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First-generation college student enrollment has increased significantly in recent years and a sizeable canon 
exists to help understand their journey to and through higher education, as well as subsequent persistence, 
retention and graduation rates. This research is the first to investigate how and why first-generation college 
students use music. Two studies compare usage patterns in pre- and pandemic settings. Study One (N=583) 
found that students listen to roughly four hours per day and that nearly 75% of students listen to music 
while studying. Moreover, first-generation students indicated that they listen to music more frequently and 
for more inward-focused coping reasons. Study Two (N=441) was an Internet survey (conducted during 
the pandemic) that supported and augmented many of Study One’s findings. While music plays an important 
role for all students, it is critically important to first-generation students. Key findings illuminate what 
genres students listen to and eleven reasons why students listen to music, which are highlighted by 
identifying and expressing emotions, relieving stress, relieving stress, and increasing creativity. 
 
Keywords: first-generation, music, study habits, academic performance 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

Music is probably the one real magic I have encountered in my life. There’s not some trick 
involved with it. It’s pure and it’s real. It moves, it heals, it communicates and does all 
these incredible things. 

                                               Tom Petty (McCormick, 2012) 
 

Music has been an artifact among numerous cultures for centuries. There is recent evidence of flutes, 
made from bird bone, being used over 40,000 years ago (Higham, et al., 2012). Today, through great 
technological strides, music has never been more prevalent and over one trillion songs are streamed each 
year in the United States alone (Statista, 2020). Consumers find themselves just a click or tap away from 
an infinite library of listening options. As a result, college students, many of whom have had access to the 
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Internet since before entering kindergarten, are confident in instantly finding myriad musical options. Some 
intriguing research questions arise. Why do college students listen to music? More specifically, how does 
music benefit students? How much music are students listening to? What types of music are they listening 
to? Anecdotally, why are so many students listening to music while they read, study, or do other school-
related projects? These issues are important and have yet to be explored in depth for first-generation college 
students in the United States.  

Extant research reveals that music plays a significant role in the lives of college students. One study 
indicates that students listen to between two and nine hours of music per day (Gurgen, 2016). More 
profoundly, students indicate they set aside more time for listening to music than any other daily activity 
(Lamont, et al., 2003). Further, research shows that music impacts people’s social and emotional 
development, namely: 1) self-awareness (e.g., identifying one’s own emotions, expressing complex 
feelings); 2) self-management (e.g., soothing anxiety, setting and working towards goals); 3) social 
awareness (e.g., developing empathy, understanding social and ethical behavior); 4) relationship skills (e.g., 
building healthy relationships, negotiating conflict); and, 5) responsible decision making (e.g., identifying 
problems, evaluating consequences of choices) (Carpentier, et al., 2003; Kokotsaki & Hallam, 2007; North 
et al., 2000). Music plays key roles in the academic, personal and social lives of young adults, even across 
various cultures (Lamont et al., 2003; North et al., 2004; Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007). Lastly, past works 
suggest that music impacts both academic achievement and social success in higher education (Serrano, 
2015; Tarrant et al., 2000; Tekman & Hortac, 2002). 

To date, all of the studies investigating college students’ music consumption are focused on the general 
population of students and are not specific to first-generation students. Thus, the purpose of the current 
work is to examine first-generation college students’ usage of music and the related connections to their 
study habits, motivations, and academic performance. Two large-scale surveys attempt to capture big 
enough sample sizes to make comparisons between first-generation and non-first-generation students. As 
this work is foundational and exploratory, we make no formal hypotheses. However, the work concludes 
with a discussion of key points, implications, and future studies. 
 
CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND  
 
First-Generation College Students 
 

The times they are a changin’ 
(Dylan, 1964). 

 
Music can change the world because it can change people. 

Bono (US Music Festival, 1983) 
  

Over the past forty years, access to higher education for first-generation, low-income students of color 
has dramatically increased. First-generation students are defined as those whose parents have no education 
beyond high school, or may have some college, postsecondary certificates, or associate’s degrees, but no 
bachelor’s degrees (USDoE, 1998; UC, 2017).  

Unfortunately, disparities in retention, engagement and graduation are prevalent across the country 
(McCarron & Inkelas, 2006). It is important to acknowledge that a majority of first-year students who 
identify as underprepared students also identify as first-generation and come from low-income families and 
communities of color (Melzer & Grant, 2016). The literature emphasizes that underprepared students have 
a more developed external locus of control and, compared to prepared students, have less confidence in 
their decision-making abilities and reach out to faculty less often (Pascarella et. al., 2004).  

 First-generation enrollments in higher education represent a significant trend. Four-year universities 
are seeing one in every six students is a first-generation student, and including community colleges raises 
this statistic to an astounding one in every three students (Ward, et. al., 2012). Subsequently there has been, 
and continues to be, a significant amount of research on understanding these students’ journeys to and 
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experiences in higher education. In light of the long-standing ideals, beliefs and deeply embedded 
hierarchies present on college campuses, first-generation college students encounter barriers which result 
in negative academic experiences and diminished outcomes (Cataldi, et al., 2018; Jenkins, et al., 2013; 
McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Pratt, et al., 2017).  

W.E.B. Dubois (1903) addressed the reality of inequality in the U.S. with his reflection, “To be a poor 
man is hard, but to be a poor race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hardships.” (p. 4). Graduation 
rates and degree attainments have staggering effects in relation to self-esteem, unemployment, long-term 
health, use of public assistance and potential career earnings (Drago, 2008; Ellis & Taylor, 1983). A 
substantial amount of research has been carried out to better understand persistence, retention and 
graduation especially for underrepresented populations. Key findings indicate that what happens out of the 
classroom and off campus may greatly impact academic experiences as significantly as what happens on 
campus and in classrooms (Braxton, et al., 2000; Kuh, 1995; Tinto, 1987). We also know that out-of-class 
experiences play significant roles in nurturing students’ understanding and sense making of their 
development both as students and people (CASEL, 2018; Degand, 2015; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Kuh, et. al., 
2008; Wyatt & Bloemker, 2013). Literature provides findings that Social and Emotional Learning can 
enrich student development, increase student achievement and enhance career experiences after graduation 
(Coryn, 2009).  

A sizeable canon exists to help understand first-generation college students. Yet, there is a significant 
gap in literature about first-generation college students’ relationships with music and academic 
achievement. Ultimately there are significant differences (pre-college characteristics, academic 
engagement and outcomes as well as social and emotional competencies) between first-generation and non-
first-generation college students (Zwerling & London, 1992). How first-generation students come to 
understand and make sense of their positions within education is influenced by myriad social and/or familial 
variables which include, but are not limited to—cultural traditions, language, family, religion, spirituality, 
gender, sexual orientation, age, previous academic experiences, marginalized cultural experiences and 
biased socioeconomic experiences (Rendon, 1994; Pascarella, et. al., 2004; Terenzini, et. al., 1996; Ward, 
et. al, 2012). These characteristics and experiences imply first-generation students often engage with 
education from the margins and remain peripheral to their own experiences. For many students, education 
is filled with antiquated activities, traditional texts and curriculum lacking in diversity, all of which continue 
to invalidate students. 

In addition, Laura Rendon (1994) suggests more subtle forms of support must accompany traditional 
efforts. She identifies new approaches as validating experiences. Validating students would include 
increased encounters with administrators, faculty who express to first-generation students that they are 
competent learners, that they can succeed, that they are essential to creating academic community and that 
their lived experiences, family and culture are sources of knowledge, skills and abilities. And as a result, 
should never be devalued as stated in Serrano’s (2015) work addressing the importance Ska music plays 
for the ChicanX LatinX subcultures. Serrano highlights Ska music’s ability to raise awareness about issues 
ranging from inequalities in education, to immigration, police brutality and access to resources, while also 
validating and celebrating cultural heritage and national pride. 
 
Music in Education 
 

It isn't where you came from, it's where you’re going that counts. 
                                                               Ella Fitzgerald (Peacock & Sydral, 2021) 

 
While fulfilling various roles (mood control, sense of belonging, validation, inspiration, etc.), music 

has long been central to human existence (Schäfer, et al., 2013; Gabrielson & Juslin, 1996; Zillmann, et al., 
1997). Music conveys a variety of messages including hope, positivity, despair, anger, outrage, validation 
and love (North et al., 2000). Still, research reveals that people’s age, country of origin, language and overall 
cultural beliefs may hinder them from identifying messages, anecdotes or stories in song (Mehr, et al., 2017; 
Walker, 1996). Despite cross-cultural barriers in identifying the specifics of music, anthropologists, 
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ethnomusicologists and cognitive scientists alike echo the sentiments of Alan Merriam that, “there is 
probably no other human cultural activity which is so all-pervasive and which reaches into, shapes and 
often controls so much of human behavior” (1964, p. 218).  

Research indicates a connection exists between music and social and emotional development. Music 
can be instrumental in regulating emotions, facilitating social acceptance, developing and validating self-
identity, as well as enhancing cognitive learning (Gurgen, 2016; Hargreaves & North, 1999; Matsunobu, 
2011; Merriam et al., 1964; Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007). Similarly, evidence shows positive relationships 
between social and emotional competencies and increased self-esteem, and social awareness as well as 
positive academic and labor market outcomes (Chemers, et al., 2001; Elias, 2006; Ippolito & Adler, 2018).  

For centuries, educators have focused on transferring knowledge to students. As a result, curricula have 
often neglected study skills and work habits as well as social and emotional development – all factors which 
enhance student achievement, enrich relationships with faculty, encourage community involvement, and 
assist with professional development (Elias, 2006; Wang, et al., 2012). However, education as a system is 
shifting, and research indicates that re-designed social and emotional curricula can be the bridge between 
intended knowledge to be learned and educational and professional success (Borghans et al., 2008; Hart, 
2018; Heckman, et al., 2006). 

Ultimately, whether one is a producer (musician) or a consumer (listener) of music, their engagement 
and response to a piece of music will be informed by the interaction between the characteristics of the 
person (e.g. age, race, ethnicity, cultural background, religion, age, gender etc.), the nature of the music 
(e.g. meaning, composition or genre etc.), and the setting and situation in which the piece being heard 
(Hargreaves & North, 1999; North, et. al., 2004). Evidence suggests music may do more than fulfill social 
dynamics or nurture social and emotional competencies. Research in the natural sciences indicates a 
neurobiological role between music and social bonding as well as an ability to produce physical reactions, 
such as sweating, sexual arousal, and even the figurative “shivers down the spine” (Freeman, 2001; Mehr, 
et. al., 2017). 
 
Music in University Education 

College students, especially first-generation students, experience an ecological transition, putting them 
in a state of liminality required to manage new settings, expectations and demands, while in chorus leaving 
familiar surroundings, and for many a sense of comfort or security from their support groups 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Similarly, Tinto (1987) theorizes that college students often find it difficult to set 
and achieve goals, in and out of the classroom, as they face increased unfamiliar anxieties in a new and 
demanding academic setting. Students unable to balance their personal lives with their educations may lead 
to higher rates of depression, anxiety, stop-out rates, substance abuse and suicide ideation (Crutchfield & 
Maguire, 2018; Hoyle & Crawford, 1994). While music is commonly used as a tool in easing psychological 
stresses and diminishing social anxiety (Hargreaves & North, 1999), relatively few researchers have 
explored the role music plays for students in bridging their transitions to college and enhancing their study 
habits, academic achievements, and social success. 

Psychological research into music has evolved from initially being concentrated on cognitive and 
emotional functions, to more recently concerned with music’s social functions (Hargreaves & North, 1999; 
Manturszewska, et. al., 1995; Serrano, 2015; Tekman & Hortac, 2002). Music can be an extremely personal 
experience, wherein the listener can lock themselves away and avoid social interaction. Interestingly, the 
exact same music can bring people together as many aspects of music are largely social by nature 
(Hargraves & North, 1999). Research suggests that music may be influential for individuals as well as entire 
groups when it comes to social and emotional competencies, more specifically in: managing self-identity; 
navigating relationships; mood and impulse control; self-awareness; validation; self-confidence; empathy; 
appreciating and understanding the value of diversity; social engagement; identifying problems; reflection; 
emotional countenance and decision making. (Manturszewska, et. al., 1995; Mehr, et. al., 2017; Rentfrow 
& Gosling, 2003).  

In qualitative studies, students revealed that engaging with music enhances their appreciation of others, 
improves their social skills, increases their self-esteem as well as sense of identity and is ultimately 
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therapeutic (Lamont, et al, 2003). However, little research has specifically examined the impact of music 
on college students’ study habits, academic achievement, or social and emotional competencies. Meanwhile 
a review of the literature on adult participation in music reveals similar benefits reported and can be 
organized as follows: “(1) personal motivations, such as self-expression, recreation, self-improvement, and 
use of leisure time; (2) musical motivations, such as professed love of music, performing for oneself and 
others, learning more about music; and (3) social motivations (meeting new people, being with friends, and 
having a sense of belonging” (Coffman, 2009). Sir Ken Robinson posited, in a 2001 report on the state of 
the arts, that weaving music into curricula cultivates opportunities for students to express themselves, 
develop cross-cutting skills (especially those associated with creativity and critical thinking), and enhance 
emotional intelligence (Robinson, 2001). Students inabilities to identify and feelings can lead to personal, 
social and academic deficits, all of which can be offset with the use of music (Robinson, 2001). 

As a cultural activity, music is a transformative artifact supporting various identities and experiences 
(e.g. race, ethnicity, gender identities, sexual orientations, etc.) as well as social and emotional 
competencies including self-confidence, stress management, self-motivation, relationship building and 
empathy (Herbert, 2012; North, et. al., 2000; North, et. al., 2004; Serrano, 2015). For many college students, 
the transition to college is preceded by anxiety and uncertainty of academic success, which is followed by 
assimilation to college life, balancing time, socializing and of course studying. However, with the assistance 
of music as both a social emollient and a cognitive and emotional stabilizer, students can more easily have 
their identities validated, their transitions nurtured and their goals attained. 
 
METHODS  
 

One good thing about music – when it hits you, you feel no pain. 
                                                                     Bob Marley (Marley, 1975) 

 
Study One 

The purpose of Study One was to gain a foundational understanding of how and why first-generation 
(and, in comparison, non-first-generation) university students use music. Respondents were recruited using 
a mix of convenience and judgement sampling at a mid-sized university in northern California. The 
university had been designated a “Hispanic-Serving Institution” with membership in the Hispanic 
Association of Colleges and Universities and 35.6% of students classified as Hispanic/Latino. It should be 
noted that California’s first-generation demographic is somewhat different than much of the U.S. in that 
the majority of first-generation students have Mexican heritage (UCOP, 2017).  

Data collection took place over a two-week period in classroom settings. The three-part, paper-and-
pencil survey was administered across the student population; however, certain classes were identified and 
included in the judgement sample because of their high numbers of first-generation students. Respondents’ 
participation was voluntary, and aside from taking up the first 10-15 minutes of class time, no benefits were 
given.  

Part one of the survey asked respondents to provide demographic and personal information and 
contained a mix of categorical and open-ended questions. In this section, students supplied data regarding 
their gender, ethnicity, generational standing, grade point average, and the number of hours per day spent 
listening to music. 

Part two of the survey had two multi-part questions. First, respondents were asked what types of music 
they listen to in a “check all that apply” format. Eighteen genres of music were listed. Study One and Study 
Two yielded similar results in types of music listened to. Hip hop, rap, R&B and unexpectedly instrumental 
were at the top of genres that students listen to while doing homework, studying, or reading. Second, 
respondents were asked about the reasons why they listen to music. From a list of 15 motivations, 
respondents were again asked to check all that apply (e.g., for enjoyment, to relieve boredom, to reduce 
loneliness). These variables were drawn from the works of Juslin, et al., 2008, Lamont, et al., 2003, and 
North et al., 2004. 
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Part three of the survey used a multi-part measure inquiring about music usage during their studies. The 
survey first asked students to categorize themselves in one of three ways: 1) “I do NOT play music when I 
study;” 2) “I SOMETIMES play music (e.g., ‘yes’ when doing homework, but ‘no’ when studying for a 
test);” or, 3) “I DO play music when I study”  Each of the three response categories followed with adjective 
ratings, wherein respondents stated that they do not, sometimes, or do listen “because it makes me feel 
________” followed by a set of five adjectives rated on Likert scales. The adjectives for respondents in the 
“NOT” group were: nervous, depressed, anxious/worried, angry, and less focused. The self-categorized 
“SOMETIMES” and “I DO” groups rated the adjectives: optimistic, happy, enthusiastic, less lonely, and 
more focused. Surveys were collected anonymously in large, unmarked envelopes.  
 
Study Two 

The two main objectives of Study Two were to further validate the findings of Study One, and then to 
gain insight into how music usage amongst college students may have changed during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Data collection took place over the first two weeks of April, 2021. Study Two utilized a similar 
three-part survey, but it was administered over the Internet. Again, a judgement sampling technique was 
employed to gather data from classes in the general population and simultaneously target classes known to 
have high numbers of first-generation students (through email solicitations, at the same California State 
University).  

After an introduction and statement of consent, Part one of the survey asked demographic questions 
similar to Study One (i.e., gender, ethnicity, GPA, generational standing). However, in this instance, 
respondents were also asked about employment status, their daily hours spent listening to music, and an 
estimate of their hours spent listening pre-COVID. Part two of the survey was identical to Study One in 
asking about 18 genres of music in a “check all that apply” format. Part two then differed from Study One 
in recording the reasons why respondents listen to music. In this instance, rather than answer dichotomous 
questions, respondents utilized a 10-point “drag-and-drop” interval rating scale for each variable. Lastly, in 
parallel to Study One, part three of the Internet survey asked about music usage while studying. It followed 
the same format of respondents choosing a “NOT,” “SOMETIMES” or “I DO” (listen while studying) path, 
before being asked about reasons/feelings across the same adjective scales.  
 
RESULTS 
 

Please don’t stop the music, music, music, music. 
           Rhianna (Fenty, 2007) 

 
The best music is essentially there to provide you something to face the world with. 

                                    Bruce Springsteen (Anthony, 2008) 
 

The samples of both studies captured a wide range of students representing various demographic 
characteristics. Study One yielded 606 responses of which 583 (96%) were usable. Meanwhile, Study Two 
yielded 445 responses of which 441 (99%) were usable. For purposes of reporting results, comparisons 
between the two studies are made below. 
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TABLE 1 
COMPARISON OF STUDY ONE AND STUDY TWO DEMOGRAPHICS 

 
 Study One  Study Two 
 N %  N % 
First-Generation Status      
  First-Gen 314 53.9  250 56.7 
  Non-First-Gen 269 46.1  189 42.9 
  Not identified    2 0.4 
Ethnicity      
  White 276 47.3  205 46.5 
  LatinX 175 30.0  139 31.5 
  Asian 58 9.9  44 10.0 
  AA/Black 22 3.8  16 3.6 
  Other 22 3.8  12 2.7 
  Not identified 30 5.1  25 5.7 
Gender      
  Male 353 60.5  213 48.3 
  Female 254 38.4  224 50.8 
  Not identified 6 1.0  4 0.9 
Total 583 100.0  441 100.0 

 
The percentages of students who identified as first-generation were not significantly different between 

the two studies, with first-generation students comprising 53.9% and 56.7% of participants in Studies 1 and 
2, respectively. Similarly, the percentage of non-first-generation students remained relatively consistent 
between Study One (46.1%), and Study Two (42.9%). Across both studies, students identifying as white 
(47.3% and 46.5 %) and LatinX (30% and 31.5%) comprised the majority of the sample. Asian, African-
American/Black, and students identifying as other, or not identifying at all, comprised 10% or less of the 
sample in both studies. Male students comprised a greater percentage of participants in the first study 
(60.5%), than the second study (48.3%), while females participants comprised a smaller percentage of the 
sample in the first study (38.4%), than the second, (50.8%).  
 

TABLE 2 
COMPARING GPA AND MUSIC USAGE BY FIRST-GENERATION STATUS ACROSS STUDY 

ONE AND STUDY TWO 
 

 Study One  Study Two 
 Non- 

First-
Gen. 

 
First-
Gen. 

   Non- 
First-
Gen. 

 
First-
Gen. 

  

          
Variable N x̅ N x̅ t- stat p-

value 
 N x̅ N x̅ t-stat p-

value 
              
Estimated 
GPA 

262 3.17 295 3.15 0.58 0.561  185 3.22 235 3.26 -0.92 0.358 

              
Hours 
listening 
per day  

268 3.33 312 4.26 -3.44 0.001  189 3.32 250 4.69 -4.09 0.000 
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While music usage was not found to significantly impact grade point average in either study amongst 
non-first generation vs. first-generation students, (p = 0.561, p =0.358), the number of hours per day 
students listened to music was significantly different between non-first generation and first-generation 
students in both studies, (p<0.01 in both instances). The replicability of the results helps confirm the validity 
of our findings. First-generation students listen to more music than their non-first-generation counterparts 
(especially, during the pandemic). 

Race and ethnicity emerged as important when looking at first-generation and non-first-generation 
students. A comparison of the cross-tabulation of student first-generation status and ethnicity between 
Study One and Study Two indicated distributions of ethnicity across both studies that were very similar, 
which indicates consistency across both samples. Furthermore, χ2 tests indicate that there was a significant 
relationship between ethnicity and first-generation status for Study One (χ2 = 141.2, p < .01) and Study 
Two (χ2 = 107.8, p < .01). Students that identified as White were more likely to be represented in the non-
first-generation group, whereas, students that identified as LatinX, Asian, or AA/Black students were likely 
to appear in the first-generation group of students (in both studies).  
  

TABLE 3 
DO YOU LISTEN TO MUSIC WHEN YOU READ, STUDY OR DO HOMEWORK BY FIRST-

GENERATION STATUS COMPARISON BETWEEN STUDY ONE AND STUDY TWO 
 
       Study One  Study Two 
 Non-

First-Gen. 
 
First-Gen. 

 
Total 

 Non-
First-Gen. 

 
First-Gen. 

 
Total 

Do You Listen to 
Music When You 
Read, Study or 
Do Homework? 

 
Count 
(Expected 
Count) 

 
Count 
(Expected 
Count) 

 
Count 
 

  
Count 
(Expected 
Count) 

 
Count 
(Expected 
Count) 

 
Count 
 

        
Never 63 

(59.9) 
67 

(70.1) 
130 

 
 17 

(20.7) 
31 

(27.3) 
48 
 

Sometimes 47 
(62.6) 

89 
(73.4) 

136 
 

 134 
(117.1) 

138 
(154.9) 

272 
 

Always 152 
(139.5) 

151 
(163.5) 

303 
 

 38 
(51.2) 

81 
(67.8) 

119 
 

        
Total 262 307 569  189 250 439 
Pearson χ2  
(p-value) 

9.60 
(.008) 

 11.42 
(.003) 

  
Table 3 evaluates whether students listen to music when they read, study, or do homework by first-

generation status for Study One and Study Two. It presents the counts and expected counts of these 
variables. Assessing the Never, Sometimes, and Always (listening while studying) groups in relationship 
to non-first-generation and first-generation groups, the results from Table 3 revealed that the variables were 
not independent for neither Study One (χ2 = 9.60; p < .01) nor Study Two (χ2 = 11.42; p < .01). First-
generation students in Study One are overrepresented in the Sometimes group, while first-generation 
students in the Always group are overrepresented in Study Two. There is a significant relationship between 
being a first-generation student and listening while studying. 

Table 4 evaluates why students listen to music by their generational status by illustrating the counts and 
percentages of these variables. Data revealed that generational status was significantly related to multiple 
reasons given for listening to music.  
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TABLE 4 
WHY STUDENTS LISTEN BY FIRST-GENERATION STATUS* 

 
Panel A: Study One 
 
 
Reasons 

Non- 
First-Gen 
N = 269 
(%) 

 
First-Gen 
N = 314 
(%) 

 
X 2- value 

Sig. 
p-value 

To relieve tension/stress 196 
(72.8) 

251 
(79.9) 

 
4.05 

 
0.044 

To help get through difficult times 183 
(68.0) 

230 
(73.2) 

 
 

 

To relieve boredom 182 
(67.7) 

231 
(73.6) 

 
 

 

To express feelings/emotions 143 
(53.2) 

216 
(68.8) 

 
14.96 

 
0.000 

To be creative/use imagination 73 
(37.8) 

152 
(48.9) 

  

To reduce loneliness 79 
(29.4) 

130 
(41.4) 

 
9.12 

 
0.003 

To increase social interaction 83 
(30.9) 

70 
(22.3) 

 
5.49 

 
0.019 

To have experiences and/or        
      identities validated 

58 
(21.6) 

57 
(18.2) 

  

To create a self-image 42 
(15.6) 

43 
(7.3) 

  

To please friends 31 
(11.5) 

23 
(10.6) 

  

To be popular with others 26 
(10.0) 

17 
(5.4) 

3.83 0.050 

To be part of a group 33 
(12.3) 

16 
(5.1) 

9.68 0.002 

* Respondents checked multiple answers. 
   
Panel B: Study Two*     
 
 
Reasons 

Non- 
First-Gen 
N = 193 
Mean (SD) 

 
First-Gen 
N = 311 
Mean (SD) 

 
 
t - statistic 

 
Sig. 
p-value 

For enjoyment 188 
9.05 (1.7) 

249 
9.16 (1.6) 

  

To relieve tension/stress 179 
7.32 (2.6) 

246 
7.90 (2.5) 

 
-2.27 

 
0.024 

To help get through difficult times 179 
6.74 (3.1) 

240 
7.64 (2.8) 

 
-3.08 

 
0.002 

To relieve boredom 179 
6.35 (3.1) 

244 
7.20 (2.9) 

 
-2.88 

 
0.004 

To express feelings/emotions 165 
6.39 (3.1) 

229 
7.33 (2.8) 

 
-3.06 

 
0.002 

To be creative/use imagination 167 
5.37 (3.0) 

152 
6.01 (2.9) 

 
-2.16 

 
0.032 



 Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 21(15) 2021 131 

To reduce loneliness 145 
4.54 (3.3) 

204 
5.4 (3.2) 

 
-2.42 

 
0.016 

To increase social interaction 147 
4.56 (3.2) 

189 
3.90 (3.0) 

  

To have experiences and/or        
      identities validated 

133 
3.59 (3.0) 

183 
3.83 (3.3) 

  

To create a self-image 139 
3.19 (3.1) 

183 
3.91 (3.3) 

-2.01 0.045 

To please friends 127 
2.56 (2.6) 

152 
2.02 (2.6) 

  

To be popular with others 133 
2.30 (2.5) 

172 
1.81 (2.5) 

  

To be part of a group 133 
2.83 (2.8) 

164 
2.13 (2.6) 

 
2.21 

 
0.023 

* Respondents checked multiple answers. Variables scored on 1-10 scale. 
 
Panel A of Table 4 indicated that there were significant differences between reasons why first-

generation and non-first-generation students listen to music. First, first-generation students were 
significantly more likely to listen to music in order to express feelings/emotions (χ2 = 14.96; p<0.01) in 
comparison to non-first-generation students. Additionally, first-generation students were significantly more 
likely to listen to music in order to reduce loneliness (χ2 = 9.12; p<0.01), and to relieve tension/stress (χ2 
= 9.12; p<0.05). On the contrary, first-generation students were significantly less likely to listen to music 
to be part of a group (χ2 = 9.68; p<0.01), to increase social interaction (χ2 = 5.49; p<0.05), and to be popular 
with others (χ2 = 3.83; p<0.05). 

Next, this study revealed evidence of consistency between Study One (pre-pandemic) and Study Two 
(during the pandemic) by noting similarities in the likelihood of listening to music while studying by 
comparing the results in Panel A to those exhibited in Panel B of Table 4. Panel B of Table 4 indicated 
significant differences in the likelihood of listening to music while studying (using a 10-point Likert-type 
scale) between why first-generation and non-first-generation students. First-generation students 
demonstrated a significantly greater likelihood to listen to music in order to express their feelings/emotions 
relative to non-first-generation students (t = -3.06; p<0.01). Next, first-generation students demonstrated a 
higher likelihood to listen to music in order to reduce loneliness in contrast to non-first-generation students 
(t = -2.42; p<0.05). Next, first-generation students were significantly less likely to listen to music to be part 
of a group compared to non-first-generation students (t = 2.21; p<0.05).  

Further, this study identified evidence that failed to demonstrate consistency from Study One (pre-
pandemic) and Study Two (during the pandemic) by noting key distinctions in the likelihood of listening 
to music while studying by noting the results that differ across Panel A and Panel B of Table 4. First-
generation students exhibited a greater likelihood to listen to music to help get through difficult times 
relative to non-first-generation students (t = -3.08; p<0.01) in Study Two. Next, first-generation students 
were significantly more likely to listen to music in order to relieve boredom compared to non-first-
generation students (t = -2.88; p<0.01) in Study Two. First-generation students were significantly more 
likely to listen to music in order to relieve tension/stress in contrast to non-first-generation students (t = -
2.27; p<0.05) in Study Two. In addition, first-generation students were significantly more likely to listen 
to music to be creative/use imagination compared to non-first-generation students (t = -2.16; p<0.05). Last, 
first-generation students were significantly more likely to listen to music to in order create a self-image 
compared to non-first-generation students (t = -2.05; p<0.05) in Study Two. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

I think music in itself is healing. It’s an explosive expression of humanity. 
It’s something we are all touched by. 

                                                                               BillyJoel (Schruers, 2014) 
 

While this work was exploratory in nature, it uncovered a number of interesting findings related to 
music usage in first-generation students. Taken in total, our studies revealed that music is certainly in 
extensive use amongst college students. Across the combined samples, a full 83.7% of students reported 
that they listen to music while studying (N = 1,018). Further, the combined groups reported listening to a 
mean of 3.8 hours daily with a relatively low, negative correlation to self-reported GPA (r = -.07). Study 
Two showed a pandemic-era effect on usage – increasing the mean to 4.1 hours per day. Gender identity 
had no relationship to music usage in terms of hours, tendency to consume while studying, nor related 
effects on GPA (i.e., using music while studying did not help women/men differentially). The widespread 
use of music may be attributed to advanced technology, increased accessibility, and the relatively low cost 
of music consumption for today’s college students. 

Some notable findings emerged with regards to first-generation students and music consumption. First-
generation students reported listening to significantly more music daily; however, they are not more likely 
to listen while studying in comparison to their non-first-generation counterparts. This may be partly due to 
a ceiling effect wherein the vast majority of students in this age cohort listen while studying. Interestingly, 
first-generation students appear to be listening to music for different reasons. That is, while first-generation 
students listen to relieve stresses, reduce loneliness, and express their feelings, non-first-generation students 
are comparatively more likely to listen in order to be popular, be part of a group, and to increase social 
interactions. Thus, it appears that first-generation college students use music as a personal, inward-focused, 
coping mechanism that helps them deal with a different set of collegiate and life circumstances.   

Not surprisingly, “for enjoyment” was the most popular response across the total sample. On the other 
hand, “to relieve tension/stress” and “to help get through difficult times” were unexpectedly also top reasons 
students listened to music. Notably, female students were more likely to utilize music managing hardship 
and dealing with stresses compared to male students. Males appeared more likely to use music to enhance 
their creativity.  

 Across both studies and all sample sub-groups, the bottom three reasons given for listening to music 
(“to please friends,” “to be popular with others,” and “to be part of a group”) all point to the notion that 
music is not likely used for purposes of social communion. These findings highlight an emblematic shift in 
how students are using music. It appears that listening to music is now a more solitary activity. For earlier 
generations, music was to be shared. Technology was limited to records and tapes, which made it difficult 
for individual consumption. With the advent of digital technology, music can travel anywhere and anytime 
over satellites and into computers and cell phones. Moreover, it can be listened to through a range of high-
tech speakers, headphones, and/or previously unimaginable ear “buds”. Thus, music is much less likely to 
be used for social communion.  

In summary, this research contributes to the study of music in education in three ways. First, it is the 
foundational investigation of music consumption amongst first-generation college students. We believe that 
better understanding the important role music plays in the lives of first-generation students (and college 
students collectively speaking) furthers student growth in and out of the classroom.  Second, the findings 
here would seem to indicate that music is frequently used as a coping mechanism amongst first-generation 
college. It seems that while usage rates across groups are often quite similar, the reasons for using music 
during college are quite different. First-generation students appear to use music to deal with issues of 
loneliness, isolation, and the stresses that accompany university education. Third, for first-generation 
students, music is a crucial “instrument” which they quite frequently employ to facilitate, structure, and 
shape their personal and academic experiences.  
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

If everything was perfect, you would never learn and you would never grow. 
Beyoncé (Hodges & Bracco, 2001) 

  
This study had limitations that should be addressed in future research. One of the main limitations this 

study faces is that the sample of first-generation college students is from a Western U.S. university that is 
designated as a Hispanic-Serving Institution. Hence, the results of this study may not embody the music 
consumption patterns or study behaviors of other college students across first-generation college students 
around the U.S (or the globe for that matter). Furthermore, these samples of students may not have revealed 
externally valid information about the music consumption patterns or study behaviors of students at private 
or larger universities. Also, the overall samples of African-American/Black students in both Study One and 
Study Two are relatively small in this paper and may not be generalizable to other U.S. colleges. This 
limitation is concerning because prior evidence by Coffman (2011) indicates that first-generation status has 
unique repercussions for college students’ success, contingent on students’ racial background. Future 
studies would be more valuable if they included a larger, more racially diverse sample of students thereby 
allowing for richer, more generalizable findings.   

Another limitation of this study was that we failed to control for the work and commuting habits of the 
sample of students that participated in this study. Work/work-study obligations likely limit the availability 
of study time for both first and non-first-generation students. Alternatively, students that commute may 
have different demands placed on them compared those students that reside on campus. Recent evidence 
indicates that commuting students perform better academically than residential university students (Nonis 
& Hudson, 2010). Overall, trade-offs inflicted by work and commuting-time commitments could have 
affected academic performance and study behavior. 

Lastly, self-reported GPAs are apt to be subject to error and bias, which may denote construct-
irrelevance variance (Kuncel, Credé & Thomas, 2015). Instead, future research should contemplate using 
university GPAs to provide a more objective and accurate measure. Measures of academic performance 
could be expanded to consider students’ major GPA, credits earned, or differentiate between cumulative 
GPA and most recent semester GPA. 

Regardless of this study’s flaws, the work expands knowledge in the realm of education and first-
generation status. Music usage in education is widespread and inclusive across student groups. Future 
research should strive to further illuminate motivating factors, it should investigate a wider range of 
individual difference variables, and it should more deeply delve into psychological processes. The current 
study sets the groundwork by revealing music as an intriguing new educational element worthy of future 
research. 
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