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ABSTRACT 

 

WILLIAM BRADY SUTTLES: A Study of First-Generation College Students at the University 

of Mississippi  

(Under the direction of Dr. Hannah Allen) 

 

 

Background. First-generation college students (FGCS) are a distinct sub-population 

within higher education. In comparison to their peers, FGCS report increased levels of anxiety, 

depression, and stress along with lower levels of social support and academic attainment. 

Considering the unique context and history of the University of Mississippi (UM), it is crucial to 

understand the specific needs of FGCS enrolled at UM. The aims of this study were to: 1) assess 

the associations between FGCS status and mental health and academic achievement, and 2) 

determine whether sense of belonging moderates these associations. 

Methods. N=342 undergraduate college students (79% female; 76% white) at the 

University of Mississippi completed an anonymous online survey in Fall 2022. Participants 

reported their overall grade point average (GPA) and completed the 7-item Generalized Anxiety 

Disorder Assessment (GAD-7) and the 9-item Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9). 

Participants also indicated if they felt there was a pleasant atmosphere at UM (i.e., sense of 

belonging). Linear regression models were used to analyze all associations of interest. 

Results. A quarter of the sample (25%) identified as a first-generation college student. 

When comparing descriptive statistics, FGCS had higher mean levels of anxiety and depression 

and lower GPA when compared to their peers. However, FGCS status was not significantly 

associated with any variables of interest. The association between FGCS status and depression  

approached significance both in the whole sample (p=0.055) and among students with no sense 

of belonging on campus (p=0.050).  
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Conclusion. First-generation college students had higher mean levels of depression 

symptoms than their peers, and this association was approaching statistical significance. The 

University of Mississippi should continue to support the unique needs of first-generation 

students, particularly in the areas of depression and mental health and wellness. The University 

Counseling Center and the William Magee Center should provide ongoing resources and 

programming tailored to first-generation college students, and continued research is needed. 
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CHAPTER I: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

First-Generation College Students   

First-Generation College Students (FGCS) are a distinct subgroup within the 

undergraduate college student population in the U.S. FGCS are defined as the first in their 

immediate family to attend a four-year institution and complete a university degree. The federal 

definition of a FGCS as developed for the TRiO program acceptance is as follows: “(A) An 

individual both of whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree; or (B) in the case of 

any individual who regularly resided and received support from only one parent, an individual 

whose only such parent did not complete a baccalaureate degree” (Higher Education Act of 

1965). Depending on the definition, within the United States as of academic year 2015-2016, 

24% of undergraduate students had parents with no postsecondary education, and 56% of 

students had parents who did not have a bachelor’s degree (NASPA, 2019).  

FGCS have a unique undergraduate experience compared to their peers. For many FGCS, 

added stressors and adverse life events shape their college experience. They encounter more 

obstacles during their college experience such as job responsibilities, familial responsibilities, 

poor mental health outcomes, perceived weak English and math skills, and acculturative stress 

(Stebleton and Soria, 2013). FGCS are four times more likely to drop out after one year of 

college, compared to peers (Engle & Tinto, 2008). But the resilience of this group cannot be 

understated.   

Research is inconsistent on the prevalence of depression in FGCS. Most studies conclude 

that FGCS have similar depression rates as the general population but experience more severe 

stressors daily (Jenkins et al., 2013; House et al., 2020). These stressors typically stem from 

acculturation, the academic transition into university, and financial burdens. Interestingly, Noel 
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et al. (2021) found that peer social support moderated distress and self-stigma stemming from a 

previous mental health diagnosis in FGCS. 

A notable study by Jenkins et al. (2013) found only moderately more depression 

symptomology present in FGCS as compared to their peers, but found that they report less social 

support, less life satisfaction, and more PTSD symptoms. Further, social support from a 

significant other showed no significant influence on mental health outcomes. Additionally, 

Jenkins et al. (2013) found FGCS experience academic acculturative stress at higher rates than 

peers, hypothesizing that this stems from feelings of alienation, difference, lack of belonging, 

and demoralization. Strength of this study lies in the sample selected for study. The sample was 

diverse and reflected the same ethnic diversity as the university. However, multiple limitations 

exist for this study. First, researchers estimated socioeconomic status using parental college 

education level. Additionally, they were not able to differentiate between academic stress and 

other stress such as familial or financial. Further, they found women had a higher prevalence of 

distress than men but did not provide a reason for this gender disparity (Jenkins et al., 2013).  

A separate study by House et al. (2020) found that while FGCS report more work hours, 

academic distress, and financial distress than their peers, their mental health outcomes showed 

no significant differences. Additionally, there was no significant difference in perceived social 

support or family support. Further, House et al. (2020) found similar academic outcomes in both 

groups. A limitation of this study is that the sample consisted of students already seeking 

services for mental health concerns, meaning this could account for the differences in outcomes.  

Additionally, Noel et al. (2021) found that while FGCS are at an increased risk of 

somatic anxiety symptoms such as fear, restlessness, and annoyance, no significant relationship 

existed between FGCS status and depression. Because FGCS are at risk of experiencing chronic 
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stress, this can result in increased anxiety symptoms. Decreased social support was associated 

with higher levels of somatic anxiety symptoms. However, moderate to high levels of peer social 

support and emotional support moderated the additional stress associated with FGCS status.  

 College Student Mental Health   

Typically, the onset of mental health disorders occurs by the age of 25, as 75% of the 

population who have a mental health disorder will experience their first symptoms by this age. 

population experiencing some mental health disorder by this age (Pedrelli et al., 2014). The most 

prevalent mental health disorders found in college students are anxiety disorders, with an 

estimated 11.9% of college students suffering from any anxiety disorder (Pedrelli et al., 2014). 

Many students begin experiencing anxiety symptoms during their college years, a time that is 

often tumultuous for many. Without the proper coping mechanisms, anxiety can lead to serious 

decreases in quality of life and also to suicidality (Sarreen et al., 2022).  

The prevalence of depression symptoms in college students ranges from 9% to 

40%  (Noel et al., 2021; Pedrelli et al., 2022; Ramón-Arbués et al., 2020; Mistler et al., 2012). 

Importantly, depression serves as a major predictor of students dropping out of college, as an 

estimated 64% of students report dropping out due to a mental health disorder (National 

Association for Mental Illness). College students experience unique stressors compared to the 

general adult population. These can include stress from finances, romantic relationships, familial 

relationships, and occupational stress. However, certain college students are at an increased risk 

of chronic stress, which can lead to a higher prevalence of anxiety and depression. For example, 

studies have shown disparaging outcomes in mental health and educational attainment in certain 

subgroups of students such as first-generation college students (FGCS).   
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 Academic Achievement  

Academic achievement is broadly defined as the outcomes that indicate whether or not a 

student met their learning goals in completing their degree. This is typically measured through 

the student’s GPA. Nearly a third of FGCS drop out by the third year of school (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2018). On top of this, less than half of FGCS graduate on time within four years. 

This adds additional financial stress, as with each additional semester of college, students are 

more likely to go further into debt to finance their education. Academic challenges are a common 

stressor for FGCS (House et al., 2020). FGCS report higher levels of academic stress compared 

to peers (House et al., 2020). Further, FGCS tend to be less academically successful than peers 

and are more likely to not achieve their academic goals (Eveland, 2019).  

Academic support has been shown to be a protective factor in academic success 

(Purswell, 2008). Not only does academic support prove to be beneficial, but it is also the most 

powerful predictor of academic success, as Purswell (2008) found peer and family support had 

no significant effect on academic success. Additionally, the metric this study used to predict 

outcomes was different from previous studies. Purswell (2008) used intent to perform specific 

academic behaviors- such as doing well on a test- as a measure instead of intent to graduate. 

They found this measure to be the only predictor of academic behavior.  

Social Support   

A multitude of emerging research has shown a strong sense of resilience and self-efficacy 

among FGCS, driving them to succeed (Alvarado, Spatariu, Woodbury, 2017; Azmitia, 

Sumabat-Estrada, Cheong, & Covarrubias, 2018). The importance of social support for FGCS 

cannot be understated. Although studies show social support can serve as a moderator for anxiety 

and depression outcomes in FGCS (Noel et al., 2021), FGCS report less social support as 
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compared to peers (Jenkins et al., 2013). Additionally, a decrease in social support is associated 

with higher levels of anxiety (Noel et al., 2021).   

Higher perceived social support is associated with an increase in coping tendencies. 

Rankin et al. (2018) found that when emotional needs exceed the social support received by 

students, depression symptoms increase. However, when social support needs are met, 

depression and anxiety symptoms tend to decrease. Numerous studies show that social support 

moderates the association between depression symptoms and first-generation status (Wang et al., 

2014, Rankin et al., 2018, Noel et al., 2021, Mai et al., 2021).   

Academic attainment is an important aspect of the college experience. Studies show that 

FGCS on average have lower GPAs than peers and tend to be less academically successful 

(Strayhorn, 2007 and Eveland, 2019). The importance of social support in academic achievement 

has been well established in literature. The relationship between social support and student 

success displays the importance of social support in the university setting. Specifically, for 

FGCS, social support has been shown to be a major predictor of academic success and mental 

health (Dzulkifli, 2011; Ives, 2020).   

 Current Study   

Prior research on the mental health of FGCS has been mixed. Many FGCS experience 

higher rates of stress linked to a multitude of factors including financial, familial, academic, and 

acculturative (Jenkins et al., 2013; House et al., 2020). FGCS report higher levels of anxiety and 

PTSD, but do not report higher levels of depression (Noel et al., 2021). Additionally, FGCS 

report less social support than their peers, but report academic outcomes similar to those of non-

FGCS (Jenkins et al., 2013). Where most studies agree that FGCS have a unique college 

experience compared to non-FGCS, results are mixed on mental health and academic outcomes.   
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Throughout the research literature, outcomes differ among FGCS from various 

backgrounds. Although most FGCS have similar experiences in their adjustment to university 

life, some do better than others. Although FGCS who identify as male seem to have similar, or 

even better, mental health outcomes compared to the general population, FGCS women 

repeatedly have a higher prevalence of depression and anxiety. Additionally, international 

students have better mental health outcomes compared to other FGCS and report greater feelings 

of school sense of community (SSOC) than their FGCS peers (Williams & Ferrari, 2015).   

It is important to recognize the context this study is being conducted in. The University of 

Mississippi was founded in 1844 and opened its doors to its first students in 1848. The university 

has a longstanding history of discrimination on the basis of race, sex, class, and sexual 

orientation (Final Report Chancellor’s Advisory Committee on History and Contextualization, 

2017). In 1882, the school began to allow female students to attend. The school was not 

officially racially integrated until 1962 when James Merideth registered for classes after a night 

of rioting and protests on the part of white supremacists. This occurred after the U.S. Court of 

Appeals 5th Circuit issued a decision in June of 1962, allowing Merideth to attend. This case was 

heard after a lower court sided with the university to block Meredith from registering. To this 

day, the University remains a predominantly white institution with around 75% of the student 

body identifying as white (Office of Institutional Research, Effectiveness, and Planning 

University of Mississippi, 2022).   

The University of Mississippi houses a network of first-generation students, faculty, and 

practitioners known as the First-Generation Student Network. The network strives to build an 

equitable and accessible space for first-generation students at the university (Williams and Ash, 

2021). This network was established in the Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors College in 2019 



  

12 
 

and became open to all first-generation students starting in 2021 (First-Generation Student 

Network| Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors College Ole Miss, 2022). The network hosts bi-

weekly meetings where students have the chance to engage with other first-generation peers. 

Additionally, the network provides career building workshops, teaches students how to apply for 

financial aid, and provides a space to connect with first-generation alumni. Each year the 

network hosts the First-Generation College Celebration during First-Generation College Week. 

The First-Generation Student Network works to provide both academic and social support to 

students who identify as first-generation. Around 130 students make up the network (Erabadie, 

2022).  

This study is examining the FGCS population at the University of Mississippi. Previous 

research on the topic points to the importance of both social transitions and engagement and 

academic transitions as FGCS enter the higher education space (Barnes, 2018). This study adds 

to the knowledge of the first-generation student experience at UM in regard to mental health and 

academic outcomes. The aims of this study are to: 1) assess the associations between FGCS 

status and mental health and academic achievement, and 2) determine whether sense of 

belonging moderates these associations. This study will be used to inform the ways academic 

institutions can better support the needs of their FGCS, specifically the University of Mississippi. 
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Figure 1. Study Aims  

 

  



  

14 
 

CHAPTER II: METHODS 

Data Collection and Procedures   

This study was conducted at the University of Mississippi in Fall 2022. Students were 

eligible for participation in the study if they were 18 years or older and a current undergraduate 

student. A panel of undergraduate students were invited to participate in the study via campus 

email, and the study was also advertised in the daily campus newsletter. A total of n=419 

participants responded to the survey. The final analytic sample included n=342 undergraduate 

students after exclusion for ineligibility (n=36) and missing data (n=113). Participants provided 

informed consent and had the option to enter a raffle to win an Amazon gift card. This research 

was approved by the University of Mississippi Institutional Review Board. 
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Figure 2. Selection Criteria  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Measures   

Demographic characteristics. Standard questions were used to assess age, sex, 

race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, parent education, international student status, and class 

standing.  

  First-generation student status. To assess first-generation status, students were asked: 

“Are you a first-generation college student (i.e., your parents did not complete a four-year 

college or university Bachelor’s degree)?” 

 Mental health. The GAD-7 and PHQ-9 were administered (Kroenke et al., 2001; Spitzer 

et al., 2006). The GAD-7 consists of 7 items rated on a Likert-type scale ranging from not at all 
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(0) to nearly every day (3). Items included “Over the last two weeks, how often have you been 

bothered by feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge?” and “Over the last two weeks how often have 

you been bothered by feeling afraid, as if something awful might happen?” Possible sum scores 

for the GAD-7 range from 0-21, with higher scores representing higher levels of anxiety. 

The PHQ-9 consists of 9 items rated on a Likert-type scale from not at all (0) to nearly 

every day (3). Items included “Over the last two weeks, how often have you been bothered by 

little interest or pleasure in doing things?” and “Over the last two weeks, how often have you 

been bothered by feeling bad about yourself- or that you are a failure or have let yourself or your 

family down?”.  Possible sum scores for the PHQ-9 range from 0-27, with higher scores 

representing higher levels of depression. 

 Academic achievement. To assess academic achievement, students reported their current 

cumulative grade point average (GPA).  

  Sense of belonging. To assess sense of belonging, one item from the Social Support at 

University Scale was used (Hughes, 2007). On a Likert-type scale ranging from strongly 

disagree (1) to strongly agree (4), students indicated whether they felt there was a pleasant 

atmosphere at the University of Mississippi. A dichotomous variable was created for agree or 

disagree. 

Statistical Analysis 

Descriptive statistics (i.e., frequency, mean, standard deviation) were calculated for all 

study variables. Linear regression models were used to test associations between First-

Generation student status and 1) GPA, 2) anxiety, and 3) depression. All analyses controlled for 

age, sex, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, parent education, international student status, and 

class standing. Linear regression models were run again after stratifying the sample by whether 
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students felt a sense of belonging on campus. All data was analyzed using SPSS Statistics, and 

the alpha level was set at 0.05. 
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CHAPTER III: RESULTS 

 

Table 1. Sample characteristics (n=342)  

 Mean ± SD 

Age 20.3 ± 3.8 

 n (%) 

Birth sex  

Male  73 (21.3) 

Female 269 (78.7) 

Race/Ethnicity  

African American/Black 

American Indian/Alaskan Native  

Asian American/Asian 

Hispanic/ Latin(x) 

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

Middle Eastern/Arab/Arab American 

White  

Other 

32 (9.40)  

5 (1.5) 

17 (5.0)  

22 (6.4) 

1 (0.3)  

5 (1.5) 

278 (81.3) 

2 (0.3)  

Sexual Orientation  

Heterosexual/straight 272 (79.5)  

Lesbian 3 (0.9) 

Gay 8 (2.3) 

Bisexual 37 (10.8) 

Queer 4 (1.2) 

Questioning 6 (1.8) 

Self-Identify/Other 10 (2.9) 

Parent’s Highest Level of Education  

Less than high school degree 

High school degree 

Some college 

Associate’s degree 

Bachelor’s degree 

Graduate degree  

Don’t know  

International Student Status  

Yes  

No  

First-generation College Student  

Yes            

No  

 

8 (2.3)  

21 (6.1)  

41 (12.0)  

24 (7.0)  

123 (36.0) 

121 (35.4)  

4 (1.2) 

 

14 (4.1)  

328 (95.9) 

 

86 (25.1) 

256 (74.9) 

Class  

Freshman 87 (25.4) 

Sophomore 66 (19.3) 

Junior 90 (26.3) 

Senior 99 (28.9)  

Note. SD=standard deviation 



  

19 
 

Table 2. Mental health and academic achievement among college students, by first-generation 

student status 

 
Whole Sample 

n=342 

Non-First-Generation 

Students 

n=256 

First-Generation 

Students 

n=86 

 Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) 

GPA 3.51 (0.58) 3.53 (0.60) 3.46 (0.50) 

GAD-7 9.75 (5.84) 9.68 (5.90) 9.96 (5.69) 

PHQ-9 9.02 (6.31) 8.65 (6.13) 10.16 (6.74) 

 n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Sense of Belonging    

Yes 294 (86.0) 228 (89.1) 66 (76.7) 

No 48 (14.0) 28 (10.9) 20 (23.3) 

Note. SD=standard deviation; GPA=grade point average; GAD-7=7-item Generalized Anxiety 

Disorder assessment; PHQ-9=9-item Patient Health Questionnaire 
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Table 3. Results of linear regression models assessing the relationships between first-generation student status, mental health, and 

academic achievement 

 GPA GAD-7 PHQ-9 

 
Whole 

Sample 

n=342  

Sense of 

Belonging 

n=294 

No Sense of 

Belonging 

n=48 

Whole 

Sample 

n=342 

Sense of 

Belonging 

n=294 

No Sense of 

Belonging 

n=48 

Whole 

Sample 

n=342 

Sense of 

Belonging 

n=294 

No Sense of 

Belonging 

n=48 

 B(p-value) 

First-

Generation 

Student 

Status 

0.036 

(0.818) 

-0.107 

(0.539) 

0.596 

(0.137) 

0.000 

(1.00) 

1.022 

(0.525) 

-4.821 

(0.310) 

-3.142 

(0.055)*  

-1.518 

(0.377) 

-10.228 

(0.050)* 

*p<0.10 

Note. GPA=grade point average; GAD-7=7-item Generalized Anxiety Disorder Assessment; PHQ-9=9-item Patient Health 

Questionnaire. All analyses controlled for age, sex, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, parent education, international student status, 

and class. 
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As seen in Table 1, the sample was majority female, white, and heterosexual/straight. 

Around 25% of the sample were first-generation college students, and around 4% of the sample 

were international students.  

 The average GPA of the sample was 3.51 (see table 2). The average GPA of the non-

FGCS population was 3.53, and the average GPA of the FGCS population was 3.46. GAD-7 

scores range from 0-21, with higher scores representing more anxiety symptoms. Mean GAD-7 

scores were 9.75, 9.68, and 9.96 in the whole sample, non-FGCS sample, and FGCS sample, 

respectively. PHQ-9 scores range from 0-27, with higher scores representing more depression 

symptoms. Mean PHQ-9 scores were 9.03, 8.65, and 10.16 in the whole sample, non-FGCS 

sample, and FGCS sample, respectively. Eighty-six percent of the whole sample felt a sense of 

belonging at UM in comparison to 89% of non-FGCS and 77% of FGCS. 

 No significant associations were found between first-generation student status and GPA 

and GAD-7 score (see Table 3). These results were the same when the sample was stratified by 

sense of belonging. In the whole sample, first-generation status was approaching a significant 

association with depression (p=0.055), such that FGCS had higher levels of depression than non-

FGCS. When the sample was stratified by sense of belonging, the association between FGCS 

status and depression was not significant among those with a sense of belonging on campus. 

However, the association between FGCS status and depression was approaching significance 

(p=0.050) among those who did not have a sense of belonging on campus. 
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CHAPTER IV: Discussion 

  

This study found no significant associations between first-generation student status and 

GPA, anxiety, and depression. The relationship between first-generation student status and 

depression was approaching significance in the whole sample and among students who reported 

no sense of belonging on UM’s campus. Despite a lack of statistical significance, these findings 

are notable and future research should continue to explore mental health among FGCS, 

particularly depression. 

The PHQ-9 has well-established cutoff scores. Scores of 0-4 represent none or minimal 

depression, 5-9 represent mild depression, 10-14 represent moderate depression, 15-19 represent 

moderately severe depression, and scores of 20+ indicate severe depression (Kroenke et al., 

2001). FGCS on average report depression rates in the moderate category of PHQ-9 scoring. 

Their non-FGCS peers report depression rates in the mild category. With a mean PHQ-9 score of 

10.16, FGCS in this sample tended to fall in the moderate depression category while non-FGCS 

had a mean score of 8.65 (indicating mild depression). The average PHQ-9 score for the entire 

sample was 9.02, meaning the average college student at the University of Mississippi reports 

experiencing mild depression. This data differs from previous findings that suggest FGCS do not 

experience more depression symptoms on average as compared to peers (Noel et al., 2021; 

House et al., 2020).  

 The GAD-7 has well-established cutoff scores. Scores of 0-4 represent minimal anxiety, 

5-9 represent mild anxiety, 10-14 represent moderate anxiety, and 15+ indicate severe anxiety 

(Spitzer et al., 2006). Both FGCS and non-FGCS on average report anxiety rates in the mild-

moderate category. With a mean GAD-7 score of 9.96, FGCS in this sample tended to fall in the 

mild-moderate category while non-FGCS had a mean score of 9.68 (indicating mild-moderate 
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anxiety). The average GAD-7 score for the entire sample was 9.75, meaning the average college 

student at the University of Mississippi reports experiencing mild-moderate anxiety. This data 

differs from previous findings suggesting that FGCS experience more average anxiety symptoms 

than peers (Noel et al., 2021).  

 Using GPA to gauge academic achievement, non-FGCS had higher GPAs than their 

FGCS peers. Non-FGCS reported an average GPA of 3.53, while FGCS reported GPAs 

averaging 3.46. This difference was not significant when controlling for age, sex, race/ethnicity, 

sexual orientation, parent education, international student status, and class. Previous literature 

suggests that FGCS have lower GPAs on average than peers (Strayhorn, 2007 and Eveland, 

2019). Because this survey was sent out directly to Honor’s students, the average GPA of our 

sample could be higher than the average college student GPA.  

 The majority of students felt a sense of belonging at UM, but there were descriptive 

differences by FGCS status. Almost 90% of non-FGCS felt a sense of belonging at UM in 

comparison to only 77% of FGCS. Because sense of belonging was a stratifying variable in this 

study, we did not test the significance of the association between first-generation status and sense 

of belonging. Using sense of belonging as a metric for social support, study findings indicated 

most students feel they belong at the university and have a sense of campus community. Social 

support is a major predictor of student mental health and academic outcomes, which may explain 

why major differences in outcomes between FGCS and non-FGCS were not found in this study 

(Dzulkifli, 2011; Ives, 2020). Further, the university houses a strong student-led organization for 

FGCS that offers social support and academic support. Those who identify as FGCS may feel a 

stronger sense of support at this university than others.  
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Study Limitations  

This study’s limitations include the setting where the study was conducted. The 

University of Mississippi is an overwhelmingly white and straight college campus, which may 

have influenced variables of interest and study findings. A lack of diversity in the sample is 

reflected by university demographics. Out of a final sample of n=342 students, around 86 

students (25.1%) identified as FGCS. Most colleges estimate a FGCS population around 33%, or 

a third of the student body (NASPA, 2019). Another limitation of the study is in the surveying 

methods used to collect data. The survey was sent out to student groups such as the First-

Generation Student Network and the Honors College. This could have impacted the data found 

on GPA, as the average GPA of the sample was a 3.51. The average college student GPA across 

the country is around a 3.1 (Grade Inflation, 2019). FGCS from the First-Generation Student 

Network may already feel a greater sense of belonging at UM because they are already part of a 

group (as opposed to a FGCS not a part of this network). These students may feel a greater sense 

of belonging being in a group centered on uplifting first-generation students and their 

backgrounds.  

Another limitation of this study is in the way we assessed sense of belonging. We used 

one item from the Social Support at University scale. The Social Support at University scale has 

limited literature on scoring and efficacy of the instrument, and not all scale items were used. 

Possible future research should look for better ways to measure social support and sense of 

belonging, specifically in the higher education setting and among FGCS. 

Study Strengths 

This study adds to the knowledge of the first-generation experience at UM. This study 

used well-established measures such as the GAD-7 and PHQ-9 to assess mental health. This 
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study adds to the growing literature on the FGCS experience in higher education and better 

informs institutions on ways to support their FGCS population’s mental health and academic 

needs. 

Recommendations  

The University of Mississippi should continue its support of FGCS. Possible areas of 

improvement include mental health programming geared specifically toward the FGCS 

population. Additionally, future research should look at the role intersectionality plays in the 

FGCS experience. FGCS are on average more racially and ethnically diverse than peers and are 

more likely to come from low-income backgrounds (Havlik et al., 2020; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2004). These intersecting identities play a part in the college experience for FGCS 

and non-FGCS alike.  Understanding the role of intersecting identities is important to offer 

programs and services geared toward this population. 

Some FGCS may not know their first-generation status entering college. In the study 

survey, the question “think of your parent who completed the highest level of education. What 

level of education did they complete?” was asked. About 27% of students reported their parents’ 

highest level of education being an associate’s degree, some college, a high school degree, or 

less than a high school degree. With only 25.1% of the sample identifying as a FGCS, these 

results indicate some FGCS may not know their first-generation student status.  

Early mental health programing targeted to this population could be beneficial for long-

term mental health outcomes during college. Identifying these students before they set foot on 

the college campus could be beneficial. In this way, students would be connected with mentors 

and peers who come from similar first-generation backgrounds. Building a sense of community 

from the start could aid these students in their higher education journeys. University departments 
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such as the University Counseling Center (UCC) and the William Magee Center could provide 

specific programs and interventions targeted at first-generation students. By offering more 

diverse programing, these departments could reach a wider audience.  

Future research should evaluate the significance of sense of belonging by comparing 

first-generation populations to their peers. Further, research should look for a better way to 

assess sense of belonging and social support amongst FGCS. Additionally, examining the types 

of social support that are beneficial to FGCS is important to understanding the role social support 

plays. Whether this be familial support, peer support, or support from mentors and role models, it 

is important to understand the type of support needed for FGCS to thrive.  
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APPENDIX C: Study Survey  

Fall 2022 College Health Study  

Survey 

 

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this study on health and well-being among college 

students at the University of Mississippi. Please take a moment to review the informed consent 

information below. If you would like to keep a copy of this information, please print the 

informed consent form directly from this webpage or request a copy from the Principal 

Investigator. 

 

[INSERT INFORMED CONSENT INFORMATION] 

 

Your consent indicates that you are at least 18 years of age, you have read this consent 

form or have had it read to you, your questions have been answered to your satisfaction, 

and you voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. If you agree to participate, 

please indicate so by answering the question below. 

 

1. I have reviewed the informed consent information and consent to participate in this study. 

• Yes, I agree/consent to participate 

• No, I do NOT agree/consent to participate (if selected, end survey) 

 

Eligibility Screener 

 

2. What is your current age (in years)? __________ (if less than 18, end survey) 

 

3. Are you currently enrolled as an undergraduate student (i.e., seeking a Bachelor’s degree) 

at the Oxford campus of the University of Mississippi? 

• Yes 

• No (if selected, end survey) 

 

Demographic Information 

 

The following section will ask you to provide basic information about yourself. Remember that 

your responses are anonymous. 

 

4. What is your race/ethnicity? Select all that apply. 

• African American/Black 

• American Indian or Alaskan Native 

• Asian American/Asian 

• Hispanic/Latin(x) 

• Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
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• Middle Eastern, Arab, or Arab American 

• White 

• Self-identify (please specify): __________ 

 

 

5. What sex were you assigned at birth, such as on an original birth certificate? 

• Male 

• Female 

 

6. What is your gender identity?  

• Male 

• Female 

• Trans male/Trans man 

• Trans female/Trans woman 

• Gender non-binary/Gender non-conforming  

• Self-identify (please specify): __________ 

 

7. How would you describe your sexual orientation? 

• Heterosexual 

• Lesbian 

• Gay 

• Bisexual 

• Queer 

• Questioning 

• Self-identify (please specify): __________ 

 

8. Think of your parent who completed the highest level of education. What level of education 

did they complete? 

• Less than a high school degree 

• High school degree 

• Some college 

• Associate’s degree 

• Bachelor’s degree 

• Graduate degree 

• Don’t know 

 

Student Information 

 

The following section will you ask you to provide information about your status as a student. 

 

9. Are you an international student? 

• Yes 

• No 
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10. Are you a first-generation college student (i.e., your parents did not complete a four-year 

college or university Bachelor’s degree)? 

• Yes 

• No  

 

 

11. What is your current class standing? 

• Freshman 

• Sophomore 

• Junior 

• Senior 

 

12. This semester, are you currently enrolled as a full- or part-time student? 

• Full-time (currently taking at least 12 credit hours) 

• Part-time (currently taking less than 12 credit hours) 

 

13. What is your major or area of study? Please type your response. __________ 

 

14. What is your current cumulative (or overall) GPA? __________ 

 

15. I intend to graduate college with a Bachelor’s degree. 

• Yes 

• No 

• Maybe 

 

16. I intend to attend graduate school in the future. 

• Yes 

• No 

• Maybe 

 

Mental Health 

 

The following section will ask questions about your mental health. Remember that your 

responses are anonymous. 

 

17. Over the last two weeks, how often have you been bothered by the following problems? 

 

 Not at all 
Several 

days 

More than 

half the days 

Nearly 

every day 

Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge     

Not being able to stop or control 

worrying 
    

Worrying too much about different 

things 
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Trouble relaxing     

Being so restless that it is hard to sit 

still 
    

Becoming easily annoyed or irritable     

Feeling afraid as if something awful 

might happen 
    

 

18. If you checked off any problems above, how difficult have these problems made it for you to 

do your work, take care of things at home, or get along with other people?  

•  Not difficult at all 

•  Somewhat difficult 

•  Very difficult 

•  Extremely difficult 

 

19. Over the last two weeks, how often have you been bothered by any of the following 

problems? 

 

 Not at all 
Several 

days 

More than 

half the days 

Nearly 

every day 

Little interest or pleasure in doing things     

Feeling down, depressed, or hopeless     

Trouble falling asleep or staying asleep, 

or sleeping too much 
    

Feeling tired or having little energy     

Poor appetite or overeating     

Feeling bad about yourself- or that you 

are a failure or have let yourself or your 

family down 

    

Trouble concentrating on things, such as 

reading the newspaper or watching TV 
    

Moving or speaking so slowly that other 

people could have noticed, or the 

opposite- being so fidgety or restless that 

you have been moving around a lot more 

than usual 

    

Thoughts that you would be better off 

dead or of hurting yourself in some way 
    

 

20. If you checked off any problems above, how difficult have these problems made it for you to 

do your work, take care of things at home, or get along with other people?  

•  Not difficult at all 

•  Somewhat difficult 

•  Very difficult 
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•  Extremely difficult 

 

 

 

 

 

TikTok Use  

 

The following questions ask about your experiences with the social media platform TikTok. 

Remember that your responses are anonymous. 

 

21. TikTok is a social media platform where short videos are created and shared. Are you an 

active TikTok user (i.e., have you used TikTok in the past 30 days)?  

• Yes (if selected, go to #22) 

• No (if selected, skip to “Body Image” section)  

 

22. In the past 30 days, on how many days in a typical week did you use TikTok? _______ 

 

23. In the past 30 days, how much time did you spend on TikTok on a typical day?  

• I did not use TikTok on a typical day in the past 30 days 

• Less than one hour 

• 1-2 hours 

• 2-3 hours 

• 3-4 hours 

• 5+ hours 

 

24. About how many people are you currently following on TikTok? _______ 

 

25. About how many current followers do you have on TikTok? _______ 

 

26. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. 

 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Somewhat 

agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

I feel disconnected from 

friends when I have not 

logged into TikTok. 

      

I would like it if everyone 

used TikTok to 

communicate. 

      

I would be disappointed if I 

could not use TikTok at all. 
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I get upset when I can’t log 

on to TikTok. 
      

I prefer to communicate 

with others mainly through 

TikTok. 

      

TikTok plays an important 

role in my social 

relationships.  

      

I enjoy checking my 

TikTok account.  
      

I don’t like to use TikTok.        

Using TikTok is part of my 

everyday routine.  
      

I respond to content that 

others share using TikTok.  
      

 

27. Please indicate how often you feel the following in regards to TikTok. 

 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always 

I feel anxious about the fact that 

others might find my actions 

awkward. 

     

I am concerned about being ridiculed 

by others for the content I have 

shared. 

     

I am concerned about the fact that the 

content I share will not be liked by 

others. 

     

I am afraid that my close friends will 

not approve of my behavior. 
     

I would feel uncomfortable when my 

friends publicly express their dislike 

about content I have shared. 

     

I am concerned about disapproval of 

my behaviors by others. 
     

I am concerned about being judged 

about my shared content by my 

friends in the presence of others. 
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The possibility of having my private 

information acquired by others makes 

me feel anxious. 

     

The possibility of having my private 

information shared publicly makes 

me anxious. 

     

I feel uneasy when my friends share 

my private information with people I 

do not know.  

     

I would be concerned if my personal 

space is accessed without my 

consent.  

     

I feel anxious about how social media 

companies/executives handle privacy 

policy regarding my private life. 

     

I feel anxious when talking with 

people I have just met. 
     

I feel nervous when I talk with people 

I do not know very well.  
     

I feel uneasy while making new 

friends. 
     

I feel tense when I meet someone for 

the first time. 
     

I am afraid of interacting with others.       

I feel nervous when I have to talk 

with others about myself. 
     

I feel anxious about making a 

negative impression on people.  
     

I am concerned about people thinking 

poorly of me.  
     

I feel anxious about not being able to 

meet people’s expectations.  
     

 

Body Image 

 

The following questions ask about your body image and self-esteem. Remember that your 

responses are anonymous. 

 

28. Please indicate whether the following items are true about you never, seldom, sometimes, 

often, or always. 



  

49 
 

 

 Never Seldom  Sometimes Often  Always 

I respect my body.      

I feel good about my body.      

I feel that my body has at least 

some good qualities.  
     

I take a positive attitude towards 

my body.  
     

I am attentive to my body’s needs.      

I feel love for my body.       

I appreciate the different and 

unique characteristics of my body.  
     

My behavior reveals my positive 

attitude toward my body; for 

example, I walk holding my head 

high and smiling. 

     

I am comfortable in my body.       

I feel like I am beautiful even if I 

am different from media images of 

attractive people (e.g., models, 

actresses/actors). 

     

 

Social Support 

 

The following questions ask about social support. Remember that your responses are 

anonymous. 

 

29. Please indicate how you feel about each of the following statements. 

 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Agree 

Strongly  

agree 

I am getting on well with my 

fellow students. 
    

There is a pleasant atmosphere 

at my university. 
    

There is group cohesion at my 

university. 
    

 

30. Please indicate how you feel about each of the following statements. 
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Very 

strongly 

disagree 

Disagree 
Mildly 

disagree 
Neutral 

Mildly 

agree 
Agree 

Very 

strongly 

agree 

There is a special person 

who is around when I am 

in need. 

       

There is a special person 

with whom I can share 

my joys and sorrows. 

       

My family really tries to 

help me. 
       

I get the emotional help 

and support I need from 

my family. 

       

I have a special person 

who is a real source of 

comfort to me. 

       

My friends really try to 

help me. 
       

I can count on my 

friends when things go 

wrong. 

       

I can talk about my 

problems with my 

family. 

       

I have friends with 

whom I can share my 

joys and sorrows. 

       

There is a special person 

in my life who cares 

about my feelings. 

       

My family is willing to 

help me make decisions. 
       

I can talk about my 

problems with my 

friends. 

       

 

Thank you for taking the time to participate in this survey! Please click the link below to 

enter yourself into a raffle to win one of 10 $15 Amazon gift cards. 

 

[LINK TO SECOND SURVEY] 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Incentive Survey 

 

1. As a thank you for participation, 10 participants will be randomly selected to receive a $15 

Amazon gift card. Would you like to enter yourself into this raffle? 

• Yes (if yes, go to #2) 

• No 
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2. Please enter your full name and email address. This information will be kept confidential. 

First Name: ____________________ 

Last Name: ____________________ 

Email Address: _________________ 
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APPENDIX D: Consent Form  

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

Title: Fall 2022 College Health Study  

Principal Investigator 

Alexz Carpenter  

Department of Biology  

214 Shoemaker Hall  

University of Mississippi 

amcarpe@go.olemiss.edu  

 

Co-Investigator 

Hannah K. Allen, PhD 

Department of Health, Exercise Science, & 

Recreation Management 

236 Turner Center 

University of Mississippi 

hkallen1@olemiss.edu 

 

Principal Investigator 

William Suttles  

Department of Health, Exercise Science, & 

Recreation Management 

215 Turner Center  

University of Mississippi 

wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu 

  

Description 

We are inviting you to participate in this research project because you are currently enrolled as 

an undergraduate student at the University of Mississippi. The purpose of this research is to 

understand more about college student health and well-being. You will be asked to complete an 

anonymous online survey that asks about individual characteristics, student status, social media 

use, mental health, body image, and social support. 

 

Cost and Payments 

The survey should take about 10-15 minutes to complete. You may choose to provide your name 

and email address to be entered into a raffle to win a $15 gift card for participating in this study. 

Ten students will be selected to receive an incentive. You will be responsible for any taxes 

assessed on this compensation. 

Risks and Benefits 

We do not anticipate any major risks or discomforts involved in participating in this research 

study, however there may be some discomfort when answering questions about your mental 

health and body image. It is important to know that all responses will not be linked to any 

identifying information, and you may choose to skip any question you are not comfortable 

answering. There are no direct benefits to participating in this study. However, we hope that this 

research will inform future programming and allocation of resources for college student health. 

mailto:amcarpe@go.olemiss.edu
mailto:hkallen1@olemiss.edu
mailto:wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu
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Confidentiality 

Your responses will be anonymous. You will be assigned a unique ID number, and all data will 

be stored using password-protected files on a password-protected computer. No one but the 

research team will have access to collected data, and once all survey responses have been 

collected and downloaded to a computer, all online responses will be deleted. If we write reports 

or articles about the findings from this project, your identity will be protected to the maximum 

extent possible. Your contact information will be collected from you if you choose to enter a 

raffle to receive an incentive. This information will not be linked in any way to the responses you 

provide on the survey.  

 

Right to Withdraw 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at 

all. If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at any time. If you 

decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not be 

penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

 

If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or if 

you need to report an injury related to the research, please contact the principal investigators:  

 

Alexz Carpenter  

Department of Biology  

214 Shoemaker Hall 

University of Mississippi 

amcarpe@go.olemiss.edu 

 

William Suttles  

Department of Health, Exercise Science, & Recreation Management 

215 Turner Center  

University of Mississippi 

wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu 

  

IRB Approval   

This study has been reviewed by The University of Mississippi’s Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). If you have any questions, concerns, or reports regarding your rights as a participant of 

research, please contact the IRB at (662) 915-7482 or irb@olemiss.edu. 

 

Statement of Consent 

Your consent indicates that you are at least 18 years of age, you have read this consent form or 

have had it read to you, your questions have been answered to your satisfaction, and you 

voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. You may print a copy of this consent 

information for your records. 

 

If you agree to participate, please indicate so by answering the question below.  

 

I have reviewed the informed consent information and consent to participate in this study. 

• Yes, I agree/consent to participate 

mailto:amcarpe@go.olemiss.edu
mailto:wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu
mailto:irb@olemiss.edu
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• No, I do NOT agree/consent to participate 
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APPENDIX E: Email Invitation 

 

Fall 2022 College Health Study 

Email Invitation  

 

 

Subject Line: Participate in a Brief Survey on College Student Health 

 

 

Dear UM Student, 

 

As part of a research project on better understanding health and well-being among college 

students, you are invited to participate in a brief, one-time online survey that should take about 

10-15 minutes to complete.  

 

Participation is voluntary, and all of your responses will be kept completely anonymous. As a 

thank you for participating, you will have the chance to enter into a raffle to win one of 10 $15 

Amazon gift cards. Data collection will close on [INSERT DATE] so be sure to click this link 

now to start the survey! 

 

[INSERT SURVEY LINK] 

 

This research has been reviewed by the University of Mississippi Institutional Review Board. If 

you have any questions about participation in this study, please contact the principal 

investigators: 

 

Alexz Carpenter  

Department of Biology  

214 Shoemaker Hall  

University of Mississippi 

amcarpe2@go.olemiss.edu  

 

William Suttles  

Department of Health, Exercise Science, & Recreation Management 

215 Turner Center  

University of Mississippi 

wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to participate! 

 

Best, 

 

Alexz Carpenter  

William Suttles 

Hannah Allen 

mailto:amcarpe2@go.olemiss.edu
mailto:wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu
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APPENDIX F: Email Reminder 

 

Fall 2022 College Health Study 

Reminder Email 

 

 

Subject Line: Reminder: Participate in a Brief Survey on College Student Health 

 

 

Dear UM Student, 

 

There’s still time to participate in a brief, one-time online survey on health and well-being 

among college students. The survey should take about 10-15 minutes to complete.  

 

Participation is voluntary, and all of your responses will be kept completely anonymous. As a 

thank you for participating, you will have the chance to enter into a raffle to win one of 10 $15 

Amazon gift cards. Data collection will close on [INSERT DATE] so be sure to click this link 

now to start the survey! 

 

[INSERT SURVEY LINK] 

 

This research has been reviewed by the University of Mississippi Institutional Review Board. If 

you have any questions about participation in this study, please contact the principal 

investigators: 

 

Alexz Carpenter  

Department of Biology  

214 Shoemaker Hall  

University of Mississippi 

amcarpe2@go.olemiss.edu  

 

William Suttles  

Department of Health, Exercise Science, & Recreation Management 

215 Turner Center  

University of Mississippi 

wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to participate! 

 

Best, 

 

Alexz Carpenter  

William Suttles 

Hannah Allen 

 

mailto:amcarpe2@go.olemiss.edu
mailto:wsuttles@go.olemiss.edu
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APPENDX G: UM Today Announcement 

 

Fall 2022 College Health Study 

UM Today Announcement Details 

 

 

Title: Survey on College Student Health 

 

Summary: Undergraduate students are invited to take a brief survey on their health and well-

being. Ten students will each win a $15 gift card! 

 

Full Details: As part of a research project on better understanding health and well-being among 

college students, you are invited to participate in a brief, one-time online survey that should take 

about 10-15 minutes to complete.  

 

Participation is voluntary, and all of your responses will be kept completely anonymous. As a 

thank you for participating, you will have the chance to enter into a raffle to win one of 10 $15 

Amazon gift cards. Data collection will close on [INSERT DATE] so be sure to click this link 

now to start the survey! 

 

This research has been reviewed by the University of Mississippi Institutional Review Board. 

 

Survey Link: [INSERT SURVEY LINK] 
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