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The Relationship Between Social and
Emotional Learning Skills and Resource Use
for First-Year Outcomes of Hispanic First
Generation College Students
Christian A. Latino, Gabriela Stegmann, Justine Radunzel, PhD, Jason D.
Way, PhD, Edgar Sanchez, PhD, and Alex Casillas, PhD
This study found that Hispanic FGCS typically performed worse on first-year
academic outcomes than Hispanic non-FGCS, including lower first-year GPAs
and being less likely to be on-track than Hispanic non-FGCS. However, the FGCS
differences disappeared after controlling for other salient factors.
Previous research has shown that high school GPA (HSGPA) and ACT© Composite score are predictive of first-year
outcomes, such as first-year college GPA and retention,1 even among racial/ethnic groups such as Hispanic
students.2 In the present study, we accounted for these variables and sought to examine whether other student
characteristics, such as social and emotional learning (SEL) skills and resource use, help to predict which Hispanic
students struggle in college. Of particular interest were Hispanic first generation college students (FGCS), the
racial/ethnic group with the greatest proportion of future FGCS.3 FGCS were defined as students whose parents had
not completed a bachelor’s degree or higher, consistent with the Higher Education Act definition.4
The first set of characteristics of interest, SEL skills, include qualities such as emotional control, academic selfdiscipline, college commitment, and social engagement. ACT Engage©,5 an assessment that measures SEL skills, has
been shown to predict college GPA6 and retention,7 even after controlling for institution, demographic
characteristics, and prior academic achievement.
The second characteristic, on-campus resource use, has been theorized to increase the likelihood that a student
remains in college.8 To test this, Robbins et al. (2009)9 investigated the association of various types of resource use
(i.e., academic, social, recreational, and advising) with first-year GPA and retention. Results indicated that the
utilization of all resource types was positively associated with first-year GPA and retention.

Purpose
The purpose of the present study was to examine how student FGCS status, demographic characteristics,10 prior
academic achievement,11 SEL skills (ACT Engage scale scores [see Appendix A for scales]), and resource use predict
the following outcomes among first-year Hispanic college students:

1. first-year college GPA
2. first-to-second year retention
3. on-track status at the end of the first year (i.e., having earned at least 24 credit hours by the end of the first
year, including college credits they may have earned in high school)
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The resource types examined in this study were academic, career, and wellness (see Appendix B for more
information). We also investigated whether Hispanic FGCS and Hispanic non-FGCS differed in their first-year
outcomes.
Data on 685 Hispanic students were available from the 2012 first-year cohort from a Hispanic-serving institution in
the Southern United States.12 Within the sample, 42% were female, and 60% were FGCS. Bivariate analyses were used
to compare first-year outcomes between Hispanic FGCS and Hispanic non-FGCS. Regression models that controlled
for ACT Composite score and HSGPA were used to determine which student characteristics were related to Hispanic
students’ likelihood of success during their first year.

Findings
From the bivariate analyses, we found that Hispanic FGCS tended to have lower first-year GPAs than Hispanic nonFGCS on average (2.57 vs. 2.87; see Figure 1)13 and were less likely to be on-track by the end of the first year than
Hispanic non-FGCS (52% vs. 63%; see Figure 2).14 There was no significant difference in first-to-second year retention
between the two groups (75% vs. 79%).15 Overall, Hispanic non-FGCS had significantly better performance than
Hispanic FGCS on two of the three first-year outcomes measured.

First-Year GPA
Using a multiple-predictor regression model, we found that Academic Discipline (see Figure 3),16 completing
homework in high school,17 and academic resource use18 significantly predicted first-year GPA, after statistically
controlling for other variables in the model. FGCS status was no longer a significant predictor of GPA once academic
resource use was added to the model, though it was nearly significant.19 The typical first-year GPA was 2.72 for those
with low academic resource use, 2.84 for those with moderate use, and 2.92 for those with high use, after setting
other predictors in the model to their mean values. Overall, these results suggest that putting effort into school
(Academic Discipline), having a history of completing homework, and using academic resources are related to
higher first-year GPAs on average for both Hispanic FGCS and Hispanic non-FGCS, even after controlling for prior
achievement.
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Figure 1. Comparison of first-year GPAs for Hispanic FGCS to Hispanic non-FGCS
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Figure 2. Comparison of on-track rate at end of first year for Hispanic FGCS and Hispanic non-FGCS
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Figure 3. Relationship between Academic Discipline and first-year GPA

First-to-Second Year Retention
From the multiple-predictor logistic regression model, Academic Discipline,20 Social Activity,21 and Steadiness22
significantly predicted first-to-second year retention. Neither FGCS status nor any type of resource use was related to
first-to-second year retention. As seen in Figure 4, Social Activity had a curvilinear relationship with first-to-second
year retention, meaning that Hispanic students who had too little or too much Social Activity were less likely to be
retained to their second year at this institution. This same type of relationship was true of Steadiness as well, where
Hispanic students who either lacked or exhibited too much Steadiness (i.e., too easily overwhelmed by or too
controlling of emotions, such as stress) were less likely to be retained to their second year. Overall, these results
suggest that SEL skills were related to returning to the second year of college. Specifically, putting effort into school
(Academic Discipline), having a balanced social life (Social Activity), and having balanced emotional control
(Steadiness) are linked to the increased likelihood of returning to the second year of college for both Hispanic FGCS
and Hispanic non-FGCS.
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Figure 4. Curvilinear relationship between Social Activity and first-to-second year retention

On-Track Status
Results from the multiple-predictor logistic regression model indicated that being male (this finding is inconsistent
with other research),23 completing homework in high school,24 Academic Discipline,25 and Steadiness26 significantly
predicted on-track status. Neither FGCS status nor any type of resource use significantly predicted on-track status,
after statistically controlling for the other predictors in the model. Similar to first-to-second year retention, Hispanic
students who exhibited too little or too much Steadiness were less likely to be on track than Hispanic students who
exhibited a moderate amount of Steadiness (see Figure 5). In sum, these findings suggest that having a history of
completing homework and having SEL skills (Academic Discipline and Steadiness) are associated with being more
likely to accumulate 24 or more credit hours after the first year for both Hispanic FGCS and Hispanic non-FGCS.
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Figure 5. Curvilinear relationship between Steadiness and on-track rate
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Conclusion and Implications
In this study, we found that Hispanic FGCS typically performed worse on first-year academic outcomes than
Hispanic non-FGCS. Specifically, Hispanic FGCS had lower first-year GPAs and were less likely to be on-track in terms
of credit accumulation than Hispanic non-FGCS. However, the FGCS differences disappeared after controlling for
other salient factors (e.g., academic resource use, SEL skills), which suggests that these factors mediate the effects of
FGCS.
Using a multiple-predictor model, we also found that several SEL skills predicted an increased likelihood of student
success. For example, Academic Discipline was predictive of first-year GPA, first-to-second year retention, and ontrack status; a moderate amount of Steadiness was related to first-to-second year retention and on-track status; and
a moderate amount of Social Activity was related to first-to-second year retention. This suggests that, even when
typical academic measures (HSGPA and ACT Composite score) are controlled for, SEL skills pertaining to persistence,
emotional control, and sociability are equally predictive of first-year academic success for both Hispanic FGCS and
Hispanic non-FGCS. These findings are similar to those of Robbins et al. (2006), indicating that these patterns exist
for all students, not just for Hispanic students.27 Regarding resource utilization, we found that academic resource use
was predictive of first-year GPA but none of the other outcomes of interest. Neither wellness nor career resource use
were predictive of any of the first-year outcomes.
The overall findings from this study highlight the importance of dedicating additional resources to Hispanic FGCS to
ensure that they find success in school by boosting academic resource use on campus and assessing for and
encouraging effective levels of SEL skills. While neither academic resource use nor SEL skills differentially benefited
Hispanic FGCS over Hispanic non-FGCS, they were still related to positive first-year outcomes. In applied settings,
administrators can work with students to enhance their Academic Discipline while ensuring that students find a
healthy balance in both their Social Activity and Steadiness. For example, in the case of Social Activity, administrators
could work with students to participate in at least one campus club or activity so as to promote engagement with
the campus community and encourage the development of a local social support network. In contrast,
administrators could also work with students who are involved in many social activities (likely informal social
gatherings) and help them to balance their participation in these activities with their academic goals and priorities.
Overall, these skills might be readily integrated into academic curricula and first-year experience programming to
encourage the well-rounded development of students who will soon be entering the workforce. Limitations of this
study are that the findings were not experimental in nature and that they were only derived from students at a
single postsecondary institution.
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Appendix A
ACT Engage Scales
Academic Discipline: The amount of effort put into schoolwork and the degree to which the student is
perceived as hardworking and conscientious.
Academic Self-Confidence: The extent to which the student believes he or she can perform well in school.
Commitment to College: The student’s commitment to staying in college and getting a degree.
Communication Skills: How attentive the student is to others’ feelings and how flexible the student is in
resolving conflict with others.
General Determination: The extent to which the student strives to follow through on commitments and
obligations.
Goal Striving: The strength of the student’s efforts to achieve objectives and end goals.
Social Activity: How comfortable the student feels meeting and interacting with people.
Social Connection: The student’s feelings of connection and involvement with the college/school community.
Steadiness: The student’s responses to strong feelings and how he or she manages those feelings.
Study Skills: The extent to which the student believes he or she knows how to assess an academic problem,
organize a solution, and successfully complete academic assignments.

Appendix B
Resource Use Categories
A group of students (74% of the sample) were

(below the 25th percentile), moderate use (between

administered a survey during the spring semester

the 25th and 75th percentile), and high use (above

(February, 2013) where they answered questions

the 75th percentile). Therefore, what was considered

regarding their use of 17 on-campus resources. For

low use for one category was different for another,

the analysis, these resources were grouped into three

depending on how frequently it was used by

categories (academic, career, and wellness),

students (see Table 1). This information is defined

confirmed by a confirmatory factor analysis. Each

below:

resource category was split into three levels: low use
Academic: Campus-sponsored tutoring, campus-sponsored study groups, scheduled meetings with teachers
and professors, writing lab, math lab, formal mentoring organized through college, and academic advising.
Career: Job placement, student employment services, career planning services, and financial aid services.
Wellness: Personal counseling services, student health and wellness services, campus sponsored social
activities, campus recreational center, cultural center, and student center or union.
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Table 1. Definitions of Low, Moderate, and High Use for Each Resource Category
Category

Low Use

Moderate Use

High Use

Academic

0-13

14-23

24 or more

Career

0-2

3-6

7 or more

Wellness

0-7

8-12

13 or more
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