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A first-generation college student is defined as a student whose parent(s)/legal 

guardian(s) have not completed a bachelor's degree. Being a first-generation college student 

myself, I have experienced different roadblocks that I wish I could have avoided. Between 

being unprepared for academic conversations and difficulty applying for financial aid, there 

are various roadblocks first-generation students experience. Through this creative project, I 

plan to create an event in which student affairs offers resources, tips, and a presentation to 

first-generation students so they can be more prepared for their academic endeavours. As a 

student affairs professional, it is important for me to be able to support all of the first-

generation students with whom I come into contact. These students can experience imposter 

syndrome, college adjustment issues, and a lack of family support. These students have a 

high risk of failing because sometimes they are less involved, have less social and financial 

support, and report less social and academic satisfaction. With this event and presentation, 

my hope is for the incoming freshman class and the current freshman class to feel more 

prepared and comfortable in a campus environment.  

This creative project and supporting research paper will serve to identify the 

challenges for first-generation college students and provide resources to help them strive on 

their academic path. My goal is to bring more awareness to the struggles that first-generation 
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students face and help them in their future endeavours. I want to serve as a resource that I 

wish I would have had during my undergraduate career.  
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First-Generation College Students  

A first-generation college student (FGCS) can be defined in various ways. Generally 

speaking, a first-generation college student (FGCS) refers to students from families in which 

their parents did not earn a four-year degree. “First-generation college students are 

educational pioneers; they are the first, or one of the first, in their families to pursue 

postsecondary education. Other researchers have broadened the definition to their work to 

include students whose parents may have attended college, but did not earn a degree” 

(Inkelas et al., 2007). Now the reasons these students make the decision to attend college can 

vary by their situation. These reasons can include wanting a better life for themselves and 

they see college as the stepping stone for that.  

There are many differences in FGCS but the greatest differences were in total family 

income and race/ethnicity. FGCS are more likely to have a lower family income and to be 

from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds (Inkelas et al., 2007). Apparently, FGCS were also 

more likely to be women, older, or have children. It was reported that they had less 

encouragement or support from their family members to attend college and were expected to 

need additional time (more than 4 years) to complete their degrees. FGCS tend to be less 

academically prepared, have lower reading, math, and critical thinking skills, and be more 

likely to attend high schools with less rigorous curricula than students who have college 

attendance in their backgrounds'' (Inkelas et al., 2007). With all of the different statistics 

about FGCS and the different barriers that come against FGCS it is important that we address 

them as professionals.  
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Diamond’s Story 

In the 2017 article “Examining Impacts and Processes of a Social Capital Intervention 

for First-Generation College Students”, the authors explained that 32% of students at 4-year 

institutions come from families where neither parent/guardian completed an associate’s or 

bachelor’s degree. Students who come from families with no college experience can struggle 

in a multitude of ways. Between financial literacy, a lack of understanding of their college 

experience from family members, time management, and more this can all make this 

student’s college experience more difficult than what it needs to be.  

As a student affairs professional, it is important for me to know the various identities 

of my students so I can give them the proper resources that they may not be able to obtain.  

Retention rates for first-generation college students are dramatically higher than their 

continuing-generation peers. FGCS also tend to have a lower grade-point average than their 

continuing-generation counterparts and are more likely to have difficulty choosing a major 

and tend to take fewer than the needed credits (Inkles et al., 2007).  

 Personally, I can say that I have experienced all of the above listed during my 

undergraduate career. I attended Ball State University and was a first-generation college 

student who had no idea to navigate anything college-related coming in. I struggled with 

filling out my FAFSA, financial stability, choosing the correct courses, and my grade-point 

average. First and foremost, I would like to discuss my FAFSA experience. Neither one of 

my parents was able to help me when it came to filling out my FAFSA which made it 

extremely difficult when the time came around every March/April. I dreaded this time period 

because it was just a series of frustration and feeling ignorant for not knowing how to 

navigate this process. I believe that if FGCS and even continuing-generation students had a 

resource to help walk through the FAFSA application process then a lot of common errors 

and frustration would be alleviated.  
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 Being a FGCS it made my college experience a bit more difficult than what it needed 

to be. Even as a graduate student. There were many terms and basic information about 

college that I didn’t understand and was embarrassed that I didn’t know. Such as an 

accredited university, a thesis or dissertation paper, being hooded, and more. These are terms 

where I had to pick up on context clues or do research on them myself.  

 On another note, when I would go home and try to talk to my family about a few of 

my college experiences, there were just a few things that they didn't understand which made 

me feel isolated at times from my family. I would sometimes try to talk to my family about 

juggling my academics and being involved on campus. To them if being involved on campus 

was negatively impacting my studies then I should've just dropped them. But being involved 

on campus helped me come out of my shell, helped me make new friends, and really was an 

essential part of my college experience. I always wished I had other individuals to talk to that 

would understand my experiences. 

 Typically, FGCS come from lower socio-economic backgrounds. Understanding 

students’ different backgrounds can shape their collegiate experience in both a positive and 

negative way can be beneficial to professionals to help their students on this path. Individuals 

from lower backgrounds tend to struggle with financial stability when transitioning to 

college. Having to pay for tuition out of pocket or taking out multiple loans can damage 

FGCS in the future. FGCS tend to not know the negative impacts of taking out loans can have 

on their future. But taking out loans is seen as a quick fix and the long-term consequences if 

you are not able to pay it back is not typically discussed. I believe more financial literacy 

classes should be offered in high school or a presentation for incoming FGCS. The 

presentation can include financial aid help, information on loans, how to manage your money 

from a pay check and such much more. A lot of individuals do not learn how to properly 

manage their money until they are in tons of debt.  
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 Lastly, when it came to the courses that I was taking and my grade-point average, I 

needed more guidance like other FGCS. I had no idea what courses to take and how 

important my grade-point average was going to be. I was taking classes my freshman year 

that were junior and senior level and I was emotional because I was confused on why I was 

not comprehending and retaining any of the information that I needed. I had to truly take a 

step back and figure out what wasn’t connecting for me. I ended up having to retake a few 

classes and was a bit behind on and was taking summer classes every summer in undergrad to 

catch up before the following year. 

 I believe having an orientation of some sort for FGCS can truly help them in the long 

run. The orientation can be for two-days with different sessions that will include financial 

literacy, choosing a major/minor, navigating hardships, and communication. This can better 

help prepare FGCS and help them make their college experience more enjoyable.  

Literature Review 

 The importance of this literature review is to bring awareness to FGCS struggles and 

to provide a much-needed resource to help them in their college endeavours. In this literature 

review I will discuss FGCS lack of college preparedness, the barriers FGCS endure and how 

their social class plays a role. I will also confer FGCS academic achievement. I took the time 

to meet with a few FGCS to get their personal experience. Lastly, I will discuss a few 

recommendations us as professionals can do to help FGCS succeed.  

College Preparedness 

 “The transition to college is crucial in the retention and success of these students. 

Students are more likely to persist in college when they successfully separate from their home 

context and become academically and socially integrated into the college setting” (Inkelas et 

al., 2007, p. 406). How and when a student transitions to college plays a crucial role in their 
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development as a scholar. If the student is not properly prepared then that will be evident in 

either their work ethic or how they juggle their responsibilities.  

 On another note, living learning communities (LLC) are specialized living 

environments that connect students inside- and outside-the-classroom experiences. Each LLC 

is directed towards students’ specific majors so they can have a community in their residence 

halls. For an example, my sophomore year of college at Ball State University, I stayed at 

Studebaker West Complex. Studebaker West was home for the social sciences majors 

(psychology, sociology, anthropology, etc). On our floor we had an Academic Peer Mentor. 

An Academic Peer Mentor was another college student who shared the same major category 

as the residences and they were a resource for students who may be struggling with their 

courses. Academic Peer Mentors are amazing and useful resources for FGCS because as 

research shows, FGCS tend to struggle with choosing a major and keeping up with their 

coursework. Having this resource in the same residence hall can be beneficial when struggles 

come their way. Many LLC were developed to strengthen undergraduate students’ learning 

by helping them connect the potentially disparate knowledge gained from the academic, co-

curricular, and residential arenas (Inkelas et al., 2007).  

 “The challenge to educators involved in school reform, mandated by No Child Left 

Behind, is to raise academic achievement, most often reflected in test scores. But, raising 

scores is not enough in preparing first-generation students for postsecondary education” 

(Reid & Moore, 2008, p. 240). Getting a student prepared to attend higher education is more 

than just viewing their test scores and helping them be prepared academically.  

“First-generation students are often less prepared to deal with the stressors and have 

more limited methods of dealing with those stressors than their peers. In terms of academic 

acculturation, first-generation students are less prepared to understand what is required of 

them academically in order to succeed in the university setting. Many enter college with little 
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or no experience of the academic expectations or norms associated with higher education and 

have received less academic preparation during high school. Due to this lack of exposure, 

first-generation students often deal with problems reactively as opposed to proactively” 

(Swanbrow Becker et al., 2017, p. 1167). This is very telling and should help us as 

professionals be more understanding and compassionate on why some FGCS navigate their 

college experience the way that they do. Majority of the time FGCS do not fully grasp what is 

expected of them in an academic or professional setting because they did not have anyone to 

guide them the correct path. The way FGCS handle problems that may arise academically 

differs from their continuing generation peers because they respond in a reactive way instead 

of proactively responding. 

Barriers and Social Class 

 “FGCS accounts for roughly one-third of all U.S. college students entering college 

each year. However, being an FGCS has been cited as a predictor of higher education failure, 

as FGCS are more likely to be academically underprepared, less likely to seek support 

sources, and more likely to engage in paid labor while attending school” (Gist-Mackey et al, 

2017, p. 53). You may be thinking why this is the case for FGCS. FGCS are set up to fail 

instead of succeed, they are not properly prepared to enter the academic world which is a 

barrier standing in the way for them. When dealing with FGCS I tend to remember to give 

them grace when they are unprepared or not properly seeking the help and support that they 

need because it genuinely is no fault of their own. But I do make sure that I give them the 

proper redirection to help them be triumphant in the future to be more prepared.  

Next, being away from home for the first time can be detrimental for a FGCS success 

in school. “Distance from home can influence the integrative experiences of first-generation 

college students in positive or negative ways. Given cost or geographic considerations, first-

generation students commonly choose to enroll in community college or four-year 
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institutions that are close to home” (Garza & Fullerton, 2017).  Being further away from 

home can negatively impact students because for most FGCS that is their first time being 

away from their family. “Some residential college students view the opportunity to go away 

to college as a redefining, exploratory adventure but these opportunities are not possible if the 

student lives at home while attending school. Not only do first-generation students participate 

less in student organizations and other aspects of campus life but because they have more of 

their high school friends in the workforce and not enrolled in college” (Garza & Fullerton, 

2017, p. 167). Being stuck in the same environment that you grew up in can cause some 

people to stay stagnant. Being in the same environment can be comfortable and make it 

harder away to leave that particular environment.   

 In the article “Movin’ on Up (to College): First-Generation College Students’ 

Experiences With Family Achievement Guilt”, Covarrubias and Fryberg (2014) discuss 

survivor conflict in the university setting. African American students who surpassed the 

academic achievements of family members or peers in the home context were likely to 

experience survivor conflict. This manifested into experiences of guilt, ambivalence, anxiety, 

and depression. Survivor conflict can transfer into being imposter syndrome quickly.  

 For my class EDHI 602 I read the book called Indebted: How Families Make College 

Work at Any Cost by Caitlin Zaloom (2019). The struggle to pay for college for middle class 

individuals and the burdens that parents have to agonize over and financial security was the 

focus of this book. It reveals the hidden consequences of student debt. Student debt has 

negative long-term effects that can truly impact a students’ life for 20+ years even longer. If 

more emphasis was put on student debt and if more information was given then it could 

prevent the many troubles faced in the future.  

Another barrier that FGCS come in contact with is retention rates. “The fact that 1st-

generation college students have lower retention rates than their peers and confront barriers 
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hindering college success is well known” (Gibbons & Woodside, 2014, p. 21). This is no 

surprise that FGCS may not be staying at the universities that they are attending because of 

the different barriers that they face. I am currently a Graduate Assistant in the Office of 

Retention and Graduation. I communicate with FGCS and either their advisors or themselves 

explain to me that they are FG and let me know that they need extra help navigating certain 

aspects of college. Whether it's not understanding their financial aid or not understanding the 

importance of missing a meeting, I try to help these students when they come to me to discuss 

their difficulties. Especially since the students that I am working with are college students in 

the midst of a global pandemic. This is a difficult time for every student and adding a 

pandemic barrier to the FGCS plate can be hurtful for their progress so I want to make sure 

that I’m doing what I can as a professional to help them.  

Academic Achievement  

 According to Stephens et al. (2004), in the article “Closing the Social Class 

Achievement Gap, “college students who do not have parents with 4-year college degrees 

receive lower grades and drop out at higher rates than students who have at least one parent 

with a 4-year degree” (p. ). I wondered why this was the case so I started to inquire about it 

and do more research. Typically, if FGCS does not have any parents who completed a degree, 

their parents tend to be more relaxed and not truly understand the academic pressures that 

come with attending a university. To combat this, many colleges and universities seek to 

mitigate social class disparities by offering various programs that are aimed at helping FGCS. 

Typically, these programs focus strictly on financial resources and various academic skills 

such as choosing a major or how to study for exams. Although this is helpful and very much 

needed, FGCS also need psychological resources. This may be the first time these students' 

mental health is affected in a negative way in college and they may assist on how to combat 

it. FGCS also tend to feel left out or have trouble finding their place. Imposter syndrome is 
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very common in FGCS because they tend to believe that they do not belong there. Lastly, 

when it comes to their academic performance they may lack knowledge on finding 

internships and the job search their senior year. This can limit the possible opportunities to 

succeed. “Because U.S. colleges and universities seldom acknowledge how social class can 

affect students' educational experiences, many first-generation students lack insight about 

why they are struggling and do not understand how students ‘like them’ can improve” 

(Stephens et al., 2014, p. 944). We need to understand and theorize as professionals the 

psychological resources that FGCS need to effectively transition to college and improve their 

academic performance. That way this framework will help FGCS understand how to 

effectively do the requirements that they need to do. By providing a framework to understand 

how their backgrounds matter to their college career we will improve their college transition 

and better equip them for their academic endeavours.  

“First-generation students are less likely than continuing-generation students to have 

parents who help them apply to and navigate college. They also form fewer ties while in 

college, ask for less help from professors, and face greater financial challenges” (Manzoni & 

Streib, 2018, p. 579). These variations can cause frustrations and consequences for these 

students. Not having the needed help and support from family members can be frustrating. I 

remember being a senior in high school and struggling to apply to college and did not have 

much hello from my parents because they simply did not know how to help me. During my 

undergraduate career it was difficult for me to form bonds with faculty and my professors 

because I simply did not know how to and was not comfortable. I did not have the confidence 

to ask for help and I needed a little extra strength. I am sure that my experience in this area is 

similar to other FGCS so I want to change this difficulty and provide resources for hard times 

like these.  

Anecdotes from First-Generation College Students 
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To expand my understanding of first-generation college students’ experiences, I 

decided to talk with four first-generation college students to informally learn more about their 

personal struggles and experience as a FGCS. Through our conversations, I learned a few 

major insights that helped me develop the curriculum for this creative project. Students 

shared… that they felt that they had to step up and go to college because it was expected of 

them even though their family didn’t go. These students also mentioned that they wanted to 

create a better life for themselves. After the research I have done, these are typically the two 

common reasons on why FGCS decide to pursue college. We all just want to be more 

successful and break the generational curses that have been in our family but nobody 

mentions how hard it is to navigate college as a first-generation.  

It was important for me to meet and have a discussion with other FGCS to get various 

perspectives on this topic. Even though everyone’s experiences are different, the struggles 

tend to be the same across the border. When I asked these FGCS what recommendations they 

have for professionals to help future FGCS navigate college they recommend possible life 

skills classes and presentations. If high school juniors and seniors or even college freshmen 

were required to take a life skills course then a lot of difficulties could be avoided. The life 

skills class could include financial literacy, communication, writing tools, and more. This will 

help FGCS feel better prepared and ready to take on the collegiate world.  

Recommendations  

As a student affairs professional, I want to make sure that I’m doing everything that I 

can to make all of my students feel comfortable, respected, heard, and making sure they feel 

like they have a place on the campus that we are at. After doing the necessary research and 

interviewing FGCS, I want to see more resources for the incoming FGCS within the next few 

years. It will be beneficial for universities to start taking into account how many FGCS they 

have and providing orientations or presentations over the necessary information that will help 
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them be successful in college. I truly believe the academic achievement differences, college 

preparedness, and confidence in FGCS will increase.  

My assistantship is in the Office of Retention and Graduation. I work primarily with 

21st Century Scholar students and some of them happen to be FGCS. The presentation that I 

created, I want to give this as a resource to the Office of Retention and Graduation to use in 

the incoming years. Hopefully, this can be sent out to all of the students at the beginning of 

the semester to help them on their collegiate path. That way these students will hopefully feel 

heard and know that they are not alone on campus.  

A Resource for First-Generation College Students 

 The resource that I would like to provide FGCS is a presentation that could be used at 

orientations, in syllabus, or wherever professionals see fit to help FGCS. I believe professors 

can provide this to any of their students who are FGCS if they would like to use it. They can 

provide a link for it in their syllabus. This will show the students that their professors care. 

Advisors can send the presentation to all of their FGCS students during or before the first 

week. The presentation can be on an institution's website. There can be a section specifically 

for FGCS with resources on campus, terms that they will need to learn, and more.  

 Due to me reflecting on my personal experience as FGCS, conversations I had with 

other FGCS, and the research and literature I read I decided that I wanted to put together a 

resource for FGCS. I have always been very passionate about this topic. I wanted to put 

together a simplistic presentation on PowerPoint that is easily accessible provided with 

effective information.  

Conclusion 

I wanted to do more research on FGCS to bring awareness to FGCS as a whole and to 

come up with resources and recommendations that professionals can use to help them on their 

academic endeavours. FGCS experience so much hardship in 4 years and more if they decide 



 17 

to pursue a masters or doctorate. But if we give FGCS the necessary resources and be more 

intentional on helping them be successful then the success rates will rise.  

 “Students not only bring certain levels of cultural and social capital to college, the 

college experience itself provides a vehicle for acquiring additional cultural/social capital.” 

(Pascarella et al., 2004). FGCS are more than likely to go into college with a lower stock of 

cultural/social capital than their continuing generation peers. To bridge this disconnection and 

help FGCS better be successful in their academic endeavours we must do what we can as 

professionals to better prepare them and make sure that they feel confident to conquer their 

degree.   
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that are aimed at helping FGCS. Typically, 

these programs focus strictly on financial 

resources and various academic skills such 

as choosing a major or how to study for 

exams. 



A C A D E M I C  

A C H I E V E M E N T

College students who do not have parents 
with 4-year college degrees receive lower 
grades and drop out at higher rates than 
students who have at least one parent with a 
4-year degree

Typically, if FGCS does not have any parents 
who completed a degree, their parent tend 
to be more relaxed and not truly understand 
the academic pressures that come with 
attending a university

when it comes to their academic 
performance, they may lack knowledge on 
finding internships and the job search their 
senior yea



T E R M S  

F G C S  N E E D  

T O  K N O W  

Academic Advisor: An academic mentor who guides students 
through their degree, making sure they are taking the right 
courses and helping them make important academic decisions.

Academic Peer Mentor: another college student who shared 
the same major category as the residences and they were a 
resource for students who may be struggling with their course

Academic Probation: given to students who don’t maintain the 
GPA requirement set by the university. 

Accredited: An accredited college or university is certified to 
provide a high-quality education in the United States. 

Associate’s Degree: A degree you can earn in 2-3 years, 
typically from online or community colleges.



T E R M S  

F G C S  N E E D  

T O  K N O W  

Bachelor’s Degree: A 4-year degree, usually in the form of either a 
Bachelor of Arts (in a Liberal Arts program) or Bachelor of Science 
(in an applied learning program such as engineering).

Dean’s List: A regularly issued list of students who have achieved 
high academic excellence. 

Dissertation: Usually refers to a doctoral dissertation and is typically 
required for a PhD. A dissertation is the result of academic research 
that results in an original contribution to the student’s chosen field 
of study. 

Doctorate (PhD): PhD stands for Doctorate of Philosophy. This 
doesn’t just apply to students studying philosophy — a doctorate is 
part of a post-graduate program, which means it can be pursued 
after a student has received a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree. A 
doctoral dissertation is typically required to receive a PhD.



T E R M S  

F G C S  N E E D  

T O  K N O W  

Electives: Courses that the student chooses to take from a 
list of offerings that fulfill general education requirements.

FAFSA: Stands for Free Application for Federal Student Aid.  
This is the first step in applying for financial aid.

FERPA: Stands for Federal Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act. This act gives college students the right of privacy over 
the school records, even if they’re under 18. Parents cannot 
access their academic information, such as their grades. 

Full-time College Student: A student who is taking a full 
course load, which is12 or more credits.



T E R M S  

F G C S  N E E D  

T O  K N O W  

Graduate School: Attended after a student has received a 
Bachelor’s degree. Students can receive a Master’s degree. 

Internship: Short-term job, usually for the summer or a 
semester, that your student takes to get experience in their field 
of interest. An internship can sometimes lead to a job offer.

Major: The primary focus of study in a 4-year degree. For 
example, a student can major in psychology, biology, or 
business administration. 

Minor: A secondary focus of study, typically earned in tandem 
with a major. For example, a student might graduate with a 
major in psychology and a minor in sociology. 

Part Time College Student: A student who does not have a full 
course load. Less than 12-credit hours. 



T E R M S  

F G C S  N E E D  

T O  K N O W  

Practicum:  Often in a specialized field of study, that is designed to 
give students supervised practical application

Pre-Requisite: A course a student must complete before taking 
another specific course. For example, Introduction to psychology 
may be a pre-requisite for a women’s psychology course. You 
cannot take other courses without passing the pre-requisite. 

Resident Assistant (RA): An older student, who lives in a section or 
floor of a dorm who oversees student relations. RAs are often 
expected to be mentors and advisors, and they also organize events 
and activities for dorm residents.

Study Abroad: Many programs offer the ability to study abroad for 
a semester, in which your student can live in another country while 
attending school at that university. 

Thesis: Similar to a dissertation, a thesis is often required at the end 
of a graduate program, and sometimes an undergraduate program. 
A thesis is a paper summarizing a student’s finding on their chosen 
topic of research.



R E S O U R C E S  O N  C A M P U S  F O R  

F G C S

Counseling Center:  https://www.bsu.edu/campuslife/counselingcenter

Multicultural Center: https://www.bsu.edu/campuslife/multicultural-center

Office of Retention and Graduation https://www.bsu.edu/about/administrativeoffices/retention-graduation

Mentoring 

EXCEL Mentoring Program: https://www.bsu.edu/campuslife/multicultural-center/programs-and-services/excel-mentoring-program

PhD Pathways: https://www.bsu.edu/academics/collegesanddepartments/gradschool/the-pathways-project/pathways-mentoring-program

REACH Peer Mentoring Program: https://www.bsu.edu/campuslife/multicultural-center/programs-and-services/reach-peer-mentoring-
program



W H O  C A N  B E N E F I T  F R O M  

T H I S  P R E S E N T A T I O N ?  

• Any professionals who work 

specifically with potential first-

generation college students 

(advisors, high school counselors, 

professors, faculty, etc.)




