
The First Year Experience: How the Formation of Peer
Groups Influences Student Retention and Success

Item Type Electronic Thesis; text

Authors Ego, Alyssa Michiko

Citation Ego, Alyssa Michiko. (2011). The First Year Experience: How the
Formation of Peer Groups Influences Student Retention and
Success (Bachelor's thesis, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:40:15

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/144317

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/144317


,(6o1orcog go luerugedeg
zepuerrJoc ou4seloc'ro

:fq pe,rorddy

I IOZ AVI^I

VNOZNTV CO AJISUAAINN IIHJ

.(Eolotcog

ur sJouoHqild[
ae.6aq srolaqc"g eqlJo tuoruflglnC plu€d uI

eEe11o3 srouoH erLL o1penprqns srserlJ v

oEg o>1rqcrry ess,{1y

dg

SSIIf,JNS ONV NOIJNIIJIru JNIIONJS

SIIJNIIN'ICNI SdOOUC U!{gd CO NOIJYI^A{OC:IHJ A\OH

:ESNgruAdXiI }TVIIA JSUIC IIHJ



The University of Arizona Electronic Theses and Dissertations
Reproduction and Distribution Rights Form

Name (Last, First, Middle) E{o, ftt$ss4 uichi Ko

Degree title (eg BA, BS, BSE, BSB, BFA): gr+
Honors area (eg Molocular and Cellular Biology, English, Studio Art): JOf r O I Oq y
Date thesis submiffed to Honors College: 4 M ay Lotl
Title of Honors thesis:

T\rre fiagt
ttow tn{

Yeau * vr,piovT( :
. r- -l n 62n/tPsFv-uatiprt -f W.2

lu rrrsllv(tuancrs S ZrVntroYt l,ttd

:The University of
Arizona Library Release

I hereby grant to the University of Arizona Library the nonexclusive
worldwide right to reproduce and distribute my dissertation or thesis
and abstract (herein, the "licensed materials"), in whole or in pafi, in
any and all media of distribution and in any format in existence now
or developed in the future. I represent and warrant to the University of
Arizona that the licensed materials are my original work, that I am the
sole owner of all rights in and to the licensed materials, and that none
of the licensed materials infringe or violate the rights of others. I
further represent that I have obtained all necessary rights to permit the
University of Arizona Library to reproduce and distribute any
nonpublic third party software necessary to access, display, run or
print my dissertation or thesis. I acknowledge that University of
Arizona Library may elect not to distribute my dissertation or thesis in
digital format if, in its reasonable judgment, it believes all such rights
have not
Signed:
Date:

Last updated: Nov 15,2009



The First Year Experience  3 

ABSTRACT 

 As the number of students per each freshmen class continues to grow exponentially on 

U.S university campuses, it is becoming increasingly important to understand what factors 

influence student retention and success during the first year experience.  Utilizing data from the 

University of Arizona New Student Census (2009) conducted by Nolan Cabrera from the 

department of Higher Education at the University of Arizona, this thesis explores what factors 

influence college freshmen to create peer groups, and how their self-perception and cultural 

knowledge impacts their ability to succeed in college.  As little research has been conducted 

regarding the impact of cultural centers in fostering a sense of community for those seeking peer 

groups revolving around similar cultures, this thesis will also explore the purpose that cultural 

centers and student affairs success programs serve in cultivating exposure to diversity, and the 

subsequent impact on retention and success during the first year experience.  
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Purpose 

 The purpose of this thesis is to explore the various factors that influence peer group 

formation during the first year experience, and their subsequent impact on student retention and 

success.  As incoming freshmen classes become increasingly larger and diversified, institutions 

of higher education in the United States are concerned about what influences students who 

succeed, and those that do not.  As students grapple with self-awareness and self-efficacy, peer 

groups act as a social unit of measure through which researchers are able to better understand the 

dichotomy between the need to belong verses the need for independent identity.  Through the 

analysis of the 2009 New Student Survey at the University of Arizona, I will examine the 

development of educational competency in the first year of college through the lens of social 

capital, self-efficacy, and exposure to diversity.  Additionally I will look at the reasons for using 

or avoiding student affairs success programs and cultural centers, as I believe that a student’s 

involvement in cultural programs or student transition programs greatly influences their chances 

of succeeding in college.  Furthermore, awareness of student success resources and cultural 

centers on campus may encourage students to seek out diverse ideas, world views, and people as 

a means of enhancing their learning in preparation to become members of culturally diverse 

communities. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Social Networks and Social Trust 

 Upon arrival on campus, the ability for a freshman to succeed academically and socially 

is determined by a myriad of factors.  In a study regarding relational networks, social trust, and 

norms, Roger Goddard (2003) explores how social capital influences a student’s chance of 

academic success.  Goddard argues that social networks provide opportunities for informational 
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exchange that can facilitate desirable peer group outcomes.  Without social relations, it is 

impossible to exchange information or enforce norms that facilitate social goals (Goddard 2003).  

Thus social trust is the vehicle through which peer group members confidently believe that 

others will act reliably and competently.  In addition those in relationships characterized by high 

social trust are more likely to openly exchange information and act with care (Goddard 2003:65).  

When applied to the first year experience, those students who respect institutional or school 

norms had greater chances of educational success.  Thus as norms influence individual behavior 

because actions of peer group members are judged by other group members in relation to group 

norms, the culture and context of what creates a peer group is very important.  Do members of 

the peer group share similar academic goals?  What impact do these goals have on study habits, 

test taking skills, and overall academic achievement?  Peer groups formed within an honors 

college dormitory will most likely reflect similar attitudes of scholastic achievement, whereas 

peer groups formed in larger, more social life oriented dorms may reflect a completely different 

culture. 

 

Social Learning Theory and Self-Efficacy 

 From birth, one is exposed to a myriad of social norms, values, and behaviors that 

ultimately shape how one reacts, responds, and interacts with others.  Albert Bandura’s (1994) 

social learning theory proposes that people learn social norms, values, and behaviors based on 

learning, modeling, and imitating others.  Freshmen who arrive on campus have thus been 

conditioned for the first seventeen or eighteen years of their lives to align their personal values, 

beliefs and norms with the family and society in which they grew up.  Thus students will often 

form peer groups with those who identify with similar personal values, beliefs, and norms. 
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The concept of self-efficacy, or confidence in learning, claims that people are more likely 

to engage in certain behaviors when they belief they are capable of executing these behaviors 

successfully (Bandura 1994).  Individuals will choose activities that they consider to be 

successful in accomplishing, and will often tend to put more effort into these activities.  Thus 

those students with high efficacy are more likely to be higher achieving than others.  It is 

important to note that in evaluating success and retention in the first year experience one must 

look beyond the scope of educational efficacy, and also considers social efficacy.  Simply 

because a student excels in the classroom does not mean that he/she does not struggle socially in 

creating/maintaining peer groups.  A study conducted by the National Council on Family 

Relations revealed that lonely college students had smaller peer groups, and that less intimacy 

among friends, even if many existed, was a flag for lack of familial and friend support (Ponzetti 

1990).  Poorer relationships with family and friends could be attributed to a lack of early bonding 

and attachment, learning patterns that ultimately translated to the first year experience (Hu and 

Kuht 2002). 

 

Astin’s Input - Environment - Output Model 

 In a multi-variable model, Alexander Astin (1970), founder of the CIRP Freshman 

Survey (an annual survey used by hundreds of colleges and universities) and one of the most 

influential researchers on student success, proposes that student development in higher education 

can be evaluated based on three variables: student inputs, institution environment, and student 

output.  Student inputs are characterized by personal traits such as talents, skills, aspirations, and 

other potentials for growth and learning that a student initially brings to their educational 

program.  In essence, student inputs are the raw ingredients that he/she brings to college as a 
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freshman.  The institutional environment reflects aspects that are capable of influencing students, 

such as administrative policies and practices, curriculum, facilities, teaching practices, and peer 

group associations.  Finally student outputs are the measurable talents, achievements, knowledge, 

skills, and values that institutions aim to develop or influence (Astin 1970).   

 

Astin hypothesizes that students come to college with a range of demographic, personal, 

and individual traits and experiences, which shape a student’s engagement and involvement.  

This is then shaped by institutional curriculum and extra-curricular experiences and conditions.  

Astin concludes that involvement with diverse experiences had a positive impact on cognitive 

development and that a “student’s peer group is the single most potent source of influence on 

growth and development during the undergraduate years,” (Astin 1970:398). 

 

Developing Competence during the First Y ear Experience 

 While many studies focus on the individual and his/her ability to succeed in forming peer 

groups or academically and socially excelling, Reason, Terenzini, and Domingo were more 

interested in the relationship between the individual, organizational, and environmental factors 

that influenced the first year experience (2006).  Their two year research program aimed to 
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increase understanding of factors that influence educational success and persistence, and in 

collecting data from 6,700 students and 5000 faculty on 30 campuses they sought to identify the 

micro, meso, and macro factors that shaped success in the first year (Reason, Terenzini, and 

Domingo 2006).  They defined foundational dimensions as the “principles that underlie the 

structure, activities, and cultures of institutions that are effective in promoting the success of 

students,” and concluded that personal and organizational cultures were far more influential than 

structural traits such as size, mission, and selectivity in evaluating success in the first year 

(Reason et al., 2003:151).  Engaging students both in and out of the classroom in order to 

develop attitudes, behaviors, and skills consistent with desired outcomes of higher education and 

the mission of the institution, was imperative if colleges and universities wished to retain 

students and prepare them for the real world.  Reason, Terenzini, and Domingo concluded that 

exposure to diverse ideas and cultures lead to increased knowledge acquisition, increased 

cognitive skill development, increased positive self-esteem, increased development of inter-

personal and leadership skills, increased inclusive sociopolitical, gender role, racial/ethnic 

attitudes, and increased civil/community involvement (Reason et al., 2003:153). 

 

Student Retention Theory and Underrepresented Student Populations 

While much emphasis has been placed on the individual as being solely responsible for 

his/her connection to an institution, multiculturalists believe that the institution has a 

responsibility to transform its campus so that it is more reflective of the diverse students who 

attend them, as opposed to “expecting students to fall into line with White, Eurocentric norms,” 

(Tierney 1992).  Students of color are then more likely to develop a connection with the 
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university because the institution reflects values, norms, and beliefs that reflect their cultural 

roots.   

Looking to better understand the first year experience from the perspective of a minority 

student, researchers Maldonado, Rhoads, and Buenavista from the University of California Los 

Angeles argue that contemporary social integration theories fail to address the needs of 

underrepresented student populations at the university level (2005).  Focusing on case studies of 

student initiated retention programs (SIRPs) at the University of California Berkeley, and the 

University of Wisconsin Madison, the authors illustrate how student retention theory could 

encompass the needs of all minority university students in their quest for knowledge (Maldonado, 

Rhoads, and Buenavista 2005).   

SIRPs are identified as those programs created for students, by students to aid freshmen 

in successfully transitioning to college from high school.  These projects focus on developing 

knowledge, skills, and social networks through workshops and social/philanthropic events that 

foster campus and community ties.  SIRPs emerged as a unified movement by students to 

“develop programs that are student organized, student run, and student funded,” with an overall 

goal of increasing retention and fostering student success (Maldonado et al., 2005:606).  The 

birth of these programs also coincided with many student-lead, multi-cultural initiatives to 

change campus structures, policies, and practices (Rhoads 1998). 

 

Cultural and Social Capital 

Maldonado et al. argue that students from underrepresented populations face a 

disadvantage in acquiring cultural knowledge upon their college arrival due to how cultural 

capital is traditionally learned.  Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital emphasizes the mediating 
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role of culture in reproducing social and economic inequalities, providing support for the notion 

that the cultural understandings and skills that students bring to school are shaped by their social 

class location (1986).  As White, middle/upper class values, predominantly shapes schooling in 

the United States, students who possess certain forms of knowledge are able to enact norms 

relative to a school’s dominant culture and experience advantages based on their social, 

economic, and cultural capital.  Colleges thus reproduce existing power relationships given to 

middle/upper class students, and underrepresented students, particularly from first generation and 

working class backgrounds, are left to struggle to close the culture knowledge gap in order to 

succeed. 

However in order to successfully transition to college, students must also possess social 

capital.  Defined as “those social networks and group identifications that provide each of their 

members with the backing of collectively owned capital,” social capital is seen as the benefits 

derived from ones social ties and networks (Bourdieu 1986:248).  Translated to the environment 

of college, social networks are needed to successfully navigate the “facts of higher learning and 

the bureaucratic matrices of academic life,” (Tinto 1993).  Maldonado et al. found that SIRPs 

were integral in providing minority students with the opportunities to cultivate cultural and social 

capital so that they were best able to meet their needs and interests, despite institutional barriers. 

CURRENT STUDY 

While much of the research presented thus far focuses on institutions of higher education 

and their retention efforts in the past twenty years, the New Start Survey specifically focuses on 

freshmen students at the University of Arizona enrolled in the New Start program in 2009.  

Founded in 1969, the New Start Program is a six-week summer bridge program designed to help 

incoming freshmen succeed in the transition from high school to college (New Start 2011).  
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Students have the opportunity to enroll in academic courses taught by University personnel, 

attend college success workshops, and engage in tutoring and peer mentoring.  While the New 

Start Program is open to all incoming freshmen students this program has historically served 

underrepresented populations that have demonstrated low rates of enrollment (minority, low-

income, first generation students).   

As each institution has its own unique structure and culture, the application of this study 

is particularly important as it allows researchers and administrators at the University of Arizona 

to better understand what is happening on their own campus and, thus better enact policy reforms 

to increase student success and retention.  As funding for student retention programs and student 

affairs cultural centers is constantly on the chopping block during budget cuts, it is imperative to 

demonstrate just what impact these programs and centers have in serving the diverse population 

of students at the University of Arizona so that they continue to function for generations to come. 

METHODOLOGY 

Recruitment 

Administered on the first day of the New Start Program, the survey was given to the 2009 

cohort of 271 students, with 255 completing the survey, thus yielding a 94.1% response rate 

(Cabrera and Milem 2009).  Questions covered the basic themes of students’ college choice 

processes, high school activities, goals, aspirations, and involvement, diversity composition of 

pre-college environment, social attitudes, and socially responsible citizenry (Cabrera 2009).  In 

addition, a control group of undergraduate students was also surveyed to determine the impact of 

the New Start Program on program participants versus non-participants.  All freshmen were 

invited to participate in the study via university e-mail during freshman orientation resulting in 

1,400 responses, which accounts for about 20% of the incoming freshmen class in 2009 (Cabrera 
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and Milem 2009).  Recent efforts by the University of Arizona to increase its enrollment and 

retention of “students of color and first generation students” justifies the existence of the New 

Start Program as it aims to address increased matriculation for underrepresented students 

(Retention Coordinating Group 2005:34).   

 

Questionnaire 

The time one survey administered to New Start participants and non-program participants 

was composed of multiple choice, agree/disagree spectrum, and fill in the blank questions.  The 

questions were progressive in nature as they began with broad, demographic inquiries about 

race/ethnicity, parent income and education, religious affiliation, learning disabilities, and high 

school academic standing.  As the student progressed through the survey, the questions became 

increasingly probing, inquiring about college aspirations/goals, exposure to diversity, social 

attitudes, and social responsibility.  The time two survey was administered in the spring of the 

same academic year and repeated many of the same questions/statements regarding exposure to 

diversity, social attitudes, social responsibility, and campus climate.  However, it also included 

sections on technology use, time management, social network formation, and university-

sponsored organization participation. 

RESULTS 

One of the key distinguishing features of the survey was the phrasing of questions that 

probed how self-aware students were of themselves, the environment, and the future.  The very 

first question asks students “How do you identify yourself racially/ethnically?  (circle all that 

apply and describe further if necessary” (New Student Census 2009:1).  The use of “describe” is 

unique in that it requires students to not just identify the racial/ethnic group of which they are a 
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member, but it also allows participants to specify what culture they belong to.  Thus those 

students who identify as Asian American/Pacific Islander, Native American/American Indian, 

African American/Black, and Hispanic/Latino were able to express their specific cultural 

affiliation, something that perhaps White students were not able to do.   

This trend of self-awareness continues in a section, which inquires about access to 

college preparation materials and exposure to others who had college experience.  “I attended 

SAT/ACT test preparation workshop, my parents or I paid for private counseling services to 

prepare for college, the majority of graduating seniors from my high school attend a four year 

university, most of the adults in my community/neighborhood have graduated from college,” are 

all statements that reinforce privilege and access to enrichment services versus those who may 

have answered yes to: “I completed the FAFSA and I am eligible for need-based financial aid, I 

will take out student loans to help pay for my college expenses,” (New Student Census, Time I 

2009:4).  These statements thus juxtapose the haves and have not’s ability to prepare for college. 

 

Exposure to Diversity 

Subsequent sections of the survey probe at a student’s exposure to diversity pre-college 

and their expectations of encountering diversity while in college.  

Q23: How likely are you to date: someone that has different religious beliefs 
than yours, take a course devoted to diversity issues in your first year of college, 
challenge others on racially/sexually derogatory comments, date someone from 
another race or ethnicity, join an organization that promotes cultural 
diversity?(1=Very unlikely, 4=Very likely) 

 
Q24: How much interaction did you have with people in each of the following 
groups before coming to college: African Americans/Blacks, 
Hispanics/Latinos/Chicanos, Whites/Caucasians, American Indian/First Nations, 
Arabs/Middle Easterners, Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual Individuals, People with 
Disabilities, People with different religious beliefs. 
(1=No interaction, 4=Substantial interaction) 
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Q26: Think of your 5 closest friends from high school; how many of them are of 
a different race/ethnicity from yourself?  (None, One, Two, Three, Four, Five) 
 
Q27: How would you rate yourself in the following areas: ability to work 
cooperatively with diverse people, knowledge about my own culture, 
racial/cultural awareness, knowledge about the cultural backgrounds of others, 
tolerance of others with different beliefs, social self-confidence, intellectual self-
confidence.  (1=A major weakness, 5=A major strength) 

(New Student Survey 2009:5-6) 
 
These questions force students to reflect on their past encounters with diversity.  “Do I think of 

my friends as being of a different race or ethnicity than me, or are they just my friends?  Would I 

feel comfortable challenging those who used racially/sexually derogatory comments?  Does it 

matter what race or culture other people belong to, does it affect my ability to interact with them?”  

For most incoming freshmen students, their pre-college environment shaped their beliefs and 

values.  As questions and statements became increasingly probing, it is possible that since many 

students had never considered issues of diversity, social responsibility, and social action they 

simply aligned their personal beliefs with those of their parents and friends.   

Cabrera notes, the “majority of New Start Summer Program students come from pre-

college environments where racial minorities were in the majority…the non-program participants 

tended to live in environments where Whites were the strong majority” (2009:11-12).  Thus, it is 

not surprising to observe that many students in this study characterized their peer groups as being 

homogeneous.  New Start students, who tended to be racial minorities, had the highest 

concentration of diversity in their peer groups, whereas non-participants had a significantly 

higher concentration of White friends.  Cabrera also emphasizes that research has demonstrated 

that, “Whites tend to over-estimate their interaction with minorities, including over-estimating 

the concentration of racial minorities in a given context as well as characterizing minorities as 

friends when they are actually acquaintances” (Cabrera 2009:14, Bonilla-Silva 2001).  Thus New 
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Start Program participants arrive at the University of Arizona with greater cultural capital that 

allows them to successfully navigate a racially diverse campus, as opposed to their White peers 

who may lack the same cultural capital.  However, as Maldonado et al. noted, many institutions 

of higher education are founded on a predominantly White culture, so while incoming White 

students may struggle to make gains in creating diverse social networks, they have better success 

navigating the bureaucratic culture of the institution than their minority counterparts.   

 

Forming Peer Groups, Social Ties 

 While the time two survey follows up on many of the concepts explored in time one 

survey, its later half focuses on student involvement and the creation of peer groups/social ties.   

Q24: Please choose the 3 university-sponsored organizations (e.g. academic or 
social organizations, clubs, or fraternities/sororities) in which you have been most 
involved during your college experience thus far.  How often do you participate in 
this organization?  What type of support does this organization offer you?  Who 
encouraged you to become involved in this organization? 
 
Q25: Please think about 3 individuals from whom you most frequently seek 
assistance or support concerning academic matters (this may include help with 
assignments, tutoring, feedback on essays, etc.).  How would you characterize 
your relationship with this person?  What is the person’s gender?  What is the 
person’s race/ethnicity?  How often do you contact this person for academic 
assistance or support? 
 
Q26: Please think about 3 individuals with whom you most frequently socialize or 
spend time engaging in regards to non-academic matters (this may include going 
to the movies, the mall, eating, attending sporting events, discussing personal, 
non-school related items, etc.).  How would you characterize your relationship 
with this person?  What is the person’s gender?  What is the person’s 
race/ethnicity?  How often do you contact this person for academic assistance or 
support? 
 
Q27: Please think about 3 individuals from whom you most frequently seek 
assistance or support from concerning professional/career related matters (this 
may include choosing a career path, picking a major/minor, applying for certain 
job opportunities, learning about internships/fellowships, etc.).  How would you 
characterize your relationship with this person?  What is the person’s gender?  
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What is the person’s race/ethnicity?  How often do you contact this person for 
academic assistance or support? 
 

 

These questions are seeking information about several tenants needed for student success and 

retention:  

• One – are students involved in extra-curricular activities on campus?  Are they seeking 

outside groups to facilitate contact with others who have common interests?  What 

influence do others have in persuading students to join an organization?   

• Two – are students seeking support or actively pursuing educational help OUTSIDE of 

the classroom?  Are they investing themselves in their education, are they investing 

others in their education?  How aware are students of another’s race/ethnicity?   

• Three – are students looking to the future?  What steps are they taking to cultivate and 

secure career network ties? 

Thus, in order to successfully become invested in an institution of higher education, this study 

proposes that students must cultivate not just one peer group, but three peer groups.  Personal 

networks and educational networks serve different purposes, but are these distinct networks or 

does overlap occur?  For those New Start Program students who came from first generation 

families, family and community members may be members of the personal network but they 

may not be contributing members of educational and career networks.  However, for those 

students who came from families where going to college was the norm, family and community 

members may have contributed much more to all three networks.  Results revealed that  “more 

than 80% of all students surveyed reported participation in at least one organization on campus.  

In addition, the majority of New Start Program participants believed they would join an 

organization that promoted their individual cultural background” (Cabrera 2009:24).  It is also 
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interesting to note that while many of the students surveyed, both New Start and non-program 

participants, viewed themselves as academically strong, they also acknowledged the need to seek 

help in navigating the college quagmire.  This revelation is striking in that it illustrates that 

students recognize their academic limitations, and see tutors, academic advisors, and mentors as 

sources of support (Cabrera 2009:11).   

DISCUSSION 

Role of Cultural Centers in Cultivating Student Retention & Success 

While their social networks and peer groups may have included members who had not 

attended college, it became increasingly important for New Start Program participants to seek 

out social ties that would provide them with the most academic and social support.  Utilizing the 

springboard of the New Start Program as a platform through which they were able to 

successfully bridge the gap between high school and college, program participants were far more 

motivated to excel in college than non-program participants.   

Thus this begs the question –what role do student success programs such as New Start 

play in the success of the student?  As New Start is only a summer enrichment program, what 

program or organization steps in to provide similar support during the academic year?  Many 

New Start Program participants reported that they would seek organizations that promoted their 

individual cultural background, and so the role of the cultural center comes into play as a 

supplemental unit through which student success and retention is fostered.  The University of 

Arizona has four cultural centers on its main campus: African American Student Affairs (AASA), 

Asian Pacific American Student Affairs (APASA), Chicano/Hispano Student Affairs (CHSA) 

and Native American Student Affairs (NASA); each working in conjunction with the Office of 
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Student Affairs to provide programming for the student population to acknowledge and celebrate 

diverse cultures, beliefs, and values.   

Under each cultural center, opportunities for student involvement and leadership exist in 

the form of cultural clubs/organizations and student-run board of directors programming boards.  

Supporting Maldonado, Rhoads, and Buenavista’s research regarding student initiated retention 

programs (SIRPs), cultural centers offer opportunities for students to advance social 

responsibility and efforts to create institutional and social change.  Much of the programming 

enacted by cultural centers revolves around social justice and civic engagement, and as the 

programs are student run they provide many opportunities for students to fill prominent, 

leadership roles on campus.  Maldonado et al. argue that the increase in SIRPs over the past 

twenty years is unique in that in today’s college environment, student-led retention efforts are far 

more collaborative in a multiracial and multicultural manner (Maldonado et al., 2005:613).  Thus, 

cultural centers not only provide students with an environment where they are able to bond with 

others of similar cultures, but they also cultivate avenues through which underrepresented 

students can improve their social and cultural capital in order to best succeed in college and the 

real world.   

One of the major issues in maintaining funding for cultural centers is attracting new 

students to take advantage of their programming and services.  Cultural center attendance is 

waning and thus it is imperative that students continue to seek out these environments as a source 

of social ties, leadership opportunities, and institutional engagement.  There is often the 

misconception that one must belong to a specific minority group in order to visit a cultural center, 

but each has an open door policy that welcomes all students.  As research has illustrated, students 

who seek out diverse social networks are better prepared to excel academically and socially in 
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both college and the “real” world.  In addition when an institution is perceived as making 

diversity on its campus a priority, Hurtado (1992) found that Black, Chicano, and White students 

had more positive perceptions of race relations on campus.  Thus, while the University of 

Arizona has multiple student affair centers on campus dedicated to diverse student populations, 

budget cuts constantly threaten the livelihood of these cultural centers.  If the University of 

Arizona is as dedicated to diversity as it claims to be, it must continue to invest in retaining 

minority students who become invested in the institution.  When recruiting new students to visit 

the four cultural centers on campus, marketing materials, interviews, and publicity should focus 

on the opportunities for leadership and increase in diversity acceptance among students, rather 

than the lack of attendance and ever-present, looming budget cuts. 

REFLECTION  

My interest in this topic derived from my role as a peer advisor with the EDGE Program, 

a freshman transition program aimed at retaining Asian Pacific American students.  Over the past 

three years I have witnessed the impact of budget cuts on cultural centers and subsequently their 

programming.  EDGE was originally under the supervision of Asian Pacific American Student 

Affairs (APASA), but following the proposed plan for a community unity center, all cultural 

center affiliated transition programs were moved to Student Transitions and were absorbed by 

the MERITS Program.  This loss of affiliation has resulted in a disconnect between program 

participants and their host cultural centers, as peer advisors no longer have control over the 

workshop curriculum that is aimed at the general freshman class.   

My hope in writing this thesis was to further understand what factors impel students to 

engage during their first year experience.  It is not enough to simply arrive academically 

prepared.  Students are thrust into a completely new environment where new social norms and 
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rules must be learned in order to successfully navigate the bureaucratic hierarchy of college.  

Resources are available to those that wish to take advantage of them, and while the literature 

supports the idea that those who wish to broaden their horizons subsequently feel more invested 

in their institution, how does an institution increase awareness of these resources?  Programs like 

New Start, EDGE, and the presence of student affairs centers like APASA act as bridges through 

which underrepresented students bridge the gap between high school and college, create diverse 

peer groups, and cultivate the necessary skills and tools needed for success in both college and 

life.  This research process ultimately revealed to me that the first year experience cannot be 

easily summarized, and that despite the demonstrated need for diversity-driven programming, 

these types of programs are often the most vulnerable during times of economic strife.  Thus, I 

hope this thesis serves to act as yet another advocate for the continued funding of student 

retention and success programming for underrepresented students. 
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