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Abstract 

Successful implementation of Dynamic Student Development Metatheodel (DSDM) can support 

persistence and graduation of first generation (FG) and other marginalized populations, who have 

been historically and contemporarily denied access to power epicenters. This paper will address 

intersectionality of identities of FG college students as framed by a new model of student 

development and student success, the Dynamic Student Development Metatheodel (DSDM). The 

authors will discuss the importance of an intersectionality framework that will allow for a holistic 

view of college students identity development while implementing high impact practices to 

increase enrollment, retention, and graduation of FG and low income students.  
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Reframing Success: Attending to Intersectionality to Support Lived 
Experiences of First Generation College Students 

Administrators at many postsecondary institutions have recently highlighted the large 

demographic shifts occurring in the traditional age population of college-bound students as it 

plateaus by 2025. This dramatic shift necessitates that college and university administration look 

to underrepresented traditionally-aged populations to maintain enrollments. One of the fastest 

growing populations to be attending colleges are FG (FG) students (NCES, 2013; The Pell 

Institute, 2015).  

FG students now represent an increasing proportion of the traditional undergraduate 

student population in the United States. According to  U.S. Department of Education (2014), FG 

students now comprise 34% of undergraduate students. Engle and Tinto (2008) and Saenz et al. 

(2007) described the spectrum of challenges that exist for FG students, often resulting in degree 

completion delays or student departure. FG students are also more likely to have low levels of 

social capital, come from historically underrepresented groups, and be pell-eligible. These factors 

generate greater student persistence and graduation challenges.  

Colleges and universities remain unprepared and without resources dedicated to connect 

FG students to the college and to programs and services that will support their academic and 

psychosocial development. Most institutions have struggled to connect with these students 

through admissions efforts, nor have methods of retention so FGs students can persist towards 

graduation been developed. An issue that often surfaces when considering how to create 

connections to support student success is that administrators may be unaware of the intersections 

of identity held by FG college students. Assuming the population is homogeneous is a grave 

error; unearthing some of the overlapping characteristics and framing those in the strengths and 



 
DSDM & FIRST-GEN                                 4 
 
 

resilience FG students possess can be the key to recruitment, retention, higher rates of 

performance and higher graduation rates for this population. This paper will address 

intersectionality of identities of FG college students as framed by a new model of student 

development and student success, the Dynamic Student Development Metatheodel (DSDM) 

(Frederick, Sasso, & Barratt, 2015).  

The discovery of how one’s multiple identities impacts student success is a key construct 

affecting how FG college students traverse their college experiences. As institutions of higher 

education continue to become increasingly more diverse, it is important to conceptualize student 

populations using a multidimensional lens, rather than focusing on identities as independent from 

one another.  Many college student identity models offer a one-dimensional approach, viewing 

identities as separate entities, and failing to address how college student identities develop and 

how students experience the college environment at the convergence of multiple identities 

(Robinson-Wood, 2009). The authors will discuss the importance of an intersectionality 

framework that will allow for a holistic view of college student’s identity development. 

Implications from the DSDM student success model highlight how cultural, economic, and 

academic achievement gaps must inform strategies and initiatives designed to increase college 

student access and success. 

Profile of the First Generation College Student 

Enrollment in post-secondary degree granting institutions has increased significantly over 

the past forty years, from an undergraduate enrollment rate of 7.4 million to 17.8 million by the 

fall of 2012 (The Pell Institute, 2015). According to the National Center for Education Statistics 

projections (2013), enrollment is expected to increase to 24 million by 2021. Most significant are 
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the projected enrollment trends for racial and ethnic minority students. By 2021, enrollment for 

Hispanic students is projected to increase by 42%, African American/Black students by 25%, and 

20% for Asian/Pacific Islanders (NCES, 2013). Such trends support the need for post-secondary 

institutions to take a closer look at their enrollment management practices to support a more 

diverse student population.  

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2012), FG students constitute the fastest 

growing population of students entering college, comprising approximately 50% of enrolled 

students in both 2- and 4-year institutions. Though the definition of FG college students varies 

and can be specific to an institution’s designation or even a federal designation in the case of 

grant proposals, the authors recognize the definition can impact the way percentages are shaped 

for statistical purposes, institutional objectives, or otherwise. For the purposes of this paper, FG is 

defined  as students whose parent/s or guardian/s have not attended or completed college in the 

United States (Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). 

Of those entering college who identify as FG, a significant proportion are from 

marginalized populations such as low-income, Latino/Hispanic, and African American/Black. 

Other underrepresented populations such as American Indian/Alaskan Native and some Asian 

groups are also included as FG students in many studies. The U.S. Department of Education 

National Center for Education Statistics (2010) held that students who identified as Asian 

constituted 32% of the FG population, 48.5% of Latino students had parents with no education 

beyond high school, and 45% of African American students were also in that category. In 

addition, American Indian students in the grouping comprised approximately 35%, and 
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Caucasians represented 28% who self-identified as FG. In addition to this designation, FG 

students navigate multiple identities, further complicating their higher education journeys. 

These multiple identities or diverse cultural characteristics should be taken into account 

when addressing college access and success. Multiple minoritized identities add to the already 

existing socioemotional and college adjustments for students (Consolacion, Russell, & Sue, 

2004). There still remains a gap in college access and student persistence as it relates to 

low-income, FG college students. The most updated data shows that there are approximately 4.5 

million low-income, FG college students enrolled in post-secondary institutions, making up about 

24% of total enrollment. As the number of racial and ethnic minoritized college-bound students 

increase, this number is also expected to rise (Engle, Tinto, & The Pell Institute for the Study of 

Opportunity in Higher Education, 2008).  Historically, this population has been more likely to 

leave college within the first year as compared to their counterparts.  

Moreover, time to graduation often extends well beyond the traditional four year plan, 

with only about 43% of low income, FG college students earning their undergraduate degrees 

within a six year time span (Engle et al., 2008; Titus, 2006).  Overall, FG college students may 

lack the preparation and knowledge needed to thrive in a college environment, are often less 

academically prepared, and require intentional guidance and advisement to help shape their 

academic and career aspirations (Engle et al., 2008; Hertel, 2002; Titus, 2006; Winograd & Shick 

Tryon, 2009).  Low-income, FG college students are far more likely to enter college academically 

underprepared for the rigors of college course work in the content areas of reading, writing, math 

and science (Engle et al., 2008; Titus, 2006; Winograd & Shick Tryon, 2009).  FG students tend 

to have greater obligations outside of school, including part- or full-time employment and family 
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responsibilities.  In addition, students who have been historically underrepresented in higher 

education (e.g., low income, racial/ethnic minorities, FG college students) are often faced with 

unique challenges that may impact their career choices including: (1) false realities about 

occupations; and (2) uninformed parents or guardians (Burton, 2006; Gordon & Steele, 2003; 

Lepre, 2007; Ringer & Dodd, 1999).  

Six-year outcome data from The Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher 

Education revealed critical differences in graduation rates for low-income, FG college students as 

compared to their non low-income, FG peers (Engle et al., 2008).  The most glaring data were the 

comparisons between the low-income, FG population who obtained bachelor’s degrees (11%) 

versus the non low-income, FG population who earned bachelor’s degrees (55%).  The 

comparative breakdown for public four-year universities showed that 5% of the low-income, FG 

student population earned bachelor’s degrees versus 24% of the non low-income FG population; 

private four-year breakdown was 43% low-income, FG versus 80% of the non low-income, FG 

population (Becker, Kroder, & Tucker, 2010; Engle et al., 2008). Such data should be considered 

when creating a framework for college access and success for historically underrepresented 

college student populations.  

While defining the FG population seems to be cumbersome at best, there are a vast 

number of students who enter post-secondary education with little to no college knowledge 

(Vargas, 2004), leaving them with an increasingly monumental task to complete their 

undergraduate degrees. College knowledge can be defined as information, often coming from 

family members, that provides insight into the challenges that can make degree attainment less 

difficult. Having this advantage can, at the very least, provide students with academic and/or 
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psychosocial confidence and cultural capital to move through the bureaucracy of a university or 

the conflicts that arise from living in a residence hall—and everything in between (Vargas, 2004). 

Lack of this type of cultural capital can be detrimental to FG student success, and can make or 

break the student’s capacity to continue in their pursuit of a higher education.  

Together with a lack of college knowledge comes the difficulty of navigating 

developmental stages while discovering other identities (e.g., LGBTQ+). The intersectionality of 

the varied selves being unearthed during the college years can create divergent and perhaps 

conflicting perceptions of self-discovery and identity synthesis (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; 

Erikson, 1963; Marcia, 1966); in FG students this confluence of selves can cause extreme turmoil 

at the crucial juncture of learning to interact with others while encountering these characteristics. 

Conceptualizing Intersectionality 

Intersectionality will be addressed as a conceptual framework to consider students 

holistically. Conceived by feminist theorists (Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 1981, 1984) and 

intertwined with the research on critical race theory (Delagado & Stefancic, 2001), 

intersectionality focuses on the experiences of historically marginalized populations in the context 

of dominant discourses that often consider people through the most salient characteristic, setting 

aside the idea that all identities matter and impact an individual (Robinson-Wood, 2009). This 

paper will examine the concept as related to the DSDM student success model.  The 

underpinnings of intersectionality highlight the multidimensional development of one’s identities 

as shaped by one’s interactions and experiences.  Intersectionality describes the analysis of one’s 

unique lived experiences established at the convergence of multiple social identities.  The concept 

postulates that no one identity can be appreciated, litigated, or understood (Crenshaw, 1989) 
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without examining its interactions with other identities. Deep-seated in intersectionality is an 

understanding that convergences exist within structures of power and inequity that create both 

privilege and oppression (Bowleg, 2008; Crenshaw, 1989; hooks, 1981, 1984; Shields, 2008; 

Thornton Dill, McLaughlin, & Nieves, 2012). Thus, inequities are never the result of single, 

explicit factors or salient, external characteristics of an individual. Rather, they are the outcome of 

intersections of distinct social locations, race and ethnicity, gender and gender expression, power 

relations, and experiences (Crenshaw, 1989; Hankivsky, 2014; hooks, 1981, 1984).  

While there have been several models and theories explaining the development of college 

student identities (e.g. Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Marcia, 1966)  there is limited student affairs 

research addressing the complexities of identities at the convergence, and the ways in which that 

convergence impacts student success.  Reynolds & Pope (1991) and Abes, Jones, and McEwen 

(2007) researched the expression of multiple identities, however focusing on academic and 

psychosocial impact in college needs to be investigated and understood. Integration within the 

theoretical foundation of the DSDM allows for a holistic approach to student development and 

success not addressed in isolation by any singular theory. The DSDM model (Frederick, Sasso, & 

Barratt, 2015) is developed from common factors of the aforementioned and other theories. While 

not an exhaustive list, some common factors within the theoretical foundation of the DSDM 

include strong, trusting relationships with others in the college environment; orientation to 

individuals’ needs for growth and change through assessment and feedback; involvement and 

influence of the environment on students’ sense of belonging and mattering; and support of 

students’ attainment of self-actualization. 

The theoretical foundation of the DSDM is not limited to one domain of any identified 
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theory. The model is is malleable to the needs of the student. As such, the model can be shaped 

around the student, aligning with where the student is developmentally, unlike fixed models to 

which the student must form. Essentially, students must assess and interpret their experiences 

rather than having the institution defining them. Alexander Den Heije (2017) said, “When a 

flower doesn't bloom, you fix the environment in which it grows, not the flower.” In essence, this 

is the key to working with students  and with FG students in particular. Centuries of higher 

education formed for the dominant classes are not structured to adapt to the needs of the very 

students who must be courted to positively impact enrollment numbers and institutional budgets.  

DSDM disrupts the current fragmented paradigm by defining student success as an 

intricate model of services, interventions, and programs (SSIP’s), and maintaining ongoing 

assessment. The current paradigm addresses students’ cognitive and behavioral needs, but fails to 

consider students’ affective needs, such as sense of belonging, affiliation, and connectivity. The 

current paradigm also defines student success quantitatively while denying the intricacies of 

persistence behaviors that reflect students’ engagement experiences in the college environment. 

Synthesis of theories allows for unique application of the DSDM in a way not currently addressed 

by any other model. The DSDM provides a bridge to practice, thus shaping the complexities of 

theory into a model purely focused on student sense of membership and belonging in the academy 

where processing along the affective domain is critical. 

The Dynamic Student Development Metatheodel (DSDM) 

The intention of the DSDM, originally developed by Barratt & Frederick (2012), but 

further refined by Frederick, Sasso, and Barratt (2015), is to identify common themes or factors 

within sets of theories and models to the degree they can better inform practice. This is a new 
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approach to employing and applying theory. A “metatheodel” is defined as the joining of multiple 

(meta) theories (the) and models (odel) focused on a broad construct; in this case, the construct of 

college student development.  If one examines a set of theories or models attending to the same 

construct, common elements will emerge.  

The concept behind a metatheodel is the identification and application of those common 

elements to inform practice by first defining common elements, establishing accurate operational 

definitions, planning and engaging appropriate supports, services, interventions, and programs 

(SSIP’s), and actively assessing the outcomes of their application in practice.  This is consistent 

with the notion of a metatheodel, a term created by the authors (Barratt & Frederick, 2012).  

Growth, Learning, and Development (GLD) 

The DSDM asserts that student GLD should be understood as an integrated phenomenon 

that best occurs within a set of assumptions, including that (a) GLD is best supported within a 

trusting relationship; (b) GLD is an active, not a passive process; (c) the degree and level of GLD 

is improved as student internalization increases; and (d) as students enter college, they possess a 

definable and acquired set of qualities, skills, and attributes which can be improved upon during 

their college experience. Understanding that GLD requires trust, active involvement, increasing 

student self-awareness, and highlighting student strengths demonstrates how a direct connection 

to a student necessitates observing and validating a FG students’ intersections of identity.  

Significant Other (SO) 

The role of the significant other (SO), a term first coined by Kegan (1982), evolves from 

being highly directive early in a student’s academic career, then moving to that of a mentor/guide 

in the middle portion of the academic lifespan, and finally, becoming a “sounding board” and 
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informal advisor in the latter portion of a student’s tenure in college.  Each stage of the DSDM 

calls for the SO to manage different overarching goals in students’ lives. An SO must have the 

knowledge, awareness, and skills to ascertain and encourage a student’s self-exploration to 

engage in a mutual understanding of identity development. The SO can prove instrumental in 

celebrating intersectionalities a student is discovering, and be a thought partner in seeking 

information to learn about themselves--a vital component of student development.  

Inasmuch as students have a profound need to connect with caring others, SOs will be 

meeting the needs of their students through the relationship while realizing their own need for a 

sense of effectiveness, purpose, and connection will be satisfied as well. An effective SO 

embodies a changing power differential. Early in a student’s college education, the role of the SO 

is to provide direct guidance and oversight of behaviors to assist in meaningful processing of 

experiences,and to manage an ongoing environment focusing on meaning-making, identity 

formation, intentionality, and purpose. The role of the SO is not to give easy answers or to tell 

students what to do, but rather to support students’ internal processing so students will find their 

own answers. Rogers (1969) held that "certain attitudinal qualities which exist in the personal 

relationship between the facilitator and the learner yield significant learning” (p. 106). The SO 

must acknowledge the tendency for people to respond to probing questions with “I don’t know.” 

Often, students in fact do know, but have not yet developed a refined skillset to articulate what 

they are thinking and feeling. It falls to the SO to assist the student to develop communication 

skills to appropriately represent their feeling, beliefs, or needs.  Recognition of the emergence of 

multiple identities is vital to the SO-student relationship, and authenticating the intersections of 

those identities can make a significant difference in how a student navigates the college 
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experience. FG students must traverse the described construct through lenses never carved for 

their life experiences. By using the DSDM to complement validation theory (Rendón, 2007), FG 

students begin to develop a sense of self efficacy. 

Services, Supports, Interventions, and Programs (SSIPs) 

Each of the DSDM’s stages calls for the development of supports, services, interventions, 

and programs (SSIPs) designed to advance student growth in specific functional areas including 

critical thinking, self-awareness, communication, diversity, citizenship, membership and 

leadership, and relationships. Through appropriate assessment, student areas of growth in specific 

behaviors can be identified and the SO, with the student, can work on those areas. 

SSIPs development should occur within a tripartite structure featuring experiences 

students have within the spheres of: (a) academic emphasis, (b) co-curricular emphasis, and (c) 

environmental and process emphasis. Within each of the three areas there are two overlapping 

levels, one for the overall campus community and one for the individual student. It is important to 

note that the three areas of academic, co-curricular, and environmental and process management 

spheres overlap rather than function as independent areas of emphasis. Changes to one area will 

lead to changes in the others due to their unique relationship to one another. 

Theoretical Base of the DSDM 

The DSDM is based on a variety of human and college student development theories as 

well as college student support models. Chickering (1969), and later Chickering & Reisser 

(1993), established a foundational identity development theory for traditional undergraduate 

students. While this theory is unique in that it does not utilize sequential stages to conceptualize 

growth, instead the “vectors” are dynamic. This freedom of direction demonstrates that 



 
DSDM & FIRST-GEN                                 14 
 
 

development is not linear and some students may regress during their individual maturation 

process. The seven vectors are developing competence, managing emotions, moving through 

autonomy toward interdependence, developing mature interpersonal relationships, establishing 

identity, developing purpose, and developing integrity (Chickering, 1969).  

Chickering’s Vectors 

Directionality of the vectors is embedded in the DSDM as implementation of the SSIPs 

and the role of the SO attempt to buttress regression toward initial maturation as in vectors one 

and two. Moreover, the DSDM intersects with Chickering’s Vectors (1969) precisely during the 

fourth vector, developing mature interpersonal relationships. This interval is congruent with the 

DSDM’s stage two where students begin to benefit from the influence of the SO. The fifth and 

sixth vectors, establishing identity and developing purpose, are congruent with stage three as the 

role of the SO continues, but is clearer with a greater degree of influence or impact. As students 

grapple with the cognitive dissonance of the college experience in their formation of the question 

“who am I?,” they learn accept existentialism. The SO and additional provisions of SSIPs allow 

the student to eventually gain a level of comfort in appearance, gender, socioeconomic status, 

race, ethnicity, religion or faith affiliation, and sexual orientation, (Chickering & Reisser, 1993), 

leading to a successful expression of interdependence, a core principle of the DSDM.  

Astin’s Model and Theory of Involvement  

Astin’s (1999) model assumes that student involvement with the institutional community 

will trigger affinity, thus positively affecting retention, graduation, and performance. The model 

has three core components including (a) student characteristics upon entering the institution, (b) 

the institutional environment with which the student interacts, and (c) outcomes of the interaction 
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between student inputs and the collegiate environment.  Astin (1999) argued that five key 

elements enhance outcomes including (a) quality and degree of student investment of 

psychosocial and physical energy, (b) continuous involvement manifested in varying degrees of 

energy throughout the college experience, (c) the qualitative and quantitative aspects of 

involvement, (d) the impact, in proportion to the quality and quantity of energy expenditure and 

students’ perceived quality of involvement, and (e) the overall impact of the educational 

experience as directly related to the level of student involvement. The SO supports student 

involvement and connection, and combined with SSPIs, provide the foundation upon which 

student’s sense of affinity can form.  

Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure  

Tinto’s model (1987) depicts departure as a process of interaction between the 

individual’s attributes, goals, commitments, institutional experiences, integration, and outcomes. 

The majority of students who leave college are not struggling academically (Tinto, 1987); 

persistence entails the incorporation of the individual as an integrated member of the social and 

intellectual communities of the college. Tinto (2012) maintained students are more likely to 

succeed in educational environments where expectations are clear and high, where academic and 

social support is provided, where performance assessment and feedback is ongoing, and where 

students are actively involved in and outside of the classroom.  

According to Tinto (2012), expectations are critical to student success, and students’ 

expectations of themselves are influenced by statements and actions of members of the academic 

community. In addition to expectations communicated by the institution, students need assistance 

in establishing expectations for themselves, thus validating the role of the SO. The SO serves in a 
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challenge and support role by strengthening students’ self-efficacy, which is context-specific and 

malleable. Tinto (2012) deemed self-efficacy as a factor in student engagement and accentuated 

the importance of pedagogical engagement and classroom interactions through collaborative and 

project-based learning. Processing these affective considerations with the SO is strength of the 

DSDM in addressing a historically unattended domain. A student’s interpretation of community 

and the relevance of their engagement must be processed to foster GLD.  

Pascarella’s General Model for Assessing Change  

Pascarella’s (1985) model identifies several core components, including student input 

variables, structural and organizational characteristics, the institutional environment, interactions 

with socialization agents, and quality of student effort. Like Astin’s (1999) and Tinto’s (1993) 

models, Pascarella (1985) contends that student attributes in terms of capabilities and skills along 

with the degree and quality of their effort interacts with the institutional environment, leading to 

positive change and growth.  

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory  

Bandura’s social learning theory (SLT) encompassed an interaction model of “reciprocal 

determinism” (1977, p.9) wherein behavior, personal, and environmental factors function as 

determinants of the other. Bandura believed that behavior is not simply an outcome of interaction 

of a person and situation, but that people are driven and motivated by a combinations of inner 

forces and external influences. People learn from observing behaviors and outcomes of behaviors 

in others, leading to modeling, and if an individual perceives positive benefits from engaging in a 

particular behavior, the probability of repeating that behavior increases. If little or no benefits are 

perceived, the probability of the repeated behavior will decrease (Bandura, 1977).  
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SLT served as the foundation for the development of Bandura’s (1997) theory of 

self-efficacy where he asserted that “beliefs of personal efficacy constitute the key factor of 

human agency” (p. 3), but people are contributors and not determiners of what happens to them. 

In the college setting, interacting factors between the student and the environment influence 

student behavior and success.  The SO is such an environmental inducement, but also qualifies 

what Bandura (1977) identified as “cognitive support” (p. 13). Bandura (1977) stressed that some 

complex behaviors are produced through modeling and in some instances, modeling reduces the 

processing time for knowledge acquisition. The SO serves as a model for behavior and relative 

consequences, allowing the student to integrate frames of behavior and avoid acquisition through 

trial and error within the educational environment. The SO serves as a guide in rehearsal of a 

behavior that Bandura (1997) deems fundamental to retention of mental symbols and cognitive 

learning. The SO serves this purpose through modeling, and the student later accesses associated 

symbols in their permanent memory to respond even when the SO is absent.  

 The DSDM supports conscious processing of the behaviors of self and others, along with 

critical analysis of their perceived outcomes.  While many college students, especially early on, 

have difficulty in processing observed behaviors because they lack the ability to attach word 

symbols to the behaviors and their affective outcomes (Sifneos, 1996), the DSDM calls for 

ongoing processing and articulation of observed behaviors and their perceived outcomes with the 

SO.  In time, ambiguity will diminish, and students improve their ability to attach word symbols 

and more appropriate meaning and understanding of behaviors and their resultant outcomes. 

Baxter-Magolda’s Theory of Self-Authorship  

The theory of self-authorship, a developmental process, examines how one constructs 
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meaning from events occurring in their individual environments (Baxter Magolda, 1998). 

Self-authorship, defined as a “holistic meaning-making capacity,” is characterized by “internally 

generating and coordinating one’s beliefs, values, and internal loyalties” (Baxter Magolda et al., 

2010, p. 4). Learning and growth yield from transformation of the “underlying meaning-making 

structure” (Baxter Magolda et al., 2010, p.5). Self-authorship consists of three dimensions in 

which young adults create knowledge: the epistemological, the development of a personal identity 

(intrapersonal), and forming relationships with others (interpersonal).  

Baxter Magolda (2007) maintained students extract themselves from what they acquire 

from authorities “to define their own purposes, values, feelings, and meanings” and this “involves 

far more than information and skill acquisition” (p. 69). College students in their early years 

progress from absolute knowing, where knowledge is viewed as certain and instructors are 

viewed as authorities, to transitional knowing, where knowledge is uncertain. Baxter Magolda et 

al. (2010) maintained a community of supportive others is necessary to move through dissonance 

indicative of one at a crossroads towards self-authorship.  This developmental process begins in 

college and continues for the next several years as one evolves toward more refined levels of 

interdependency. To foster growth in higher education, Baxter Magolda (2001) maintained it is 

important to validate learners as knowers who are capable of creating knowledge. Students’ 

experiences validate their knowledge and serve as the basis for constructing new knowledge 

(Baxter Magolda, 1992). SSIPs and interaction with peers can help students develop this view of 

themselves as can class involvement.  

It is key for the SO to situate learning in the student’s experience to validate the relevance 

of experiences in contrast to the external world, keeping the self at the center of knowledge 
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construction (Baxter Magolda, 2001). According to Baxter Magolda (2001), learning must also be 

defined as mutually constructed, where trust and mutual respect are key to authentic participation, 

mutual exchange, and critical feedback.  Ultimately, this allows one to consider other’s 

perspectives as well as their own and to develop the capacity for this interconnectedness. 

Self-authorship is embedded within the DSDM as students move toward self-authorship 

through stages one-three with the support of the SO. This movement or experience towards 

self-authorship relies on how students interface with SSIPs across the institution and how the SO 

facilitates reflection, encouraging creating an internal foundation. SSIPs and the SO should help 

facilitate this process increasingly through individual reflection and meaning-making.  

Schlossberg’s Theory of Marginality and Mattering  

Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering proffers a lens to examine how 

college students interpret their membership in the academy and how this interpretation relates to 

student success. Schlossberg (1989) concluded college student success occurs as a result of 

connectivity with others and the institution, and as a result of meaningful experiences as 

interpreted by the student themselves. Marginality can be related to increased sensitivity, 

self-consciousness, and feelings of inferiority (Schlossberg, 1989), while marginality can be a 

permanent construct. Mattering refers to a belief that one matters to others, whether that belief is 

correct or not, and is a motivator (Schlossberg, 1989).  

The theory of marginality and mattering examines five ways in which students feel they 

matter to others, including attention, importance, ego-extension, dependence, and appreciation. 

Attention is the feeling that one is interesting  or noticeable to others. Ego-extension refers to 

feeling that others will be proud of us or disappointed. Dependence is defined by Schlossberg as 
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reliance on others and can be the reliance to a detriment of others onto ourselves. This boundless 

characteristic of the theory is what makes it so powerful to the DSDM model.  

Schlossberg (1989) also advocated for the utilization of intermediary rituals to instill a 

sense of mattering and to combat marginalization amongst college students in between traditional 

markers of matriculation and graduation. Rituals or rites of passage mark the path from one phase 

of life to another and help individuals see themselves as part of the past and future (Schlossberg, 

1989), an implication of the theory that lends itself to a vital component of the DSDM- affective 

reflection.  Rituals can help to combat isolation and help individuals feel a sense of mattering. 

The incorporation of rituals into SSIPs will support student success and engagement in those 

SSIPs must be encouraged by the SO. Thus, the role of the SO in working with the student 

to develop an individualized plan in stage one is a key tenet of the DSDM. Even further, 

significant others serve an essential role as they assist in students’ transition from dependence to 

independence and further, to interdependence, across the DSDM’s three stages.  

Conceptualizing the DSDM in the Context of Intersectionality 

Understanding the Dynamic Student Development Metatheodel (DSDM) requires a new 

conceptualization of how traditional models and theories of college student GLD impacts 

students. The DSDM attends to students’ perceptions of their lived experiences while enrolled 

and it is the “sense they make” of their experience that drives their ongoing decisions of 

remaining enrolled, and the degree to which they will be actively involved in managing their own 

success. For this reason, among others, the DSDM is an ideal construct for understanding student 

success at the intersection of their identities.  
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We make sense of our lived experiences within the three domains of: (a) cognitive (how 

we think), (b) behavioral (how we act), and (c) affective (how we feel).  While cognition and 

behavior are important and are the two domains on which higher education tends to focus, it is the 

affective domain that exerts primary control over our decision-making. The affective domain is so 

strong that decisions are often made contrary to what would be cognitively supported. As FG 

college students begin to feel their place in the college environment, the varied and overlapping 

conceptualization of their identities can begin to formulate, perhaps creating angst at the least and 

manifesting in more serious iterations, such as depression and anxiety, in directing their college 

experience (Dey, Ott, Antonaros, Barnhardt, & Holsapple, 2010; Engle & Tinto, 2008). Further, 

the constant navigation of intersecting identities in an environment not created to embrace one’s 

race, culture, or ethnicity can be overwhelming (Franklin, Smith, & Hung, 2014) 

Attending to the affective domain occurs through relationships.  Exacerbated by entering 

students’ high degree of dependency, managing relationships between institutional personnel and 

students must be collaborative, and the initial responsibility of establishing and managing those 

relationships falls primarily on institutional personnel.  The tenets of the DSDM and application 

of any models or theories of student GLD are grounded in the relationship.  As such, relationships 

constitute the very elixir by which FG students can learn to traverse their perhaps newly emerging 

identities, including identity as a FG college student. Relationships are crucial to supporting the 

student’s GLD, particularly within the turmoil that can surface when one begins to understand 

varying pieces of the self.  

The DSDM supports the intentional transition across three phases or stages. Students enter 

a (1) state of dependence; (2) through independence; and (3) finally, to the optimal state of 
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interdependence with others and the environment. The DSDM is designed to “meet students 

where they are” as they begin college.  The vast majority of entering students enter college in a 

highly dependent state; this  dependent state can result in low levels of performance and the belief 

that merely meeting minimal standards of GLD is sufficient to ensure success. Balance is crucial, 

as over-involvement by staff can result in a student’s over-reliance, thus keeping the student in 

the dependent stage and negating the importance of surfacing intersecting identities as well as 

intersecting behaviors and effects that could strengthen the student’s movement towards 

independence and interdependence. As such, SOs, faculty, and staff who are over-involved with 

students to “support” them actually hinder the expression of the student’s innate strengths and 

resiliency that blossoms when validated (Rendón, 2006; Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2016).  

The DSDM addresses students’ entering dependent state (Stage 1) as one of considerable 

prescription primarily managed by a significant other (SO). The critical role of the SO can be 

assumed by a faculty member, professional staff person, club or organization advisor, a concerned 

community member, or even a highly-developed upper-division student. The human resources 

necessary to support students most likely already exist on most college campuses; adequate 

trained SOs can serve that role for multiple students. 

As mentioned, the SOs role evolves from being highly directive in the early portion of a 

student’s academic years to that of a mentor/guide at the midpoint, and finally, to that of a 

sounding board and informal advisor as the student persists towards graduation. Each stage of the 

DSDM calls for the SO to manage different overarching goals in students’ lives; recognizing how 

academic and psychosocial development is complemented by attending to multiple identities (Sue 

& Sue, 2016) adds to student’s capacity for academic and psychosocial success. 
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The DSDM presents in three stages or states, each of which has unique characteristics, 

goals, roles, and foci of the SSIPs. Because of the relative degree of dependency with which new 

students begin their college work, their ability to articulate or even understand their individual 

needs as they pertain to becoming successful should not be assumed. The SO should maintain a 

higher degree of involvement and direction than is required while balancing and creating space 

for students to affirm their developing identities. The following overview presents the essential 

elements to be addressed by the SO when working with students. While the elements are not 

exhaustive, attention to those listed will build a strong foundation on which additional elements 

can be focused, based on individual student needs. 

Stage 1 relies on full exploration of the student’s dependency state. Concrete expectations 

such as classroom attendance, completion of assigned homework, preparation for class 

participation and examinations, and engagement with the institutional community are paramount. 

There are several less concrete, but critical expectations as well, including the exploration of self, 

identification of multiple identities, the creation of new self-management tools, and a heightened 

sense of self-agency. While all are psychological constructs, they are absolutely critical to 

students’ GLD. The broad goal of Stage 1 is to assist in student identity development, early 

establishment of positive habits, creation and maintenance of a meaningful relationship with the 

SO, acclimation to the institutional environment, and finally, the development of an effective goal 

strategy. These goals contribute to a student’s understanding that identity development and 

academic success relies on understanding each facet of one’s self and how the external world may 

view one’s identities in a college or employment environment.  
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Stage 2 is designed to assist student GLD through the state of independence. Self-agency, 

critical thinking, communication skills, appreciation for differences in others, community 

stewardship, working with others, and relationship management are learned through meaningful 

interactions and modeling positive behaviors of the SO, and in the active participation in a wide 

variety of activities. In addition to modeling the SO, students become more conscious of their 

own qualities, skills, and attributes, their purpose for being, and their identity as college students 

in the context of learning and understanding the intersections of their identities. The role of the 

SO is far less directive in Stage 2 as students are encouraged and expected to become primary 

decision-makers in their lives, and to continue to establish self-assurance within the spaces of 

their gender expression, sexuality, racial and ethnic identities and so on. The SO assumes the 

responsibility of a guide by offering suggestions, recommendations, and support for independent 

decision-making. The intensity of support needs to remain flexible and applied appropriately to 

given situations,  circumstances, and attention must be paid to the issues that arise when students 

are first recognizing who they are (Baxter-Magolda, 1998; Chickering and Reisser, 1993). 

The DSDM’s Stage 3 is designed to support the advancement of students to the level of 

interdependence. Interdependence cannot be achieved unless students fully understand who they 

are within the community. A clear understanding of their strengths and weaknesses and a focus on 

intentionality are supported and developed as a result of earlier work in Stages 1 and 2. 

Interdependence finds students having moved past being overly reliant on others or too focused 

on the self. Interdependent students find themselves capable of and wanting to help those around 

them by meeting individual or group goals or by engaging in altruism to contribute to the 

betterment of both self and others. Rendón (2006), Schlossberg (1989), and Baxter-Magolda 
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(1998) provide evidence that if students can align with their identity development and recognize 

that identity is dynamic, the environmental context will provide less of a challenge. Students can 

then focus on the strengths those identities reveal that had perhaps been considered deficits by 

institutional faculty and staff. Agency results in poise and conviction. Intersectionalities, when 

understood and applauded, complement and augment those manifestations of self-assurance.  

Implications for Practice 

Student Success 

Student success is a broad and sweeping construct that can mean qualitatively different 

things to different people.  Educational decision makers need to develop a concrete and 

manageable definition of student success as not just unique to their institutions, but also 

generalizable to academic and psychosocial paradigms. An institution’s definition of student 

success essentially establishes a set of targets at which the organization can intentionally aim 

services, supports, interventions, and programs (SSIPs) that best provide for students’ needs. 

When factoring in the multiple identities students are beginning to uncover, student success can 

mean making it through the first year of college by accessing appropriately defined and relevant 

supports rather than arbitrary interventions that may miss the essential needs of the population.  

Student Success and Intersectionality 

Student success is impacted by every characteristic and experience of a student. There is 

little that happens to any of us that does not somehow impact our interactions, our work, and our 

psychosocial sense of self within any environment. Rendón (2006) articulated the importance of 

validating the lived experiences of students, and particularly those of FG students, as they are 

often lumped in with students who have had a typical, so called dominant culture 
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(Robinson-Wood, 2009) experience. Students whose personal and academic achievements have 

occurred within a homogeneous environment demonstrate cultural capital within that context.  

Upon coming to college, FG students (again, like most students, however students who are 

White, for example, and go to a predominantly white college are again in a primarily 

homogeneous setting) are no longer in a homogeneous environment, and are often considered no 

differently by administrators, faculty, and staff. Being overlooked as having perhaps some 

challenges or even the opposite—being expected to have few or no challenges in college—can be 

detrimental to a FG student’s initial launch into the college environment. The resilience and the 

strengths exhibited by FG students are often ignored, typically due to a willingness by college 

faculty and staff to treat everyone equally. While this idea seems positive, it actually negates and 

invalidates lived experiences that highlight the benefits of lauding intersectionalities to enhance 

student development. Since much of the research addressing FG students underscores the dire 

circumstances facing this population as they navigate higher education, often with little to no 

support in advance of arriving at college, applying the DSDM to this population can provide a 

conceptual framework to understand and support FG students as they traverse the minefields often 

associated with commencing college.  The DSDM can help to address the varied aspects of 

student identity and contribute to a student’s sense of belonging which positively impacts 

students’ academic and psychosocial success (Tinto, 1993). 

DSDM and FG Student Success 

FG students can benefit from the outcomes desired by the DSDM: developing agency, 

affinity for the institution, and focused intentionality. It is vital for students to nurture these 

affective qualities while moving from dependency (on the family system, school system, other 
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prescribed systems) through independence (to acclimate to the college environment through 

self-direction, meaning making, self-assessment, and engagement) and finally to interdependence. 

Interdependence can manifest in the student’s capability to achieve focused intentionality—a 

quality of maturity that depends on understanding what to do and when to do it (Frederick, Sasso, 

& Barratt, 2015: Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2016). 

Integration within the theoretical foundation of the DSDM allows for a holistic approach 

to student development and success not addressed in isolation by any singular theory. Two SSIPs 

that have integrated cognitive, behavioral, and affective domains holistically and with a primary 

focus on non-cognitive factors, thus supporting DSDM are the Oakland University Trustee 

Academic Success (OUTAS) program (see www.oakland.edu/cmi) and the Saint Mary’s College 

of California High Potential Sphere of Success (HPSS) (see www.stmarys-ca.edu/hp). Both 

programs are designed for FG and underrepresented students and are mindful of the 

intersectionality of multiple identities; each connects students with targeted supports from a 

strengths-based perspective to foster student academic and psychosocial development. 

OUTAS began in 1995 and has demonstrated outcomes over 20 years of increasing 

retention, performance, and graduation of a diverse group of students (Sosa, 2009). In addition, an 

active alumni group made up of former OUTAS students reveal an added bonus to programs that 

facilitate establishment of student connections to the institution.  The program incorporates 

intrusive counseling, mentoring, and leadership development (affective and non-cognitive) and a 

focus on honing student academic capabilities through partnerships with faculty in mathematics 

and the sciences (cognitive) and with the tutoring center to hone study skills (behavioral).  

http://www.oakland.edu/cmi
http://www.oakland.edu/cmi
http://www.stmarys-ca.edu/hp
http://www.stmarys-ca.edu/hp
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High Potential Sphere of Success (HPSS, Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2015) includes a series of 

vectors that address student development, are grounded in high impact practices (Kuh, 2008), and 

parallel the DSDM. Each vector represents newly developed and existing services to customize 

evidence-based interventions to FG students generating short-, intermediate-, and long-term 

impact.  The vectors are comprised of the following: Vector 1:  Resilience and Sustainability 

includes four-year financial aid packaging, early financial aid review, financial literacy training, 

early course registration and family outreach. Vector 2: Psychosocial Development and 

Engagement requires participants to meet bi-weekly with a dedicated Peer Mentor (PM) in years 

one and two, and also in year three if the student is struggling academically or psychosocially. 

HPSS students have an assigned success coach to ensure they are following their academic plan. 

Participants also engage in cultural activities each semester to broaden environmental exposure to 

history, the arts, and other cultures. 

Vector 3: Academic Resources and Technology includes block scheduling (Rosenbaum et 

al., 2006) so HPSS students will be placed together in math, English, science, and first year 

experience (Kuh, 2008) courses in years one and two to support learning communities and 

connection to each other and to the institution. Tutoring is required; PMs are required to sustain 

“study tables” whereby academic empowerment meetings are held with other mentors and their 

mentees. An environment of academic passion and consistent attention to study as a community 

building activity fosters a mindset of academic dedication and determination to succeed. In 

addition, an assigned subject-specialist librarian serves as an HPSS student contact for all four 

years. Vector 4: Leadership Development begins with the end goal of commencement in mind, 

and includes the Summer Academic Institute for Leaders and Scholars (SAILS), which imposes 
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leadership development before students attend their first semester. Summer bridge initiatives have 

long demonstrated success in connecting students to their new academic home, and more than 30 

years of research highlight the positive outcomes of such initiatives (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Saenz 

et al., 2007).  SAILS is designed to motivate students to surface their inner fortitude and resilience 

(non-cognitive/affective) to thrive in the college environment.  The key to SAILS is to involve all 

aspects of the campus community to familiarize HPSS students to the many resources on campus, 

and to connect them with staff and faculty who are available for support.  

Further, in year one, HPSS students participate in a first year experience course taught by 

faculty.  The year-long course is designed to continue the connections made during SAILS, and 

include workshops, resource information, and most importantly, keep student-faculty connections 

initiated during SAILS alive.  Vector 5: Research and Scholarship requires that in years three and 

four, faculty engage with HPSS students in faculty-student research.  Undergraduate research via 

independent study, summer research, and within courses takes place.  The HPSS Narrative 

Project is a partnership with graduate instructors from the college’s Master of Fine Arts in 

Creative Writing program.  It is designed to cultivate low-income and/or FG student dignity and 

honor in sharing their personal stories of resilience and triumph along with the challenges and 

barriers faced as they worked toward attaining access to college, promoting active self-authorship 

(Baxter Magolda, 1998). The Narrative Project is directly supported by Stephens, Hamedani, and 

Destin’s (2014) difference-education intervention. 

Academic monitoring of all participants in years one through four and midterm grade 

reports are required from all faculty who work with HPSS students so academic support can be 

immediately put into place. Vector 6: Career/Graduate Exploration prepares students for the 
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global workplace and society.  In years three and four students are fully connected with the 

campus community and the HPSS staff serve as their touch point.  OUTAS relies on full campus 

involvement as well, and like HPSS, repudiates replication of services. HPSS students are 

required to participate in career and professional development workshops to prepare for graduate 

school or employment.  In addition, motivational events such as conferences can give students the 

impetus necessary to internalize that success is possible, and the road is not necessarily laden with 

insurmountable barriers.  The Sphere of Success is holistic, community engagement is featured 

throughout, and all aspects featured in the DSDM and in the AAC&U’s High Impact Practices 

(Kuh, 2008) are integrated into the program.  Each program has an ultimate goal of growth, 

learning, and development, moving students from dependence to independence to 

interdependence while focusing on students’ strengths not deficits traditionally addressed in the 

literature. 

Conclusion 

The DSDM is designed as highly flexible to meet the unique needs of each student, while 

demanding few resources beyond those already available at most colleges and universities. The 

DSDM calls upon the expenditure of time and attention from existing institutional human 

resources as opposed to an outlay of limited and likely previously allocated funding.  Higher 

education decision makers are being called upon to prepare graduates to assume positions of 

responsibility in the various communities into which they will enter, to improve the quality of the 

nation’s workforce, to provide support to those with whom they will develop significant 

relationships, and in general, to advance the quality of life for themselves and all those around 
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them. To assist in both refining the definition of student success as well as to provide functional 

as opposed to theoretical guidance, the DSDM is presented. 

Applying the DSDM to FG students also representing other marginalized identities can 

provide a conceptual framework to understand and support FG students as they traverse the 

minefields often associated with commencing and completing college. FG students can benefit 

from the outcomes desired by the DSDM: developing agency, affinity for the institution, and 

focused intentionality. It is vital for students to nurture these affective qualities while moving 

from dependency (on the family system, school system, other prescribed systems) through 

independence (to acclimate to the college environment through self-direction, meaning making, 

self-assessment, and engagement) and finally to interdependence. Interdependence can manifest 

in the student’s capability to achieve focused intentionality—a quality of maturity that depends on 

understanding what to do and when to do it (Frederick, Sasso, & Barratt, 2015).  

Policies and practices (e.g. success coaching, narrative exploration and writing, integration 

of academic advising and career development) that apply DSDM demonstrate early positive 

outcomes at the researchers’ respective institutions disrupting power asymmetries in the 

conversation on student success and in the search for solutions to increase persistence and 

graduation rates. FG and other marginalized populations have been historically and 

contemporarily denied access to power epicenters (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Miller, 1976). The 

historic origin of higher education supported traditional programming that was not originally 

developed for marginalized populations. Through consideration of intersectionality and holistic 

perspective researchers resist marginalization and reframe success in higher education.  
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