
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 
Urban Appalachian college students (UACS) face cultural and 

institutional barriers that impact their ability to persist and 

complete college. Designed to explore UACS experiences at a 

large urban community college, this study provides insight into 

Appalachian culture and identity and how these impact success 

in higher education. UACSs are more likely to come from a low-

income family, and be the first in their family to attend college. 

First-generation college students more often lack the social and 

cultural capital needed to successfully navigate college, further 

increasing the risk of failure (Bradbury, 2009).  
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Background 
For urban Appalachians the challenge is bridging 

the gap for a community that traditionally has not 

accessed higher education (Philliber, 

1981). Education attainment levels are much lower 

in the Appalachian region, which is also reflected in 

urban Appalachian communities outside of the 

region (Shaw, 2005).  Cultural values, 

characteristics and experiences influence the 

UACS’s ability  and willingness  to connect with 

institutions. 

Research Purpose  
The purpose of this study was to explore experiences of Appalachian students at a large urban community college to understand the impact of culture, values, and identity on their ability to 

persist.  Understanding these dynamics enables college faculty and staff to design strategies and services that best meet the needs of this student population. 
 

Method and Measurement 
Research methodology used is qualitative, providing an opportunity for contextual 

exploration into the experiences of urban Appalachian college students.  

Overarching Questions: How have  culture, values, family and identity influenced 

their experience?  How academically or socially prepared were they upon entering 

college?  What has been their greatest challenge with being in college? What is 

their level of campus connection? What pushed them to continue? 

Influences 

 

Future Directions 
Participants in this study were 

predominantly second-year students, 

and beyond, and had overcome new-

student hurdles.  An expanded study 

of first-year students, delving into 

new-to-college experiences, would 

be beneficial.  Recommendations for 

professionals include deepened 

understanding of community in order 

to serve an increasingly diverse 

student population.  For colleges 

serving urban Appalachians, 

increased awareness of culture, 

identity, and history, will increase 

opportunities to build relationships 

with this growing student population, 

and their families. 

References 
Borman, K. M., & Obermiller, P. J. (1994). From mountain to metropolis: Appalachian migrants in american cities Westport, Conn.: Bergin & Garvey, 1994.   

Karp, M. M., & Bork, R. H. (2012). They never told me what to expect, so I didn't know what to do: Defining and clarifying the role of a community college student. 

       CCRC working paper no. 47. Community College Research Center, Columbia University.  

Wallace, L. A., & Diekroger, D. K. (2000). The ABCs in appalachia: A descriptive view of perceptions of higher education in appalachian culture.  

 

Acknowledgements 

Many thanks to the University of Dayton, Drs. 

Schaller, Welkener & Razek, and my graduate 

peers.  Also to my Appalachian family and 

friends, and the students who humbly and 

courageously shared their stories with me. All 

of you have taught me more than you will ever 

know.  


