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RESULTS

CONCLUSION

The Finish Line Project is a multi-year initiative at UNC Chapel 
Hill promoting success for First Generation College Students and 
other undergraduates. As part of this initiative, Coach Approach 
Training (CAT) was developed to train university faculty and staff 
in effective and positive interactions with students using 
academic coaching principles, beliefs, and skills. This pilot study 
examines the potential impacts of professional development in 
an academic coaching approach on faculty and staff attitudes, 
beliefs, and behaviors in interactions with college students. 

Positive interactions between undergraduate college students 
and university faculty and staff have been linked with improved 
academic performance, persistence, graduation rates, and use 
of university resources (Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborskim, 2011; 
Habley, 2004; Wyckoff, 1998). Many agree that improving 
student/faculty/staff interactions promotes academic success. 
(Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett & Norman, 2010; McGuire, 
2015; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2004). Recent investigations 
explore the effects of instructor mindset on student-instructor 
interactions and student achievement (Aguilar, Walton & 
Wieman, 2014; Rattan, Good & Dweck, 2012). Academic 
coaching is a form of student support that emphasizes non-
hierarchical communication and collaboration. The model seeks 
to improve students’ self-awareness, self-regulation, problem-
solving skills, and goal attainment (Richman, Rademacher & 
Maitland, 2014).

The study’s design consisted of a three-group randomized 
control trial. UNC Chapel Hill faculty and staff (N = 89) who 
regularly interact with undergraduate students were randomly 
assigned to one of three conditions: condition one received CAT 
(n = 28), a two-day, 14-hour interactive training that included 
lecture, video and live coaching modeling, small group and 
paired practice with constructive feedback from trainers, and 
collaborative debriefing discussions; condition two received 
Coach Approach self-study materials (n = 28), an online 
academic coaching training module; and condition three served 
as the control (n = 33). All participants completed online pre- and 
post-surveys via Qualtrics. Post-surveys were administered 
seven months following treatment. Outcome variables included 
an adapted measure of participants’ mindset (see Table 2; 
Dweck, 2000), participants’ perceptions about students’ 
competence, and participants’ use of academic coaching skills in 
their work with students.

Faculty and staff predominantly demonstrated a growth mindset 
about undergraduate intelligence (see Table 2) with no significant 
differences between groups or change during the study period. 
Overall, participants who received CAT provided high ratings of 
the training’s effectiveness, which was significantly different from 
participants who used online modules (see Table 3). Additionally, 
faculty and staff who received CAT were more likely to report 
using academic coaching skills such as collaborating with 
students and guiding the creation of an action plan than those 
who received the online materials (see Tables 4 & 5).
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Table 1. Sample Demographic Characteristics by Percentage (N = 89)
Gender (n = 87)

Male 23% (20)
Female 76% (66)
Other 1% (1)

Racial Background (n = 86)
White/Caucasian 79% (70)
Black/African American 10% (9)
Asian 7% (6)
Multiracial/Multiethnic 1% (1)

First Generation College Status (n = 87)
Yes 31% (27)
No 69% (60)

Education Level (n = 88)
Some College 1% (1)
Bachelor’s Degree (e.g., BA, BS, AB) 4% (4)
Master’s Degree (e.g., MA, MS, MENG, MSW) 50% (44)
Professional School Degree (e.g., MD, DDC, JD) 1% (1)
Doctoral Degree (e.g., PhD, EdD) 43% (38)

Position at UNC (n = 87)
Staff 40% (35)
Faculty 40% (35)
Graduate student 13% (11)
Other 7% (6)

Note. Frequencies appear in parenthesis beside percentages

Table 3. Rating of training effectiveness by training type

*p < .001

Collaboration
Training Condition

CAT Online Modules
Yes 27 (56.25) 21 (43.75)
No 1 (14.29) 6 (85.71)

Training Condition n Mean SD df t p-value
CAT 28 4.18 0.61 53 3.88 < 0.001*
Online Modules 27 3.59 0.50

Table 4. Comparing frequencies of the skill “Coach and student are 
collaborative partners” between training groups

Note. Between-group percentages of collaboration appear in parentheses beside 
group frequencies; Fisher’s Exact Test; p = .05

Participants considered CAT to be an effective professional 
development program. Faculty and staff largely exhibited growth 
mindsets about undergraduate intelligence, and CAT increased 
their use of academic coaching skills in working with students. 
This study suggests that training faculty and staff in an academic 
coaching approach helps support the success of First Generation 
College Students and other undergraduates. Future research 
should build on this pilot study to further examine the impact of an 
academic coaching approach on faculty and staff interactions with 
undergraduates as well as student outcomes. 

Action Plan
Training Condition

CAT Online Modules
Yes 24 (61.54) 15 (38.46)
No 4 (25.00) 12 (75.00)

Table 5. Comparing frequencies of the skill “Guide the creation of 
an action plan” between training groups

Note. Between-group percentages of action plan appear in parentheses beside 
group frequencies; Fisher’s Exact Test; p = .02

COACH APPROACH TRAINING PARTICIPANT FEEDBACK
“First Generation college students often do not have the inherent
social capital that other students have to navigate the complexities
of a bureaucratic college system. At most universities, the student is
their own agent and is responsible for managing their time, studies,
and all logistics. Without knowledge of that system, it can be very
difficult to navigate. Coaching can help fill the gaps--not telling the
student what to do, but just pointing them in the direction of the
things the student wants to accomplish and how they can be
resourceful to get what they need.”

FACULTY AND STAFF BEHAVIOR:

FACULTY AND STAFF ATTITUDES & BELIEFS:

Measure Cronbach’s Alpha
Theories of Intelligence Scale (Dweck, 2000) 0.94 – 0.98
Adapted Mindset Measure 0.94 
Note. At treatment, 66% (59) of participants had a growth mindset of student intelligence, 28% 
(25) had a malleable mindset, and 6% (5) had a fixed mindset

Table 2. Internal Consistency of Adapted Mindset Measure

Adapted Mindset Measure Items:
1. Students have a certain amount of intelligence, and they can’t really do much to 

change it.
2. Intelligence is something that students can’t change very much.
3. No matter who they are, students can significantly change their intelligence levels.
4. To be honest, students can’t really change how intelligent they are.
5. Students can always substantially change how intelligent they are.
6. Students can learn new things, but the can’t really change their basic intelligence.
7. No matter how much intelligence students have, they can always change it quite a bit.
8. Students can change even their basic intelligence.


