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Cultural characteristic and college dropout  
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ABSTRACT 

Cultural characteristics of students play an essential role in education. In college, the 

independent model of self is widely prevalent, whereas first-generation college students 

practice the interdependent model of self. The present paper argues that first-generation 

college students are more prone to drop out because of the cultural difference they experience 

in education. So, dropout is looking through the lenses of cultural perspectives. The paper 

divided into three sections. The first section focuses on cultural characteristics; the second 

section focuses on student dropout and finally showed how it relates. Thus, the paper 

attempted to highlight the importance of maintaining cultural diversity to prevent dropout in 

higher education. 
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There might be many reasons that cause dropout, but one of the main reasons is the cultural 

discontinuity between student home culture and institutional socialization. Learning outcomes 

influenced by student's pre-college characteristics, curricular patterns, and classroom 

experiences. Interestingly, previous research pointed out there is a direct correlation between 

student possession of cultural capital and the degree of success in higher education (Bourdieu 

& Passeron, 1990). Culture is a shared way of life; its values and beliefs are transmitted from 

one generation to another generation through its socialization process. And academic 

institution plays a crucial role in transitioning culture. In these aspects, the cultural process is 

the center of the study. Considering dropout, we need to understand the student sociocultural 

background. 

 

Members of a different culture may hold different values and beliefs system. Basic 

psychological processes substantially depend on cultural meanings and practices (Fiske, 

Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998). Specific culture promotes certain activities and, at the 

same time, disregards other activities. Cultural activities that are essential for one culture 

might be irrelevant to another cultural context. Therefore, understanding other cultures is 

quite a challenging task. 

 

Higher and middle-class families can provide better education for their children than other 

lower-class parents does. Student what they experience in college depends on their 

sociocultural backgrounds (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014). Personal life experience is 
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associated with its socio-historical perspectives along with the culture. The cultural model of 

self broadly classified into two: the independent model of self and interdependent model of 

self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Independent models of self often represented as separated 

from others, autonomous entities, under control, and people can make their own choice based 

on their personal preferences. More or fewer individuals have an option to pursue their own 

goals. On the other hand, the interdependent model of self is connected with others, be 

responsive and motivated toward social goals (Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & 

Covarrubias, 2012). 

 

In higher studies, familiarization of both academic and social life plays a vital role in college 

completion. Individual prior educational attainment and their cultural background 

characteristics have directly and indirectly correlated to continuance in college (Stephens et 

al., 2012; Tinto, 1975). To understand another culture is a difficult task because we individual 

absorbs to our own culture and perceive things accordingly. Each culture has its unique values 

and beliefs system. Members of a cultural group most likely to think, feel, and act in a certain 

way. Though community cultural practices are unseen by the naked eyes because it comes 

naturally, look-alike, and its values commonly shared by its members, cultivating those 

general traits is attributable. But it is somehow challenging to nurture. 

 

The culture of higher education is widely prevalent by the independent model of self. So, 

those students who practice independent model of self have felt a sense of ease and belonging 

to the institution whereas, those who practice interdependent model of self felt the sense of 

uncomfortable and their belonging to the institution is questionable. If they experience college 

differently, then how do we perceive their academic outcome? Students' sense of belonging in 

the institution can be related to developing the desire to complete the course. The present 

paper is to highlight the literature of dropout looking through the lenses of cultural 

perspectives. Thus, the paper stressed the taken for granted cultural norms of higher 

education, which undermine expressing the other form of self.      

  

Cultural Perspectives of the Learners 

 Human psychology is related to its culture and constructed by sociocultural and historical by-

product (Fiske et al., 1998). Culture and psyche are mutually constituted, and psychological 

processes varied in different cultures. For example, Europeans and Americans cultures portray 

each individual is unique and better than others. In contrast, Asian and other cultures depict 

them as ordinary and quite similar to others (p. 915). Individual survival depending on 

constituting of its culture and failures to replicate those norms are struggled to survive.  

 

 People in different cultures possess different construals of self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 

In an independent model of self, the student has to express themselves, be vocal, and stand up 

for themselves if it is needed. Learn to respect for holding different viewpoints from others 

rather than conforming to the norms of the majority group. To explores one own passion and 

pay more interest on personal preferences. In contrast, the interdependent model of self, they 

view that a person is a relational being that is bound to others. To express something directly 

and explicitly is avoided, and even if miscommunication has happened, it seems the problem 

is happening from the listener's side rather than the speaker. Where silence is preferable, and 

individuals are more willing to conform to the norms. 

 

Moreover, peoples in any society are more prone to reflect their prevalent cultural norms. 

Like most of the mainstream institutions, educational institution reflects the culture of 

independence. Higher education culture is dominated by taken for granted middle-class 
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cultural norms (Stephens et al. 2012). Students those who persist in higher education came 

from affluent family background. So-called students from elite culture are perceived as 

intelligent and given more attention to them (Lareau &Weininger, 2003). Previous research 

pointed out that formal education is not only testing specific subject knowledge or directly 

applying learning theories; instead, it shows a way to fit in a particular culture (Bruner, 1996). 

 

Student cultural backgrounds shape their college experiences. Students who diverse from 

appropriate cultural norms are more likely to struggle in academics and less likely to take 

related academic opportunities. Generally, students group together based on their ability level, 

grades, or belonging to the same social class and gender, etc. Moreover, in the context of first-

generation college students that is their parents who did not attend college or have college 

degrees had earned lower grades, feel left out, and hard to find their place in higher education 

(Stephens et al., 2014). 

 

Cultural characteristic of first-generation college learners has markedly differed from the 

prevalent culture of higher education (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella & Nora, 1996). 

It often, they do part-time jobs to support their study financially, have fewer hours to study, 

and consequently earn lower grades. They had little interaction with their faculty and 

academic staff for their academic-related issues. Also, they are more likely to experience 

racial and gender discrimination. In such circumstances, sometimes teachers play an 

important role in bridging the gap and maintain diversity in academics system. 

 

First-generation students are more tend to come from a low-income family and more 

emphasized interdependence self. Further, higher education culture is widely prevalent in the 

independent model of self and undermines other kinds of self (Stephens et al., 2012). Those 

students who endorse an individualistic model of self were more easily to express their 

choice, making an opinion without must help or consideration of others. Besides, they attend 

one's self explores passion, and also they more likely to work individually. In contrast, student 

those who endorse the interdependent model of self would be more likely to work 

collaboratively, adjusting with, and willing to learn from others. 

 

First-generation College Students 

First-generation college students face potential disadvantages more than continuing-

generation students do. First-generation college learners are more likely to come from 

working-class backgrounds. Before college, they attend low-quality schooling, which did not 

train appropriately to attend higher studies, and less exposure to middle-class norms makes it 

difficult to overcome academic barriers. Besides, the uses of language are different among 

various social classes. The working class communication styles and linguistic competence is 

far differing from the middle class (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). 

 

Members of the working-class often faced negative stereotypes for belonging to a particular 

community. Educational institutions are not an exception from that stereotype, in which their 

community members are less likely to excel, persist, and succeed in academics. Those 

negative stereotypes may directly or indirectly affect student academic performance and 

retention. Similarly, the stereotype of women affected their retention in technical fields 

(Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele, 2009; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999). 

 

Furthermore, students may also reevaluate to use of his or her education for getting a potential 

job opportunity in the future (Bean, 1980). Those who are not adequately conforming to 

academic culture are search for an alternative option where they can perform well so that they 
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could save their image. Though, those alternatives are difficult to achieve and often less 

accepted and recognized by the broader society. And consequently, they believed that they are 

not treated fairly in the system. 

 

Most of the first-generation college students often need additional support to complete their 

college degrees. In many cases, first-generation college students are disadvantaged. For 

example, in respect of college choices, when deciding major-minor subjects in their respective 

fields, academic commitment, financial aid, motivational and family support while pursuing 

higher studies (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, &Terenzini, 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996). 

Additionally, inside and outside-of-classroom, they felt a sense of differentness from other 

students. They felt left out, and their belongingness to institutions is questionable.  

 

First-generation college students are less likely to approach faculty members for academic 

development. As compared to traditional college student’s first-generation college students 

received less encouragement from friends to pursue their courses (Terenzini et al., 1996). It 

often, students their cultural practice differ from academic culture faced challenges in the 

academic setting (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Thus, facing a cultural mismatch between 

student home cultural background and institutional culture may cause to pursue and search for 

another alternative and consequently lead to dropout. 

 

Dropout from College 

Insufficient integration in academic and social domains leads to dropout. Sometimes, students 

found it difficult to believe that attaining college education will lead them to self-development 

and future job prospects. Students who did not familiarize themselves with the academic and 

social rules of the institution are suffering the most in the system. They believe that the 

educational system is unfair to them.  

 

Previous research pointed that student gross enrolment ratio is increasing enormously from 

diverse backgrounds, and many underrepresented sections of society are opted-in higher 

education (Stephens et al., 2012; Terenzini et al., 1996). But, first-generation college students 

are facing difficulty to compete with their peers and also hard to complete their course. They 

more tend to drop out or leave the institutions without completing the course. Dropping out 

from an institution is a long process and final step of a student, but not quite a desirable one. 

Dropout from higher education occurs not only because of the lack of subject knowledge of 

the students but rather due to the lack of desire to pursue. 

 

Moreover, students who have lower commitments to college completion are more likely to 

drop out. Previous research pointed out that there is a vast social class representation gap in 

higher education (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

and first-generation college learners are more tend to dropout than traditional students do. 

While transitioning from high school to college, first-generation college learners showed a 

lack of attitude and confidence that required higher studies. 

 

The other reason that influences dropout is lack of institutional commitment, academic 

underperformance, English as a second language, lack of attitude, and absenteeism, etc., all 

can contribute to deciding of drop out (Bean, 1980; Tinto 1975). For example, students who 

do not believe that education will be valuable for future job prospects are more likely to drop 

out than those who believe that their education will lead them to employment. 
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According to Tinto (1975), dropout can be categories into two categories: i) voluntary 

withdrawal and, ii) dismissal. The former one mainly occurs of poor academic performances 

or found other choices, and the latter one happens due to breaking well-established rules or 

unaware of institutional norms. And interestingly, dropout is linked with individual social 

background. That is, voluntary withdrawals are more tend to happened of those individuals 

who held from higher social status, whereas dismissal is associated with an individual from 

lower social status (p. 118). 

 

Moreover, even among the cultures and members of various social groups favor meritocracy. 

Though, in the context of lower social background, student’s low academic performance does 

not mean that they were not willing to succeed academically. Broadly there are two main 

reasons why students from disadvantaged backgrounds poorly perform. Firstly, they attain 

substandard schooling and do not train the way which is appropriate for higher education. 

And secondly, they were not exposed to mainstream middle-class culture. 

 

Further, students bring their home cultural characteristics to college. In the context of first-

generation college students, they are less likely to access and expose to middle-class cultural 

norms and did not aware of the appropriate rule of the game (Stephens et al., 2012). They are 

more likely to regulate working-class models of interdependence, such as to be part of the 

group and connected when it is needed. In contrast, higher education culture is widely 

prevalent by the independent model of self that is to learn and think independently. And 

mainly focus on the importance of attending the self and to follow their passion. Thus, the 

appropriate way of behaving like a college student is to portray an independence model of 

self. So, in higher education, student those who emphasize the interdependent model of self 

their sense of belonging and interest are missing. Endorsing only one culture is creating 

problems because higher education is an important institution of all social groups. 

 

The Relation between Cultural Perspective and Dropout 

Prior research revealed persons belonging to cultures and psyches are mutually constitutive 

(Fiske et al., 1998). Student belonging cultural characteristics and academic persistence are 

closely related. Students those who belong to dominant cultural capital appear to be the 

degree of ease; possess the appropriate attitude and giving more value to complete their 

college degree (Pascarella et al., 2004). Additionally, higher education culture produces 

social-class inequalities because it unknowingly endorses a middle and upper-class culture of 

independence (Stephens et al., 2012). Students from minority or disadvantaged backgrounds 

are not familiarizing the taken for granted cultural norms.  

 

We often make a value judgment on a particular culture or cultural practices as more or less 

adequate without considering community perspectives. The variations of cultural practice do 

not reside in an individual; instead, this variation occurred among cultural communities 

(Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). The mainstream institution must need to recognize cultural 

differences rather than viewing different cultures as a deficit. Cultural characteristics of the 

learner, which differ from institutional culture, lead them to hinder learning (Stephens et al., 

2012). Adapting and cooperating with the new culture helps them to retention, feel a sense of 

belonging and situated in the system. Mostly, minority student academic failures are related to 

adopting different styles of learning (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003). Therefore, minority or 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds college dropout is not caused solely by academic 

reasons, but rather socio-historical and cultural factors play an immense role. 
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Dropout from college is vital to understand the social backgrounds of the student besides their 

academic performances. It seems like college persisters are more tends to come from the 

family whose parents are more educated and affluent background (Tinto, 1975). Dropout most 

happens of those students whose social background characteristics are sharply different from 

the socialization of the academic institution. Student social backgrounds matter in college 

experiences and enable them to overcome those academic difficulties (Stephens et al., 2014). 

 

Furthermore, educational institutions are not isolated from the outside social world. That is, 

an educational institution made up of both academic and social systems. Individual prior 

experience leads to a new level of commitment (Tinto, 1975). Those who were highly 

engaging in the institution would likely remain in college, even if they had little commitment 

to the goal of college completion. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds often encounter 

difficulty to excel and survive in the system. 

 

Additionally, first-generation students often earn lower grades and higher dropout rates 

(Stephens et al., 2012). Sometimes, availing only financial support does not guarantee to 

complete their college degree. First-generation students even struggle to choose the major-

minor of the subject, taking advantage of the college resources, difficult to make resumes, and 

also need additional tutoring and social support to compete and excel in an academic setting 

(Stephens et al., 2014). 

 

However, one of the prospects of higher education is for social mobility and providing equal 

opportunity to all students. Maintaining cultural diversity, educational institutions should 

recruit and retain students from diverse backgrounds. If members of a particular section of 

society are not performing well in academics for a prolonged time, then it is essential to look 

the matters into the socio-historical and cultural perspectives of that group (Kincheloe, 1999). 

Most often, students from minority backgrounds believed that they are not treated fairly in the 

academic system. Consequently, they felt that they have not belonged to the institution and 

finally decided to drop out — dropout associated with a lack of persistence and a lack of 

social communication within the educational setting.  

 

Differing from the prevailing standards of the institution leads to low academic commitment, 

insufficient interaction with peers and faculty. Students who failures to replicates the 

prevalent cultural norms of higher education are struggling to survive in the system. Thus, 

endorsing only an independent model of self in higher education is problematic for providing 

equal opportunity to all deserving students. At the broader perspectives, prevention of dropout 

needed the system to ensure fairness to all students, and also the institution organized 

academic and social awareness programs to its students. And at the individual level, students 

should know that education leads to self-development, and it would help in employment 

prospects.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The paper concludes that the dropout of first-generation college students is because they were 

experiencing the cultural difference in an academic institution. Academic culture is widely 

prevalent by the independent model of self. In contrast, first-generation college learners are 

more likely to regulate working-class norms of interdependence. Culture plays a vital role in 

the understanding of learning. In any culture, people promoted some activities and 

disregarded other activities. Similarly, an essential norm of one culture might be irrelevant to 

other cultures. So, understanding different cultures are a very challenging task because we 

individuals absorb our own culture and observe things accordingly. Those who differ from the 
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norms are perceived to be inadequate. However, different cultural practices are attributable, 

but it complicated to nurture. On the other hand, higher education is vital for any group or 

community. Thus, endorsing an independent model of self only in higher education may have 

negative consequences in society. Therefore, the challenge for future research is to identify 

the best way to endorse the interdependent model of self in higher education. 
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