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FIRST GEN STUDENTS DEMOGRAPHIC SNAPSHOT

National Center of Education Statistics (NCES) mention 34% of undergraduates were the first in their families to 
go to college (2011-12 AY) 

First Generation College Students are 25% white and Asian-American, 41% African American, and 61% Latinx 
(Department of Education, 2012)

Large majority of First Generation College students enter colleges and universities hailing from low-income 
households

48% enroll in two year schools

According to 2008 Pell Institute study, First Generation students are more than 7x more likely to earn a bachelors 
degree if they start at four year institution

11% of low income, first generation college students graduate with a college degree within six years of enrolling in 
school ( 2008 Pell Institute study)





PERSONAL CONNECTIONS

MOM

• Working to support me and my younger 
brother

• Attended a Bronx Community College prior to 
University of Bridgeport

• Struggled to admit when she needed support

• Torn between being in NYC and acclimating to 
college life

SHANNON’S STUDENT

• Needing to get a part time job to send home 
money to family

• Often matriculating from low-income 
neighborhoods and low performing public high 
schools

• Strong students academically, historically and 
not understanding the importance of reaching 
out for help

• Admitting to lack of support from family and 
friends



ARE EDUCATORS MISSING THE MARK? 

• Gibbons & Woodside (2014) reveal that more barriers become exposed to the FGC 
students during their time in college such as having less math and science preparation 
and rating them-selves lower academically.

• FGC students enter college and experience culture shock from the acculturation that 
occurs as they learn to navigate the middle-class circles, find their niche and understand 
the resources available to them (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014).

• Oikonomidoy (2015) suggests that social capital is not only emphasized on cultural 
identity awareness in social interactions, but to consider intercultural capital and the 
complexity that will develop from those interactions.





Q: WHAT IS THE CULTURE OF INTERACTION AMONG 
FIRST GENERATION COLLEGE 

STUDENTS?

• “As first generation college students, we 
don’t get too much guidance from back 
home about how we should act in college 
so a lot of our decisions are based off our 
peers or upperclassmen that we meet. We 
don’t have a lot of the support from our 
parents about things so we have to make 
decisions for ourselves and do what others 
are doing. Instead of having someone 
already tell us what we should be doing in 
order to succeed.” – John

• “I think there is a big conversation around 
making it. I think there is a lot of pressure 
because everyone is sort of looking to you 
as an example to break the educational 
chain that maybe on the family, but at the 
same time they are also happy with 
anything you do because there are no 
expectations. I would say I put more 
pressure on myself than my family putting 
pressure on me.” - Shay



Q: HOW CAN FIRST GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS 
CONTRIBUTE TO CHANGING THE 

CULTURE? 

• “First generation college students are always 
striving for more answers due to the lack of 
support from their families and home 
community- In order to change the culture, 
they will want to make things easier. Instead 
of administration assuming we are all starting 
at the same point and causing disadvantages 
to continue to exist.”- John

• “I think by just succeeding. I do not think 
they owe anything to society and go the 
extra mile- these things needs to happen 
earlier in life- individuals like in elementary 
school, etc. which has not been happening. I 
think we can be a role model. Going to 
school and getting your degree- then going 
back into your community and just by trying 
your very best should be enough inspiration.” 
- Shay 



THE EDUCATORS NOOK

Dr. Linda Banks- Santilli Dr. Raul Fernandez

1. How would you describe your experience in college in two words? Why?
2. Who or what served as your resource(s) to success? 
3. How did you help navigate the expectations of your family and friends? 
4. As an educator, how do you help your organization and colleagues support first 

generation college students? 



BEST PRACTICES FOR COLLEGE STUDENTS

• FACULTY ADVISING

Higher education institutions with structures where advisors and faculty work together 
through “first year seminars” enhance the possibility for student success. The bridging of 
the two positions will allow for more institutions to have a student centered approach 
when they work with FGC populations. FGC students will benefit because they are gaining 
an inclusive learning environment with opportunities to feel connected to the faculty and 
the advising department within the first semester in college (Williamson, Goosen, & 
Gonzalez, Jr. 2014). 



BEST PRACTICES FOR COLLEGE STUDENTS

• STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES

Higher education administrators could consider providing more skill based experiences for 
students from this population which could assist with their continued resilience and ability 
to navigate life outside of the educational (support net) environment. Understanding the 
stigmas associated with marginalized communities – and realizing the services needed to 
overcome these stigmas will offer increased benefits for FGC students (Soria and Stebleton, 
2012). 



BEST PRACTICES: PROGRAMS IN ACTION

SUCCESSFUL PROGRAMS

• Torch Scholarship Program @ Northeastern University

• Red Pine Scholarship @ The Boston Foundation

• Posse Program @ Various Colleges

STRATEGIES USED

• Bridge Programs, Living Learning Communities, Designated Space w/ Resources, 
Mentoring 



NEXT STEPS: MY RESEARCH

Purpose Statement

• To examine how graduating seniors who identify as 
first-generation college (FGC) students and hail 
from a low socioeconomic household used social 
and emotional capital as a motivation to navigate 
campus resources. Social capital is not only the 
value of social networks and connecting people of 
similar ideologies, but also bridging the gaps 
between the diversity of people with the respect 
of acceptance (Fengqiao & Mao, 2015). Emotional 
capital would extend to the students’ ability to 
influence, develop strong relationships and maintain 
positive self-esteem (Cottingham, 2016). 

• Research Question

• What are the motivational factors used to support 
the experiences of FGC students through 
graduation at four-year private institutions?



MY RESEARCH 

• Theoretical Framework 

• In Albert Bandura’s 1977 work, he offers the 
self-efficacy theory which centers on 
personal behavior and certain motivational 
outcomes. This theory says an individual has 
the capability to produce varied levels of 
performance which will have influence over 
events possibly impacting their lives. 

• Methodological Approach/ Key Components

• Using the Interpretive Phenomenological Approach 
(IPA) for my research. Creswell (2013) shared how IPA 
is a process that values the expression of the 
participants lived experiences. It allows the researcher 
to make sense of the personal and social worlds of the 
participants. 

• Using IPA process, I can view the experience from the 
individuals’ perception of the object and event, instead 
of creating my own objective statement about their 
lived experiences. The IPA process is grounded in 
psychological qualitative research. 



Interviewer: Are there any others thing you would want to share about the 
first gen experience?

Participant: I think some might see being first gen as a disadvantage while 
others will see it as being an advantage it depends on their perspective. I do 
not tell others I am first gen unless they are my friends or a part of the 
scholarship program. 

Interviewer: I think about how faculty could assist you if they didn’t know 
you were first gen…

Participant: I understand that but they could also treat me differently in a 
negative way or judge me.  And if they give me special treatment is that 
helping or hurting. I think it depends on the professor. 

Interviewer: Maybe they need to be more aware. 

Participant: Yeah and understanding that not everyone is entering with the 
same mindset. 



Thank you! 

Email me to inquire about my 
research

SJPITTMAN1@GMAIL.COM

mailto:SJPITTMAN1@GMAIL.COM
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