) was provided to each participant, before the interview started. The
interviews and discussion between the research and participant lasted between 30 and 90
minutes. Due the governmental stay at home orders and social distancing precautions
related to the COVID-19 virus, interviews were conducted via electronic video

conferencing and telephone. The participants were asked open-ended questions during
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the interview. According to Seidman (2013), “an open-ended question, unlike a leading
question, establishes the territory to be explored while allowing the participant to take
any direction he or she wants” (p. 87). The nature of the interview questions focused on
the how and the why of the student experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In an attempt
to produce data to answer the research questions, the interviews were conversational,
exploring the participants lived experiences (Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2013). Interview
questions and interview structure was piloted with students similar to the target
population to ensure they are appropriate for this research (Locke, Waneen, Spirduso, &
Silverman, 2000; Seidman, 2013). If needed, additional questions were asked to follow
up on the answers provided and to ask the participant to expand upon their answer
(Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2013). Data was collected until saturation was reached
(Creswell, 2014). All interviews were electronically recorded and then transcribed
verbatim for analysis (Seidman, 2013). The recordings and transcriptions were reviewed
on multiple occasions. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommended spending adequate time
collecting the data, in addition to purposeful investigation for variation in the
understanding of the phenomenon.

Another qualitative data collection strategy used was analysis of documents and
artifacts (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Documents are a ready-made source of data easily
available to the researcher in the form of written, visual, digital and physical materials
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Prior to completing the participant interviews, data were
collected from appropriate documents. For this research, the participant’s admissions
record, degree audit, and college transcript were reviewed. Since the researcher is

employed at UCM, these records were available electronically. All documents and
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records were held confidential and protected during the review. These documents were
used first to determine if the student meets the parameters of the study, in addition to
providing support for this research. Specifically, transcripts provided a student
participant’s semester GPA, cumulative GPA, and academic standing. Transcripts also
showed a student participant’s retention and enrollment history. Similarly, a student
participant’s degree audit provided specific details on degree progression and an expected
degree completion date. These documents were also be used to generate interview
questions for specific participants.

Demographic information and descriptive statistics were collected from the
participants (Creswell, 2014). Informed consent was received from all participants and
IRB approval received from the University of Missouri-Columbia, as well as UCM.
Participants were allowed to stop participation in the study at any time. Following the
steps outlined by Seidman (2013), a participant’s identity was kept confidential. All
identifying information of participants was removed and pseudonyms were used.

Data Analysis

Data analysis commenced once data were collected. Data collected from the
participant interviews and document reviews were analyzed. In addition to listening to
the recorded interviews, data analysis included reading and rereading the transcribed
interviews to look for common themes in the data (Creswell, 2016). Open coding was
utilized for individual analysis of the data (Kuckartz, 2014). The coding process involved
assigning categories or labels to the various points of data, looking for themes (Creswell,
2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). From the open coding and collapsed coding, the

categories were condensed, and themes were further defined, data analysis memos were
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created (Creswell, 2016). Data analysis memos allow the researcher to define and track
the coding process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The process of coding turns individual
pieces of data into meaningful information (Creswell, 2016).

In order to maintain reliability in the data analysis process, Yin (2014)
recommended maintaining a chain of evidence. This was completed by tracking all steps
in the data analysis process and documenting each step (Yin, 2014). This documentation
was part of the data analysis memos created during the data analysis process. In addition,
all data collected during the research process was retained and used during the data
analysis process.

To increase trustworthiness in the research, member checking was utilized when
possible (Creswell, 2016; Seidman, 2013). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommended the
strategy of member checking, or respondent validation to ensure internal validity and
credibility. Once transcription was completed, participants were asked to review and
confirm specific quotes from the interview. Data pulled from document analysis was
confirmed with the research participants. As preliminary findings emerged during the
data analysis process, feedback was solicited from the participating students. Data
triangulation was used to strengthen construct validity (Yin, 2014).

Recurring answers and responses from the participants were reviewed for
potential patterns. The responses which were most commonly provided reveal themes in
the data (Creswell, 2014). The resulting concepts and general themes revealed were used
to answer the research questions of this study (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;

Seidman, 2013).
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In order to increase validity in the research, the researcher recognized and
disclosed any possible bias during the data collection and data analysis process. Creswell
(2014) recommended researchers disclose possible bias to appear authentic and credible.
Furthermore, Creswell (2014) recommended the inclusion of data that are supportive of
the general themes identified, as well as information that is conflicting, to increase
validity of the research. The goal of this research was to provide an accurate and truthful
account of the participants’ experiences. The researcher’s assumptions and limitations of
the study while collecting and analyzing the data can influence the findings of the
research (Creswell, 2014), therefore this information is provided next.

Limitations, Assumptions, and Design Controls

Due to the limited scope and qualitative nature of this study, there are limitations.
The study was limited to a purposeful and specific sample of UCM students, in a given
time period; therefore, the results may not be transferable or generalizable (Creswell,
2014). However, the information gathered can be used in part to improve student success
at UCM and provide some contribution to the field of study. The study also relied on data
reported by the students, which requires accurate recollection and memory.

“Good qualitative research contains comments by the researches about how their
interpretation of the findings is shaped by their background, such as their gender, culture,
history, and socioeconomic origin” (Creswell, 2014, p. 202). This research is no different.
This study is potentially biased by the researcher’s employment at UCM and experience
working with numerous students in the academic environment.

In addition, assumptions were made regarding the research participants used for

this study. The study assumed all students who agreed to serve as participants have all
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experienced the same or similar phenomenon during their time at UCM. Specific
parameters regarding a student’s admission indicators and academic status were used to
select participants to control for this assumption. However, the participants’ experiences
prior to their time at UCM are uncontrollable and can influence this study.

Similarly, the study assumed all participants understood the questions they were
asked and were honest during the interview process, providing truthful responses.
Confidentiality was preserved to support students providing candid and honest answers. It
is assumed the recorded interviews were transcribed accurately for analysis. Member
checking or respondent validation was used when possible to control for accuracy in the
transcribed responses (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Seidman, 2013).

The design controls used in this study included purposeful sampling of
participants to meet the needs of the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Case studies are
based on the research strategy of identifying a group of individuals who share a similar
experience bound in time (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Also, a semi-
structured interview protocol was used as a design control to highlight specific research
questions, but also allow the participants to describe their experience (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016).

Additional actions were taken to increase the reliability and validity of this study.
Data were collected in a secure fashion in order for all data to be analyzed, along with
maintaining a chain of evidence during the data analysis process (Yin, 2014), and
member checking was utilized (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Seidman,

2013). Participants were asked to review transcripted interview responses and specific
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quotes from interviews for accuracy (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Seidman,
2013).

Definitions of Key Terms
The following definitions were used for this study:

Academic probation: A student whose cumulative GPA or total UCM GPA drops
below 2.00 will be placed on academic probation (University of Central Missouri, 2019).

Academic standing: Student academic standing is determined by both the
cumulative GPA and the UCM GPA (University of Central Missouri, 2019).

Good academic standing: Undergraduate students who have both a 2.00
cumulative and UCM grade point average are in good academic standing and are eligible
to enroll for classes (University of Central Missouri, 2019).

Grade point average (GPA): A grade point average is a number representing the
average value of the accumulated final grades earned in courses over time. More
commonly called a GPA, a student’s grade point average is calculated by adding up all
accumulated final grades and dividing this figure by the number of grades awarded. This
calculation results in a mathematical mean—or average—of all final grades. The most
common form of GPA is based on a 0 to 4.0 scale (A=4.0,B=3.0,C=2.0,D=1.0,
and F = 0), with a 4.0 representing a “perfect” GPA—or a student having earned straight
A’s in every course (Glossary of Education Reform, 2013).

Grit: Perseverance and passion for long-term goals (Duckworth, Peterson,
Matthews, & Kelly, 2007); the ability to sustain interest and effort over an extended

period of time to achieve a long-term goal (Crede, Tynan, & Harms, 2017).
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Research Questions Answered

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine students who were
regularly admitted to UCM as first-time, full-time freshmen, who were subsequently
placed on academic probation after their first semester, but were able to recover from the
academic setback, persist and be on track to complete a baccalaureate degree and
understand their experiences. The research questions guiding this inquiry include:

RQ1: What contributed to the students being placed on academic probation?

RQ2: How did the students recover academically, return to good standing, and be on
track to degree completion?

RQ3: What concepts of Grit Theory (self-motivation, persistence, overcoming adversity)
were demonstrated by the student participants of this study?

Research Question One: What contributed to the students being placed on academic
probation?

This question was answered through analyzing data collected from participant
interviews and through document analysis. In the end, there were several factors that
contributed to the participants of this study being place on academic probation after their
first semester at UCM. The four primary factors found in this study include poor class
attendance, students not fitting in the right academic program, poor mental health, and
not knowing how to utilize the campus resources.

Class attendance. The first factor that contributed to the students earning poor
grades and being placed on academic probation was not attending class regularly. At
some point during all the interviews, all of the participants mentioned the importance of

going to class. Based upon the answers to the interview questions, the participants had
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poor attendance during their first semester which resulted in poor grades. Subsequently,
their class attendance improved, which resulted in improve class grades and GPA.

When asked what advice you would give yourself your freshman year, most of the
participants responded with, go to class. Milo’s specific advice was, “If you are not going
to attend an 8am class, then do not sign up for 8 am classes.” Jennifer also stated, “Wake
up and go to class.” Bill thoughtful response included, “Go to class. Everyone says, 'you
have to go to class to do well', but it is so true.” When comparing their current academic
success with their past academic failures, most of the participants contributed the success,
at least in part, to attending class. When reflecting upon his first semester, Jack stated,
“...I stopped going to class.” Silas stated, “Missing class makes a different. I got behind
and could not catch up.”

Finding the right “fit”. The second factor that contributed to the students earning
poor grades and being placed on academic probation after their first semester was a poor
fit academically. Based upon the answers to the interview questions, the participants were
happy with their choice to attend, and stay at UCM, however, most of the participants
changed their major after their first semester. Nineteen out of the 24 participants (79%)
changed their academic major at least once after their first semester. This does include
one student participant who was an undeclared major, also known as open option degree
seeking student, who planned to select a major after their first semester.

When asked why he changed his major, Silas stated,

Nursing not going the way I wanted it to. It made me depressed. After the first

semester I tried harder, but I still struggled. I was watching peers who were doing
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better, and I was not. The information was not sticking in my head even if

studied. The more thought about it, less I wanted to do it.

Some students divulged struggling in a particular major or subject and needed to change.
Ava stated, “The math requirement was hard, too hard for me.” Similarly, Charlie
admitted, “... I realized I don’t like science and could not do it.” When asked why he
changed his major, Liam simply stated, “It was not for me.” Some students had a change
in career aspirations. Marcus stated,

I knew I wanted to do therapy with children, but I also like to create, and be an

artist. So, I learned I can do art therapy, which is popular with kids. And kind of

combine the two. This resulted in my changing my major but also adding a minor.
Whatever the reason was, the students did not fit in their academic major and the result
was poor grades.

Poor mental health. The third factor that contributed to the students earning poor
grades and being placed on academic probation after their first semester was a poor
mental health and wellbeing. During the interviews the participants described their
mental and physical wellbeing and how it impacted their academic performance. Many of
the students described a challenging adjustment period during their first semester. Grace
stated,

I did not need to study that much in high school to do alright. I found out that my

study habits from high school would not work in college. It was very different and

challenging the first semester, trying to figure out how to handle all the homework

and assignments.
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Several students described their first semester as feeling “overwhelmed” with lots of
“stress.” When asked about his first semester classes, Zack stated, “My class schedule
first semester was kind of weird. I remember all my classes spread out throughout the
day. I was not use to all the free time between classes during the day.” When asked about
her class during the first semester, Evelyn stated, “It kind of snow balled on me. I could
not keep up with the work. I remember feeling stressed out.” When asked about what she
remembers the most about her first semester, Emma stated, “I remember feeling very
homesick after moving in. College was a new experience for me and initially it was a lot
to handle.”

While other students directly reported feeling depressed or suffering from
depression. Matthew stated,

It was really weird, I have never struggled before [academically], but I got into a

funk. And kind of sent me into a depression for a little bit, had a couple of days

where I did not get out of bed.”
When asked what she remembers most about her first semester, Mia bluntly stated,
“Depression.” For the same question, Bill recalled,

It was 2016, and a lot was happening in the world that year. After the election,

some friends committed suicide. It was messy. That was when everything

culminated up to the election and that was a big part of everything for me. I just

stopped going to class. I was not on my anti-depressants; [ was very depressed. I

did not know what to do.

Utilization of campus resources. The fourth factor that contributed to the

students earning poor grades and being placed on academic probation was not utilizing or
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not knowing how to utilize the resources available to students on campus. Based upon the
participant responses, they rarely or never utilized their faculty teaching the courses, their
assigned academic advisor, nor the tutoring services provided on campus. When directly
asked about using these resources during the interviews, most participants replied, “No.”
When asked about how he reacted to failing a test, Chris stated, “I was not sure what to
do. In high school it always worked itself out.” Similarly, Ben stated, “Even though I
knew I was doing bad in my classes, I did not know what to do about it.”

The opportunities provided by UCM to inform these students of the resources
available to them did work. The single day orientation during the summer months before
the semester started as well as the multiple first year experience activities did not provide
beneficial results for these students. Based upon the participants answers, these students
either did not know about the resources available to them or were not comfortable using
the resources. As first semester freshman, these students did not feel comfortable asking
for help from their course faculty or advisors. When asked who she contacted regarding
her academic troubles during her first semester, Emma stated, “No one really. I did not
reach out to my faculty. I never went to tutoring. I knew I had to get it together, so I tried
harder.” When asked what contributed most to him underperformance, Axel stated,

“...lack of understanding how to interact with my professors. I was not sure how

they could help me. I was not sure the best way to ask for help given my situation.

I had some much going on my first semester, I was kind of over loaded, and I was

not sure where to go.

Rather than reaching out to his professors, Aaron stated, “I worked with friends who were

in my major, but not in the same class. I did not have a good connection with my teachers
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at that time. And no tutoring.” When asked who he contacted regarding his academic
troubles during his first semester, Charlie stated,

I did reach out to math teacher. He was one of my favorite teachers that semester.

He was always open to work with students and helped me as much as he could. I

don't think I was ready to listen. I had my own mental block that stopped me. And

I worked with other students in major on other classes.

Research Question Two: How did the students recover academically, return to good
standing, and be on track to degree completion?

This question was answered through analyzing data collected from participant
interviews and through document analysis. Simply stated, the students were able to
recover academically by addressing the factors that contributed to their poor academic
performance during their first semester. The same four factors from research question one
were also involved in the academy recovery, but conversely. The four primary reasons
the participants were able to recover academically, return to good standing, and be on
track to degree completion include improved class attendance, students finding the right
fit academically, improved mental health, and utilizing the campus resources available to
them.

Improved class attendance. When asked what advice you would give yourself as
a freshman, the most common response from all participants was, “go to class.” Axel
stated, “It’s not that hard, you have to go to class.” Sophia added to the advice and said,
“Go to class and sit up front.” Sophia added, “...try to schedule your classes that work for

your personal schedule. I like all my classes back-to-back, which makes it easier for me
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to go to all my classes.” Grace stated, “With the exception of being sick, I go to all my
classes now.”

Finding the right “fit”. Considering that 19 out of the 24 participants (79%)
changed their academic major at least once after their first semester, there appears to be a
relationship between a student’s fit in their academic program of study and their
academic success. Silas stated, “...staying motivated has not been too much of a
challenge since I changed my major.” When discussing changing his major, Ben stated,

“... So I thought back to what I really enjoyed, which was acting and performing.

I did band in high school, and I enjoyed performing. I had fun then, and still had a

desire to perform, so I chose theater. I am happy I changed. No regrets.
Ava, who changed her major four times stated,

I am glad I did not quit, early on. Even though I will be a fifth year, I am glad to

be here. I really enjoy my classes and the teachers now. They [faculty] have been

supportive and really, I can’t say enough good things about my program.
During the interviews, three students also mentioned their plans to seek a graduate degree
after finishing their bachelor’s degree. Taylor stated, “I will finish my psychology degree
in December, and then I am planning to stay [at UCM] and start my master’s degree the
next semester. I hope to do some work in the biomedical lab.” Similarly, Liam talked
about the connection between his classes and his future. Liam said,

The classes were much more interesting. There was a direct connection to my

future job. At least what I hope to be doing as a job. My teachers do a good job of

using real world examples and real problems that we have to solve in class.
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Sophia stated, “I have really enjoyed my student teaching experiences, so I am looking
forward to having my own class after graduation.”

A change in academic major also meant a change in peers, friends, or social
network. Milo stated, “Another big change after my freshman year was joining LAE,
which is the student group for all CJ [criminal justice] students. I am involved with them
and participate in some of the competitions. Similarly, Matthew stated, “After my
freshman year I moved into an apartment with four other guys from the rugby team. That
is who I live with now. We have more in common that I did with my first roommate.”
When asked what advice you would give yourself as a freshman, Jack recommended,

Don’t go home every weekend. Stay on campus but get out of your dorm room.

Get involved in the campus community and the organizations on campus. Get into

the clubs and organizations earlier. Make new friends. College is more than just

going to class. You can learn new things outside of class too.
Taylor said, “I am really involved in my sorority, it was great way to meet new people
and to learn about other organizations.” Evelyn said, “My sorority sisters have been very
supportive.” When asked about what changes occurred after his freshman year, Marcus
stated,

I joined a fraternity my junior year. It was a new one and I was asked to join.

When you join a fraternity there are certain rules you have to follow. One of those

is your GPA, you have to keep your GPA up to stay in the chapter.

Several students discussed how their living arrangements impacted their success. Emma

stated, “... I have lived by myself, it so much better for me.” Grace stated, “Since I left
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the Ellis I have lived in the same apartment. I am more comfortable in my apartment. It
feels more like home for me.”

Improved mental health. To conclude the interview, Chris was asked if there was
anything else, he would like to add or be included in this interview about your experience
at UCM since your first semester, and he stated,

There needs to be more counselors at UCM. There are a lot of new students in a
new area and they don’t know anyone, and they get all depressed. Add more
people to help with mental health needs and offer more free counseling to
students. A lot of people are not able to pull themselves up.
When asked what changed the most since your first semester, many of the participants
stated their mental health, specifically an improvement in their mental health. Several
participants stated they had visited the UCM Counseling Center to talk with a counselor
since their freshman year. Milo stated,
The Counseling Center helped me learn about taking care of yourself. Or taking
care of myself during times of stress. Talking through some of my worries helped
reduce my anxiety.
When asked what has changed the most since her first semester, Taylor stated,
I did go to the counseling center on campus and was able to get back on my
medication. I went to see my doctor back home as well. Now, I am feeling much
better and I am in a better place.
Axel stated,
I figured out my way of doing things, so time management, and how to handle the

workload of college classes. After this my stress went down. Some semesters
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have been more stressful than others, but my first semester was the toughest,

mentally.

When asked to provide the biggest misconception about attending college, Charlie stated,
“No one in my family went to college, so I did not know what to expect. I was not
prepared for the pressure. It is easy to get overwhelmed.” Charlie added, “You have to
stay organized and keep up to reduce the anxiety; that helped me.” Bill recommended,

Talk to your friends or who you live with. Knowing you are not alone helps.

There are other students who might feel worried or stressed out, like you do. This

will help during your first couple semesters as you adjust to college.

Utilizing campus resources. When asked what advice you would give yourself
as a freshman, Amy state, “Get help earlier, when you see the signs of failing.” A
common theme from the participants as they approach graduation was an increase level
of comfort utilizing the resources that are available to them. Many of the participants
discussed working with their class teachers, outside of the regular class time, and
communicating with their faculty via email or through attending office hours. Mia stated,
“It is now easier to ask for help when I am having issues. | feel comfortable talking to my
teachers. I email all my teachers now.”

Many of the participants were able to name their assigned advisor showing they
knew who to contact for questions relating to their academic progress. When asked what
resources you use now compared to your first semester, Jennifer explained,

I started seeing my academic advisor more. To sign up for classes, and I needed

help with technology. I then thought, I might as well keep doing this, it is easier.

And it feels better to have someone who knows what they are doing help me,
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rather than me trying to do it by myself. After I changed my major I got

transferred to Christine. She is the best. She is actually now a reference for me on

my resume.
Aaron stated, “I have met with my teachers several times, when I need to, and meet with
my advisor at least once per semester. Usually to make sure I get enrolled.” Jennifer
stated, “I am in constant communication with my faculty members and my advisor. And
the OAS [Office of Accessibility Services] office.” Regarding who to contact if he is
having academic difficulties, Ben stated, “Now, it is easier for me, if [ am having issues, |
feel very comfortable talking to teachers. And have gotten help from them. I will email
teachers now. Marcus stated,

My sophomore year, I believe, for one of my first social work classes, the

instructor required our final paper be reviewed at the writing center. This was the

first time I went there. I have went there for other classes since then. I do not use
it all the time, but it is helpful.
Furthermore, Marcus explained, “I now see my advisor at least once per semester. And
visit the counseling center if [ need to.”
Research Question Three: What concepts of Grit Theory (self-motivation, persistence,
overcoming adversity) were demonstrated by the student participants of this study?

This question was answered through analyzing data collected from participant
interviews. A consensus from the participants was none of them considered leaving UCM
after being placed on academic probation after their first semester. This shows the
concept of persistence and the personal characteristic of resiliency demonstrated by the

participants. This is especially evident considering statistics surrounding the student’s
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academic situation. Since 2014, a high percentage (consistently over 80%) of the
regularly admitted first-time, full-time freshman at UCM who struggle academically
during their first semester and are subsequently placed on academic probation, end up
leaving the university no degree. The participants of this study are in the minority
compared to their peers in a similar situation.

Sophia stated, “Leaving was not an option for me, staying in college was the only
option.” Similarly, Mia stated,

I wanted to finish what I started. Leaving never crossed my mind. I knew I had to

make changes and was eager to make changes after my first semester. I didn’t

think it could get any worse after that semester, so I was kind of looking forward.
When asked if he ever considered leaving UCM, Chris stated,

No, it was never a consideration, at all. I had a come to terms at the moment, and I

need to just do this. I had to do it, I had no other options, besides going to

college. There was nothing else for me to do. Leaving was not an option.
Similarly, Aaron said, “I never considered leaving, but in my head, I was worried about
suspension and trying to think what would I do if I get suspended.”

When asked why she stayed at UCM, Jennifer stated, “It was only one semester. I
just couldn’t give up after one semester and because of a few teachers.” Sam gave a very
similar response by stating, “It was only one semester. [ knew I could try again the next
semester. And do better. I also found out I could repeat courses, and I did.”

Another commonality among the participants related to self-motivation was goal

setting. Milo stated,
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Setting goals helps me get through the semester. It gives me something to look
forward to each semester. I have to have goals in mind and have something to
work towards. This semester, it is to get all A’s.
Similarly, when asked about setting goals, Charlie stated, “Yes, I always set goals for
grades.” Ava answered, “Yes, I always like to know what the end goal is. I am big on
planning. I have GPA goals every semester.” Amy specifically stated, “I hope I can bring
up my overall GPA to above a 3.0.” Zack explained,

Starting about my sophomore year, I started setting goals. This was the year |

joined a fraternity. It really helped to have guys with the same focus. Our

fraternity has GPA standards, to join and to say in. Being in the fraternity has
helped me set goals now, especially for grades and GPA.

Goal setting, more for the short term, rather than long term, is an activity
demonstrated by many of the student participants. Other participants talked about their
motivation to improve their grades and stay on track to graduation. Heather described,

My motivation is to not go back to where [ was my freshman year. I have come so

far now, compared to where I was. I want to get good grades now. I want to do

my best in each class.

Amy commented,
My advisor has been a big part of my motivation to finish. She is very supportive.
She helps me stay on track with my requirements and make sure I follow the

degree plan now. She knows how much I have struggled and how much work it

has been.
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Axel stated, “My motivation now is to get a good job. I started looking recently.”
Similarly, Matthew advised, “I am nervous about getting a job now. I need to finish this
semester with good grades.” Taylor stated, “If I go on to a PhD program, I will need a
really good GPA.”

Many participants in this study did exhibit concepts of Grit Theory, such as self-
motivation and persistence. And many participants set personal short-term goals.
Furthermore, from an academic perspective the participants were able to overcome the
adversity of being place on academic probation after their first semester. However, all the
participants had distinct personal experiences that contributed to their academic success.
It was not grit alone that propelled them through this adversity.

Recommendations for Practice

Based upon the research findings, several recommendations for practice were
developed. These recommendations should be considered in the context of current
practices at UCM and considered in an ideal situation. With the current climate and
environment under COVID-19 precautions some recommendations may not be feasible at
this time. The recommendations include ways to integrate freshman to college life,
changes to the first-year experience program, and implementation of a freshman
academic probation plan.

Integration of Freshman

There are a few matters to 