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Abstract 

This dissertation about first-generation Caucasian students’ (FGCS’) experiences is an original 

independent research project that will contribute to educators’ knowledge regarding issues faced 

by FGCS when preparing for, deciding to attend, or persisting in college.  This intent of this phe-

nomenological research is to create awareness within the education community about the special-

ized needs of FGCS.  Although FGCS appear to form the majority of those attending college, 

they do not experience privileged based on their race.  FGCS often face significant issues in col-

lege because their parents have not attended college.  Grit provided a significant contribution to 

the FGCS success in college.  For purposes of this research, semistructured interviews were 

used, and five male and five female participants were recruited to respond to three research ques-

tions.  Although the participants did not believe race significantly impacted their decisions and 

experiences toward college, through their responses it was indicated that the level of family sup-

port determined whether they attended college as traditional FGCS or nontraditional FGCS.  This 

study suggests that family involvement in education creates the momentum necessary for FGCS 

to attend college and complete it as traditional students, despite the unforeseeable challenges dur-

ing the process. 

Keywords: Caucasian, first-generation student, grit, nontraditional student, 

phenomenology, privilege
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction to the Problem 

This study used phenomenological data analysis to investigate the lived experiences first-

generation Caucasian students (FGCS) say supported college attainment.  This study also exam-

ined whether the participants perceived themselves as more privileged than other first-generation 

students (FGS).  For far too many students, graduating from high school signals the end of their 

academic career rather than continuing their education in college.  Often, FGS do not persist in 

college because they fail to prepare for college or lack role models to encourage and support col-

lege aspirations (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Terenzini, Springer, Yarger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996).  

Researchers found that students with at least one parent who attended college will more likely 

attend college compared with families where no parent attended college (Engle & Tinto, 2008; 

Tate, Fouad, Marks, Young, Guzman, & Williams, 2015).  College benefits individuals in many 

ways, is a social and academic endeavor, and provides young people with opportunities for self-

actualization as they transition from childhood into adulthood (Wang & Nuru, 2016).  While at-

tending college, students can choose from a variety of learning opportunities, become well-

rounded, productive citizens, and develop the skills required for a career (Knaggs, Sondergeld, & 

Schardt, 2015; Luzeckyj, McCann, Graham, King, & McCann, 2017).  Attending college sup-

ports the development of college knowledge within a family. 

The benefits of college knowledge can be vicariously transferred to subsequent genera-

tions and shared among families.  In families where at least one parent attended college, the par-

ent can mentor their child’s college decisions because the parent possesses college knowledge 

(Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2016).  These families likely saved money for college, en-

couraged their children to enroll in challenging courses in high school, had conversations about 
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what to expect from college life and college systems, and shared and completed college applica-

tions and scholarship forms early.  Conversely, Schrader and Brown (2008), similar to Karp and 

Hughes (2008), found that when parents have not attended college, offer little support to FGS.  

FGS families possessing insufficient college knowledge and limited social capital need to pre-

pare their children for college.  Therefore, students can participate in programs designed to ad-

dress the needs of FGS. 

Participating in college support programs improves college knowledge and helps FGS de-

velop the skills required for successful college experiences (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Ter-

enzini, 2004).  Chunoo and Osteen (2016) suggested attending college serves a dual purpose—to 

develop students personally and intellectually and to produce competent, skilled workers; there-

fore, it is incumbent that researchers increase the number of studies to improve methods that pre-

pare and motivate FGS to attend college.  FGS need to graduate from college.  West (2012) 

noted that educators who worked collaboratively to develop and facilitate meaningful practices 

to prepare, recruit, and retain FGS observed an increased number of students achieving college 

aspirations. 

Although the body of research about FGS continues to grow, many studies have often fo-

cused on minority groups and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  A limited amount 

of research has described the experiences that influenced FGCS to attend college.  Researchers 

have been concerned with increasing the total number of FGS graduating from college.  There-

fore, researchers should put more effort into learning about FGCS.  Examining the experiences 

that influenced FGCS to attend college after high school could improve the strategies educators 

use to prepare, recruit, and retain other FGCS. 
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Graduating more skilled workers could make the U.S. workforce more competitive glob-

ally.  Increasing the number of skilled workers entering the U.S. workforce requires an increase 

in the number of students graduating from colleges (Rouse & Kemple, 2009).  To match the de-

mand for skilled workers, the U. S. must increase efforts to recruit and retain more FGS in col-

lege. 

Providing specific interventions to support FGCS facing perceived insurmountable issues 

can increase the number of FGCS graduating from college.  Navigating the education pipeline 

into college represents a foreign and costly endeavor for FGC; therefore, many talented FGCS 

forego college in favor of jobs requiring limited skills and offering limited growth potential 

(Contreras, 2011; Sanchez, Lowman & Hill, 2016; Schrader & Brown, 2008).  FGCS often lack 

a frame of reference that would put the benefits of college into perspective. 

FGCS, like other FGS, are the first generation of a family to earn a college degree.  

FGCS belong to the FGS classification, researchers seldom include studies about the experiences 

that affected the FGCS’ decision to attend college and their subsequent success.  “Early educa-

tors in conjunction with a college education prepares students for careers and encourage the de-

velopment of good citizens to populate the world” (Levinson, 2017, para. 8).  Therefore, more 

needs to be done to help FGCS attend college to help individuals meet personal, professional, 

and academic aspirations. 

Colleges are interested in improving the recruitment and retention strategies used to in-

crease the enrollment of FGCS and minority groups.  Contreras (2011) claimed the public educa-

tion pipeline neglects the neediest students, or students which have limited support from their 

families academically, socially, and financially.  These students do not attend college due to gaps 

in preparation to overcome academic, social, and financial limitations.  The researcher developed 
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this study to examine the gaps found in the research concerning the struggles experienced by 

FGCS and to explain how FGCS, a subgroup of FGS, overcame the perceived insurmountable 

barriers that have perpetuated a dysfunctional generational cycle and have historically prevented 

college attendance among FGCS. 

The incentive to graduate more FGCS is three-fold.  Graduating from college allows stu-

dents to increase self-esteem, improves marketability, and increases motivation to attain addi-

tional aspirations (Tate et al., 2015).  Graduating from college also provides graduates with in-

creased opportunities to contribute to their communities by joining some branch of the global 

workforce.  As the demand for skilled college graduates increases but the number of students 

graduating from college remains static, employers fear a shortage of skilled workers to compete 

in the global job market (West, 2012).  Therefore, educators in the U.S. must collaborate verti-

cally and strategically to develop practical preparation and recruitment strategies that will entice 

more FGCS.  Expanding and implementing effective strategies will increase the number of stu-

dents attending and graduating from college to assure a well-educated workforce. 

Background.  Regardless of race, socioeconomic background, or culture, and through 

the efforts of many researchers, colleges recognize that FGCS experience obstacles that limit 

their aspirations to prepare and persist in college.  FGCS often do not have successful role mod-

els and are unaware of the significance college plays in improving their financial and social sta-

tus.  FGCS parents possess insufficient knowledge regarding college decisions and are frequently 

unable to advise their child about the process of preparing, transitioning, and remaining in col-

lege (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008; Tinto, 2007).  Therefore, FGCS must manage 

significant issues regarding exploring options such as engaging in challenging high school pre-

paratory courses and selecting and attending a college that supports their career aspirations.  
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FGCS often fail to proactively participate in planning post high school academic college deci-

sions (Pascarella et al., 2004).  FGS tend to live in the moment rather than for the future (Opidee, 

2015).  Educators who form relationships with students can help students recognize educators as 

professionals who can support their college aspirations. 

Educators who learn alter their position beyond the traditional educator student role can 

act in the position as a mentor to prepare students for a prosperous academic future.  Opidee 

(2015) discovered that collaborating with supportive mentors empowered and improved FGCS’ 

decision-making and created better-informed consumers and self-advocates.  Developing a trust-

ing relationship with students provides the educator with more collateral as they work to educate 

students.  This type of relationship would help students more readily accept an educator’s sug-

gestions about the positive impact college attainment has on a student’s future and make the 

challenge of college more relevant.  However, to be successful, FGCS must learn to navigate 

short-term goals, including the financial, academic, and social systems of campus life. 

Regardless of the FGCS’ socioeconomic background, many FGCS forego college to pur-

sue other interests or careers requiring limited specialized skills or advancement opportunities 

(Rose, n.d.).  In an ideal educational setting, educators from kindergarten through high school 

work collaboratively to support FGS’ college interests.  FGCS likewise set and achieve their aca-

demic goals.  Many students recruited into college are underprepared and do not understand col-

lege systems.  Contreras (2011) argued, “Transitioning from high school into college is a critical 

step which establishes the foundation for a student’s college preparation, degree attainment, ca-

reer options, and social mobility” (p. 500).  The students who struggle during the transition pe-

riod into college might develop negative attitudes about attending college. 
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Context.  Educators have a profound influence on the success of students who might one 

day decide to attend college.  Purpose Built Communities (2017) noted that improving the educa-

tion pipeline represents our best chance to decrease the disparity in class and increase college 

participation.  Improvements to the education system require more community involvement; 

therefore, stakeholders must support learning initiatives in education throughout the community.  

Further improvement in the U.S. education system requires the substantial collaborative efforts 

of educators to improve the cradle through college pipeline preparation (Purpose Built Commu-

nities, 2017).  Working with educators, parents and leaders can target FGS’ needs and develop a 

rigorous curriculum and support programs to prepare students for college. 

History.  Transitioning from home to campus life presents a daunting experience for 

many students under the best circumstances.  Contreras (2011) noted that in addition to facing 

the typical preparation, transition, and college life issues, FGCS experience difficulties particular 

to insufficient college knowledge.  Educators who use research-based strategies can make a dif-

ference in the success FGCS experience as they negotiate the education pipeline by helping stu-

dents plan to attend college.  Early educators seldom have the opportunity to participate in pro-

fessional development to improve the college preparation support they offer students. 

Many school districts focus their efforts on developing a curriculum that meets the needs 

of students already prepared for school.  Engle, Bermeo, and O’Brien (2006) discovered that ed-

ucators need to learn about teaching strategies students can use to make a successful transition 

into college.  Educators believed that FGS know less about college than other student popula-

tions attending college.  Prospective FGCS do not understand the commitment colleges expect 

from students to experience success, and often received limited family support (Terenzini, 

Springer, Yarger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996).  Deficits in knowledge about college systems and 
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college life increased FGS’ risk for failure while attending college when compared with their tra-

ditional peers (Terenzini et al., 1996).  Educators can take an active role in developing the col-

lege knowledge FGCS lack.  Developing additional strategies and protective factors could im-

prove FGCS’ college outcomes.  FGCS could successfully acclimate to college life and over-

come typical first-year college stress (Falcon, 2015).  The barriers FGS experience such as fam-

ily issues, financial concerns, social confusions, and cultural issues can persistently stymie this 

population’s success in college (Schrader & Brown, 2008).  An improved understanding of 

FGCS’ experiences could provide educators with practical strategies to support FGCS and vali-

date FGCS’ decision to attend college.  Chapter 2 explains, in-depth, the issues experienced by 

FGS and indicates the limits of the information that pertains to FGCS. 

Although educators recognize the significant obstacles FGS from all races and socioeco-

nomic backgrounds must manage, most research about FGS pertains to minority groups or stu-

dents from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  Educators need to learn more about patterns that 

encourage FGCS participation in college as a step toward enhancing the education community’s 

ability to graduate more students.  The researcher performing this study advocates for developing 

research that focuses on increasing the number of FGCS who graduate from college. 

Conceptual framework for the problem.  FGCS represent a segment of FGS whose 

needs could be overlooked because they are Caucasian.  In relation to the U.S. population, “Cau-

casians are the majority and often considered privileged; consequently,” Applebaum (2016) sug-

gested that,” little needs to be done to learn about the specific needs of FGCS.  The participants’ 

responses disputed Applebaum’s claim that Caucasian students, unlike other FGS do not experi-

ence issues that require extensive support throughout their academic career to overcome college 

attainment barriers. 
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Increasing the number of skilled FGS strengthens the global workforce and improves the 

chance for subsequent generations to attend college, and develops social capital.  Using the per-

spective of a professional educator, the researcher advocates increasing research that would im-

prove strategies used to identify FGCS and support the academic and social growth of FCCS.  

The research associated with FGS has holistically focused on students from a low socioeconomic 

background or in minority groups.  Limited research has examined explicitly the experiences that 

FGCS say supported or hindered their successful college attainment.  Developing and using data-

driven research focusing on FGCS’ experiences could improve the strategies and support educa-

tors provide to support FGCS college aspirations. 

This study used the critical theory of education and advocates adopting and adapting re-

search-based strategies to match the evolving students’ goals to improve and increase college 

preparation, student recruitment, college experiences, and graduation rates from college.  Kellner 

(2010) argued that implementing research-based strategies could improve education outcomes, 

saving money and time.  Moreover, the critical theory of education suggests that education must 

be reflective of the needs of the student population, supportive of career demands, and flexible.  

In short education needs to be overhauled, making it more relatable and relevant more technol-

ogy based and cooperative as dictated by trends in the workforce demands (Kellner, 2010).  

Through the years, Astin, Tinto, Terenzini, and Pascarella have provided educators with 

valuable strategies to guide how they support FGS academic aspirations.  The delivery and sub-

stance must evolve to meet the needs of students and provide the workforce with graduates who 

possess relevant skills.  Kellner (2010) suggested more research is needed to address the diverse 
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needs within the FGS classification.  Continual improvement to existing strategies could effec-

tively alleviate some FGCS issues and increase the number of FGCS deciding to attend and per-

sist in college. 

Educators are reflective practitioners whose mission reflects a desire to support the devel-

opment of lifetime learners whose aspirations include college attainment.  Access to sound re-

search would provide educators with practical strategies to increase the number of students at-

tending and graduating from college prepared to enter the global workforce.  Research theories 

developed by Terenzini et al. (1996) concerning FGS’ barriers to college success, Tinto’s (2006) 

theories concerning FGS college retention, and arguments from Havlik, Pulliam, Malott, and 

Steen (2017) regarding improving social and cultural capital to increase FGCS recruitment and 

retention in college have profoundly influenced the scope of this study and increased this educa-

tor’s awareness of the issues FGS experience.  FGS participate in self-doubt which often pre-

vents active preparation for college, affects their ability to assimilate college culture and persis-

tence in college, and finding methods to fund college. 

Statement of the Problem 

FGCS like other members of the FGS classification of college students are designated 

FGS because their parents did not attend college and belong to the Caucasian race.  Caucasian 

denotes a race of fair skinned people, which Applebaum (2016) referred to as privileged based 

on inherent advantages a person may receive based entirely on being Caucasian without regard to 

socioeconomic background.  Although attending college profoundly affects career opportunities 

and social status, FGCS struggle with the decision to attend college.  FGCS may refrain from at-

tending college after graduating from high school because they often experience perceived insur-

mountable barriers that seem to outweigh the benefits associated with college attainment (Ward, 
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Siegel, & Davenport, 2012).  Attending college delivers life-changing opportunities to students 

regardless of their background (Terenzini et al.,1996).  The benefits associated with a bachelor’s 

degree include marketable skills, an academic degree, professional certifications, improved so-

cial capital, and increased earning potential.  Each year, the number of jobs requiring qualified, 

skilled college graduates increases, but a limited number of students choose to enter and persist 

in college (West, 2012).  Accordingly, employers are concerned that there will be a shortage of 

skilled college graduates to fulfill the newly created positions within the global job market. 

The governing body of research concerning FGS focuses collectively on strategies used 

to prepare, recruit, transition, and retain minority groups or students from a low socioeconomic 

background in college.  However, FGCS represent a distinct group of students whose early expe-

riences, motivations, and successes likely vary significantly as a subgroup of FGS.  Educators 

may overlook the varied needs of FGCS because of the limited amount of research published 

about FGCS’ experiences and motivations related to attending college.  The available research 

about FGS has provided educators with valuable strategies to guide FGS; however, the strategies 

do not adequately address the diversity which exists among the FGS classification.  Knowing 

about the experiences that motivated FGCS to graduate from college could improve the strate-

gies educators use to encourage students to graduate.  Increasing the number of students graduat-

ing from college would increase the number of qualified, skilled job applicants and keep the U.S. 

competitive globally. 

Purpose of the Study 

Attracting underrepresented FGCS represents a probable solution to the shortage of quali-

fied workers; however, FGCS represent a recruitment challenge.  The purpose of this qualitative 

study is to investigate and learn about the lived experiences FGCS encountered throughout their 
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lives that supported their decision to prepare for, transition into, and persist in college.  The re-

searcher developed a qualitative phenomenology study to investigate FGCS’ experiences.  Cre-

swell (2012) noted that the phenomenological method is well suited to explore a phenomenon of 

interest.  Phenomenology “reduces individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description of 

the universal essence” (Creswell, 2012, p. 58).  This study will benefit educators by simultane-

ously increasing what is known about FGS as a group and FGCS specifically.  Learning about 

FGCS lived experiences could increase educators’ opportunities to support and prepare FGCS 

for college. 

A pressing need exists to understand which experiences helped FGCS overcome barriers 

to attain college.  Unless more FGS prepare for and graduate from college, the U.S. will experi-

ence a considerable shortage of qualified applicants for middle-income jobs requiring college di-

plomas (Knaggs, et al., 2015).  Successfully graduating more FGCS provides the U.S. with the 

means to remain globally competitive.  Creswell (2013) suggested that the phenomenology re-

search method can reveal experiences and histories related to a phenomenon of interest.  The re-

searcher designed this qualitative study to provide educators with more information about FGCS 

college attendance and the experiences that frustrated or supported the participants’ college deci-

sions and successes.  The insight gleaned from this research could assist educators in transform-

ing their teaching role to include advocating for FGCS.  

Research Questions 

The researcher used the qualitative phenomenological method to answer questions about 

the lived experiences associated with being an FGS and Caucasian, their challenges, and the sup-
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ports that helped the participants succeed in college.  Replicating this study with other partici-

pants could help educators learn more about how they can provide support to FGCS.  The re-

search questions for this study are as follows: 

1. What perception do first-generation Caucasian students have about being more privi-

leged than other first-generation students? 

2. Which support made the most significant impact on the participant’s college deci-

sions? 

3. Which challenges developed the participant’s awareness of the importance of attend-

ing college? 

Rationale, Relevance, and Significance of the Study 

Rationale.  Ladson-Billings and Applebaum have performed studies to learn about stu-

dents from minority groups’ education experiences.  The meta-analysis performed by Ladson-

Billings (1998) indicated that minority groups experienced notable inequality in education.  Ap-

plebaum (2016) argued that little is done to promote equality regarding providing African Amer-

icans with education equality.  Applebaum (2016) and Ladson-Billings (1998) found Caucasians 

dominate society and that the U.S. has failed to encourage the development of a more abundant 

society that respects the minority groups’ perspectives in favor of the current majority.  Although 

Ladson-Billings (1998) agreed that middle and upper classes have an advantage over lower class 

African Americans and Caucasians, Ladson-Billings’ study does not acknowledge that un-

derrepresented students, regardless of race, deserve an opportunity to participate in college and 

access programs that could support their success.  FGCS are not considered members of a minor-

ity group; nonetheless, FGCS’ experiences differ from other Caucasians students attending col-

lege.  Wells, Fox, and Cordova-Cobo (2016) argued, 
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we cannot be satisfied with our efforts to prepare and recruit students unless our con-

certed efforts directed toward assuring the successful diversification of our campuses.  A 

Student’s exposure to other students who are different from themselves and the novel 

ideas and challenges that such disclosure brings leads to improved cognitive skills, in-

cluding critical thinking and problem-solving. (para. 36)  

Recruiting more FGS represents a means to diversify campuses (Terenzini, Cabrera, Colbeck, 

Bjorklund, & Parente, 2001).  FGCS represent an underrepresented group of students, which col-

leges struggle to recruit and graduate (Knaggs et al., 2015; Stuber, 2011; Tate et al., 2015).  Col-

leges committed to diversifying their campuses should include strategies to increase the number 

of FGCS that are recruited and who graduate.  FGCS represent a group of students on college 

campuses which might be overlooked because they look like the majority.  Many potential FGCS 

make career decisions that do not include attending college.  Encouraging FGCS to share per-

spectives could add to what educators know about FGCS’ struggles, increase FGS recruitment, 

and increase open-mindedness as others learn about their experiences. 

Relevance.  Educators have learned a considerable amount of information concerning the 

barriers FGS face when considering college.  However, less specific information is known about 

the experiences and strategies used to recruit and successfully transition and retain qualified 

FGCS.  Performing more studies focused on successful FGCS procollege behaviors and experi-

ences could help educators improve strategy alignment and support provided to FGCS. 

Significance of the study.  The researcher designed this study to learn more about the 

experiences FGCS say helped them overcome FGS issues.  FGCS require significant academic 

and social support throughout the college process (Contreras, 2011).  To overcome FGS issues, 

many FGCS require educators who possess an enhanced understanding of the benefits associated 
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with selecting and attending the right college (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2013).  Examining FGCS’ 

issues and developing specific strategies to address these issues could positively affect how edu-

cators prepare FGCS to approach college selection and persist in college.  Learning about FGCS 

success could improve the strategies educators facilitate to challenge students academically, de-

velop social capital, and prepare students to enter a career.  As Rouse and Kemple (2009) sug-

gested, successful access to college depends on the educator’s understanding of the FGS’: socio-

economic background; 

• level of cultural or social capital;  

• level of family resources;  

• financial assets; and 

• high school student preparation. 

Developing this study helped the researcher recognize the role precollege behaviors and proac-

tive preparation played in a student’s uninterrupted transition into college. 

Definition of Terms 

Access: The pathways that provide students with the means to enter college (Sanchez et 

al., 2016). 

Caucasian: The term used in the U.S. to describe white people (Moses, 2017, para. 1).   

Class: A term used to categorize people within a society who possess the same socioeco-

nomic status (Stephens, Hamdani, & Desdin, 2014)  

Global competitiveness: A U.S. agenda centered around closing the global achievement 

gap between U.S. students and students in other developed countries (West, 2012). 

Global workforce: A pool of international workers (West, 2012).  
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College Graduation: The persistence to the completion of or attainment of a college de-

gree which is often beyond the comprehension FGS attainment due to inexperience and support 

(Knaggs et al., 2015).  

Grit: A set of behaviors comprised of motivation, self-control, a positive mindset, and 

goal-directedness, and researchers have realized that each of these qualities can be influential in 

student success (Reed & Jeremiah, 2017, p. 253).  

Minority group: Minority groups are individually separated into groups based on num-

bers, that is, compared with the majority (Luciak, 2004, p. 360). 

Phenomenology: Creswell (2013) a phenomenological study “describes the meaning for 

several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (p. 57).  

Socioeconomic background: This is the combination of “the economic and sociological 

measure of an individual’s or family’s economic and social position concerning others, based on 

income, education, and occupation” (Knaggs et al., 2015, p. 9).  

Underrepresented population: A subset of individuals represented in numbers that are 

disproportionately low compared to other populations (Sanchez et al., 2016). 

Whiteness: A skin color intimately related to the social construction of the concept of 

race (Applebaum, 2016, p. 3). 

Assumptions, Delimitations, and Limitations 

Assumptions.  A college education offers FGCS the opportunity to improve their aca-

demic and social standing.  FGCS represent a group of students whose successful graduation 

from college helps the U.S. remain globally competitive.  The researcher performed this study to 

learn more about FGCS experiences.  The researcher believed that using a phenomenological 

study would help her learn more about the experiences FGCS had that improved their college 
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outcomes.  To produce a meaningful study, Creswell (2013) noted that the researcher performing 

qualitative research must follow strict protocol during interviews to produce valid data about the 

selected phenomenon.  Therefore, as suggested, the researcher designed a study following the 

protocol suggested to learn about the lived experiences of the FGCS participants.  The researcher 

designed a data collection tool to investigate FGCS, recruited FGCS, and bracketed bias.  The 

researcher reduced the data collected during interviews, and coded the data.  The coding process 

revealed 10 themes related to the FGCS’ experiences.  The findings from this study could be 

used to assist families, educators, and FGCS overcome issues related to college issues.  Perform-

ing additional phenomenological research based on the experiences of FGCS could improve the 

support educators provide to FGCS. 

Delimitations.  This study included 10 FGCS who participated in a prescreening survey 

to determine eligibility for participation and a semistructured interview.  The participants who 

qualified for this study were Caucasian, and their parents did not attend college.  Although the 

FGS classification includes minority groups, individuals from a range of socioeconomic back-

grounds, and Caucasians, this research focused on the experiences of FGCS.  Educators know 

less about the experiences that influence FGCS’ academic decisions to attend college.  As the 

FGCS population continues to grow, educators will require specific strategies to support FGCS’ 

success.  Researchers can use qualitative studies to examine and report FGCS’ experiences.  Uti-

lizing findings from studies about FGCS can help educators understand FGCS’ issues.  The find-

ings can help educators provide specific support to FGCS. 

Limitations.  This study included 10 FGCS who participated in a prescreening survey to 

determine eligibility for participation and a semistructured interview.  Increasing a study’s valid-

ity requires bracketing bias, recruiting participants who have experienced the phenomenon, and 
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carefully following the interview protocol.  Polit and Beck (2010) suggested that participants 

self-reports might report what they believe the researcher wants rather than reporting actual ex-

periences.  Polit and Beck (2010) stressed that qualitative studies provide researchers with an un-

derstanding of human experiences and therefore increase knowledge about the select phenome-

non.  Although qualitative findings do not readily generalize to others, the findings will provide 

invaluable insight into the phenomenon the research is investigating. 

Summary: Chapter 1 

FGCS recruitment should be viewed with a growth mindset.  Educators strive to support 

their students’ educational aspirations.  Research provides educators with the effective means to 

access strategies to help more students achieve their academic aspirations. 

Supporting students’ academic aspirations benefit students, fulfill employers’ require-

ments, and support the mission of the college.  As the number of skilled jobs continues to in-

crease in the U.S., employers now need colleges to produce more skilled workers to help them 

remain globally competitive.  The FGCS population represents a solution to meeting the increas-

ing need for skilled college graduates. FGCS comprise a subgroup of FGS whose college out-

comes could be improved if more substantial research was performed to learn about their suc-

cessful access and graduation from college. 

FGCS experience substantial issues associated with attending and graduating from col-

lege, but they persist nonetheless.  Reed and Jeremiah (2017) found that some individuals pos-

sess characteristics or grit that help them persist and overcome difficult situations.  FGCS who 

succeed in college possess grit.  Grit includes strong morals that make them indispensable lead-

ers in the work setting.  Additional research that examines FGCS’ grit could be used to explain 

FGCS determination, the source of their resilience, and their development of social capital.  Bers 
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and Schuetz (2014) suggested increasing financial support, providing networking opportunities, 

building social capital, and working to engage students in campus activities, and free housing 

gives FGCS positive life-changing experiences while reducing FGCS stress makes campus life 

more enjoyable.  Likewise, The Best Colleges (2017) found the following: 

higher education institutions that promote the recruitment and retention of FGS will 

 benefit not only the students but the nation as a whole by helping create a more educated 

 workforce and increasing the nation’s population of adults with degrees. (The Best 

 College, 2017, para. 48) 

Sharing this research with educators could improve how educators support subsequent FGCS and 

improve their chances to graduate from college.  Critical research has been performed to improve 

the strategies educators use to support FGS.  Conducting a phenomenological study that focuses 

on the experiences FGCS say motivated them to prepare for and persist in college will improve 

how educators support FGCS interested in attending college.  Chapter 2 provides the rationale 

for the continued study to assess the needs of FGCS.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction  

This study also describes how FGCS, a subgroup of FGS, overcome barriers which al-

lowed them to experience college success.  Failing to recruit and graduate talented students from 

high school into college represents a loss to the U.S.’s workforce and restricts the U.S.’s position 

in the global workforce (West, 2012).  Colleges concerned with improving and implementing 

useful FGCS recruitment and graduation strategies must perform their due diligence to find and 

apply research that reflects their commitment to increase the enrollment and retention of FGCS.  

As the demand for skilled college graduates increases but the number of students graduating 

from college remains static, employers fear there will be a shortage of skilled workers to com-

pete in the global job market.  Increasing the number of skilled college graduates increases a 

country’s global competitiveness (West, 2012).  The researcher’s literature review demonstrates 

that educators recognize FGS face a significant amount of challenges that must be addressed to 

increase the number of FGCS graduating from college. 

The concept of graduating from college is a milestone many FGCS fail to conceptualize 

without the support of others.  FGCS could successfully assimilate to college life when they have 

the right support (Falcon, 2015).  FGCS achieve this by overcoming typical first-year college 

stress and additional first-generation barriers to success including, family issues, financial con-

cerns, social confusions, and cultural issues.  Guiffrida, Lynch, Wall, and Abel (2013) suggested 

that despite the barriers FGCS have, these students, similar to other college students, are moti-

vated to seek autonomy, have a desire to learn, have the competence to earn good grades, and 

seek a better life beyond college.  Performing research to develop an improved understanding of 
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FGCS’ experiences could provide educators with practical strategies to support FGCS and their 

decision to attend college. 

Problem statement.  The term Caucasian describes an individual with fair skin. Ap-

plebaum (2016) referred to Caucasians as privileged; therefore, Applebaum suggested FGCS un-

like other FGS, do not require additional support to prepare and encourage persistence in college.  

Systems in the U.S. are designed to specifically benefit Caucasians over other groups (Ap-

plebaum, 2016).  FGCS, similar to other members of the FGS classification are labeled first-gen-

eration because their parents did not attend college, and they are therefore less likely to attend 

college or succeed in the college they attend.  Race does not guarantee FGCS success in college.  

FGCS, similar to other students, must manage many challenges while attending college.  Alt-

hough an abundance of research has been performed about FGS, the majority of the research has 

not examined or explained the adversity or support experienced explicitly by FGCS.  This study 

provides educators with examples of what motivated some FGCS to prepare for and persist in 

college. 

A student’s decision to attend college profoundly affects career opportunities and social 

status.  Many FGCS refrain from attending college after graduating from high school because 

they often experience perceived insurmountable barriers when they consider attending college 

(Ward et al., 2012).  Although the research has provided educators with valuable strategies to 

support FGS’ education aspirations, the strategies do not address the diversity that exists among 

the FGS classification.  Terenzini et al., (1996) noted that attending college delivers life-chang-

ing opportunities to students regardless of their background.  A four-year college education im-

parts marketable skills, an academic degree, professional certifications, improved social capital, 

and increases earning potential. 
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Each year the number of jobs requiring qualified college graduates increases, but many 

FGS forego college; therefore, the number of college graduates remains static (Engle & Tinto, 

2008).  Accordingly, employers are concerned there will be a shortage of skilled college gradu-

ates to fill positions within their organization.  The governing body of research about FGS fo-

cuses on strategies used to prepare, recruit, transition, and retain minority groups or students 

from a low-socioeconomic background into college.  The research has examined FGS as a col-

lective group and has not examined the experiences FGCS encounter when deciding to attend or 

forego college.  Nonetheless, FGCS represent a distinct group of students whose early experi-

ences, motivations, and successes likely vary significantly as a subgroup of FGS.  Examining 

what compels and motivates FGCS to seek higher education despite their obstacles can help edu-

cators improve the strategies used to prepare, recruit, transition, and retain students.  This study 

demonstrated that educators could do more to support students interested in graduating from col-

lege and keep the U.S. globally competitive. 

Organization.  The researcher organized the study into five chapters.  Chapter 1 intro-

duces the study’s focus and summarizes the rationale and importance of studying FGCS experi-

ences.  Chapter 2, the literature review, builds a foundation based on research for understanding 

why FGS struggle to prepare for and complete college.  The literature review includes a concep-

tual framework, a review of literature related to FGS, describes methodological issues, synthe-

sizes research findings, critiques the research, and summarizes the literature review.  Chapter 3 

provides a blueprint for replicating the methods involved in this study.  Chapter 3 further deline-

ates the limitations of the study, provides validation, explains ethical considerations, and con-

cludes with a summary.  Chapter 4 describes the participants recruited for the study and dis-

cusses the findings from the analysis of the data.  Finally, Chapter 5 explains the importance of 
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focusing on the subgroups that comprise FGS and provides an account of 10 FGCS’ experiences 

explicitly as they completed college.  Chapter 5 reports the importance, meanings, and signifi-

cance of the research findings, including recommendations for future studies, and summarizes 

the study. 

Conceptual Framework 

The challenges associated with FGS experiences may seem insurmountable but the bene-

fits often outweigh the risks.  Attending college provides a platform to change a family’s oppor-

tunities for future successes by breaking the cycle of generational poverty or non-college attend-

ance.  The researcher is an early educator who works in a Title I school.  The Title I designation 

indicates the students come from a low socioeconomic background.  Many of these students have 

the potential to become FGS.  The students’ college aspirations will likely be unrealized due to a 

lack of parental support associated with a lack of college knowledge.  Early educators equipped 

with strategies designed to support FGS academic focus could likewise support college aspira-

tions. 

Attending college provides transformative opportunities to minorities, students from a 

low socioeconomic background, or FGS.  Oldfield (2012) found most people who have not at-

tended college are unaware of their limits culturally, collaboratively, and societally.  The individ-

ual’s experiences are affected by limits poverty, education, and social capital.  College attend-

ance enhances how individuals spend their time, their transforms problem solving ability, and 

opportunities for perspective sharing among diverse population (Cotton, Nash, & Kneale, 2017; 

Luzeckyj et al., 2017).  More FGS need to attend college to become engage in multi-cultural ex-

periences, to increase holistic thinking, and to prevent shortages of skilled workers in the global 

workforce. 
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FGCS represent a segment of FGS students.  Although members of this group often forgo 

college, few studies have been conducted to understand why they do not attend and what can be 

done to increase FGCS graduation rates.  Applebaum (2016) suggested that “Whiteness involves 

a culturally, socially, politically, and institutionally produced and reproduced systems of institu-

tional processes and individual practices that benefit white people while simultaneously margin-

alizing others” (para. 12).  The researcher’s study disputes Applebaum’s claim that suggested 

FGCS, unlike other FGS, can manage issues that require extensive support among other FGS.  

FGCS require limited support to have their needs met in college (Applebaum, 2016).  Attending 

college is lifechanging for the individual and their family and represents a solution to increasing 

the number of skilled workers in the U.S. to maintain a globally competitive workforce.  

Utilizing the perspective of a professional educator, the researcher advocates for in-

creased research to improve the repertoire of strategies used to recruit and support the academic 

and social growth of FCS entering college.  Thus far, the majority of the research associated with 

FGS has focused on FGS holistically or minority groups within this group.  Building a more 

comprehensive body of research related to the specific needs of FGCS could improve how FGCS 

are recruited and supported throughout their college experience and increase the number of 

FGCS graduating from college. 

The present study used Kellner’s critical theory of education to advocate for the need to 

innovate the strategies used to graduate FGCS from college.  As early as 1989 Kellner began de-

veloping research which suggested the critical need for education reform.  Kellner (2010) noted 

an abundance of current and relevant research existed to improve how education was delivered to 

increase student engagement but not utilized.  Through his research Kellner (2010) advocated 

utilizing innovative research to improve approaches used to educate and encourage students to 
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complete college.  Kellner (2010) determined that relevant research is often discarded rather than 

applied to the issues students experience as they attempt to prepare for and persist in college.  

Providing educators with access to a repertoire of relevant theories and strategies to enhance stu-

dent engagement and college preparation and increase the effectiveness educators have with stu-

dents and alleviate many issues students may experience when considering college. 

Educators are reflective practitioners whose mission reflects a desire to shape their stu-

dents’ success.  Kellner (2010) proposed “developing a critical theory of education for democra-

tizing and reconstructing education to meet the challenges of a global and technological society.”  

Creating equitable and relevant learning opportunities would positively impact most students’ 

perception of why school is important (Kellner, 2010).  Access to sound research and opportuni-

ties to implement strategies will decrease inequality in education and prepare students to actual-

ize their personal, and academic goals, and to meet global challenges as members of a skilled 

workforce.  FGCS represent a group of students who face significant issues related to college at-

tendance.  Increasing and applying relevant research focused on identifying and supporting 

FGCS could improve college outcomes for more FGCS. 

Review of the Research and Methodological Literature 

In the past, researchers have focused on the needs of FGS as a single group.  Upon closer 

examination it is evident that the FGS group is comprised of varied groups with unique needs.  

Learning more about the specific issues affecting the groups which comprise FGS could improve 

college attainment among FGS.  The following section uses previous research to demonstrate the 

need to learn more about the challenges FGCS experience and help more FGCS attend college.  

The studies underscore the need for more research to clarify the needs FGCS have throughout 
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their academic career.  Understanding FGCS issues can provide educators with strategies to im-

prove FGCS preparation and support college aspirations.  Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice 

(2008) performed in-depth phenomenological interviews to improve educators’ understanding of 

FGS and Tinto’s theory about attrition.  The theory includes separation, transition, and incorpo-

ration.  Although Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice’s (2008) study was well-developed, the 

finite number of participants’ responses limited the study’s scope.  The results uncovered strate-

gies to improve student experience through improved faculty engagement.  This study indicated 

a need to seamlessly streamline the college process from application to articulation and the years 

between acceptance to completion. 

One example of a frustration underprepared FGCS may experience is limited course ar-

ticulation.  FGCS students are often unaware of the importance of declaring a major or how to 

effectively schedule classes to complete a course of study once they enter college.  Failing to 

strategically plan increases the time to and the expense of completing college.  Karp and Hughes 

(2008) used a qualitative study to learn more about how to develop a model for guiding policies 

to provide middle- and low-achieving students with means to obtain college credit.  After partici-

pating in the credits, the study examined whether the incentives increased students’ motivation to 

attend and persist in college. The five programs examined by researchers shared no consistency 

in student admission but demonstrated that students admitted into college required additional 

support throughout their time there.  The study demonstrated that motivation is a crucial compo-

nent in determining whether students choose to attend college.  Understanding that academic and 

social struggles occur in college can motivate students to persist. 

FGCS deciding to forgo their college education due to admission frustration often find 

themselves in jobs which offer limited opportunities for growth.  Havlik et al. (2017) noted that 
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more jobs are becoming available that require college skills.  Many qualified FGS can fill those 

positions when they earn their college degrees.  Havlik et al. (2017) combined an interpretive 

phenomenological method with an interpretive perspective to study first-generation African 

American students holistically and also used an intersectional perspective to understand the soci-

ocultural aspects of these students because of their tendency to be marginalized in a setting 

where these students would be a minority group in a campus setting.  Eighteen, full-time students 

from various cultures and various college students as well as nine retention specialists partici-

pated in focus groups.  Havlik et al. (2017) reported that students in minority groups felt like out-

siders on campus because they were socioeconomically disadvantaged and could not afford to 

participate in campus-sponsored activities and learning activities with peers and felt other stu-

dents did not have empathy for their situation.  Likewise, Oldfield (2012) asserted that disadvan-

taged students felt isolated because of financial and social struggles.  They did not the social cap-

ital and monetary support that would have made their college experiences more manageable.  

Havlik et al. (2017) found that the participants demonstrated resilience, stamina, and determina-

tion as they struggled to accomplish their academic goals because they relied on inner strength.  

Replication of this study at new colleges could improve varied cultural perspectives. 

Culture.  While performing this literature review, the researcher found studies that 

demonstrated bias within the college setting that potentially, negatively affect FGS.  Ladson-

Billings (1998) performed a metaanalysis of research concerning inequality in education. Lad-

son-Billings (1998) argued that little is done to promote equality when providing African-Ameri-

cans with education equality.  Although Ladson-Billings (1998) agreed that middle and upper 

classes have an advantage over African-American and Caucasians students in the lower classes, 

Ladson-Billings (1998) failed to acknowledge that every underrepresented student deserves an 
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opportunity to attend college.  Applebaum (2016) likewise performed a metaanalysis of research 

that suggested, Caucasians, unlike other groups, require no assistance to become successful in 

college.  Unlike Ladson-Billings (1998), and Applebaum (2016), Stuber (2011) performed a 

qualitative study with 28 FGCS that focused on understanding Caucasian what leads to their per-

sistence in college.  Stuber (2011) reported:FGCS like other FGS often experienced a sense of 

otherness in social situations and found college life exhausting as they straddled two worlds.  

FGCS are expected to behave a certain way at home and then master the often, different college 

culture and behave like educated college students. (p. 218) 

Like Stuber, Bushey-Miller (2016) and Wang and Nuru (2017) found FGS struggled to with their 

decision to retain their identity in the college setting and worried about how their family and 

community would perceive them as they returned home for visits or to establish themselves as 

adults within the community.  FGCS seldom possess the skills necessary to connect with peers 

and adults who could help them make decisions on campus and feared their community would 

reject them because of their success.  

College provides academic and social opportunities to FGCS.  Social networking and 

building social capital provide students with substantial benefits.  FGS did not participate in so-

cial networking because they lived off campus or worked off campus to afford tuition (Corwin & 

Cintron, 2011).  The inability to become immersed in campus life caused FGS to experience a 

disconnect with peers and college life.  Corwin and Cintron (2011) argued that unless educators 

understand methods to support FGCS’ needs while they attend college, FGCS’ will find them-

selves unable to take advantage the benefits college offers related to self-actualization, social 

capital development and networking.  Programs and activities intended to peak student curiosity 

frequently have limited participation among students unless they are encouraged to participate in 
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activities which can help students connect to campus life.  FGCS in particular may struggle with 

decision making when their must rely on campus connection rather than family when making de-

cisions. 

Family.  Family support levels and experiences are at the forefront of FGS risk for failure 

or success in college.  Gofen (2009) performed a qualitative study to determine the extent of im-

pact the student’s family had on their decision to attend college.  The study demonstrated that the 

family’s attitude toward education impacted how the FGS prepared for college, whether they at-

tended college, and how well they adjusted there (Gofen, 2009).  The participants’ responses 

were overwhelmingly positive concerning their family’s college aspirations.  The participants in 

this study shared their family’s positive attitudes about education, respect for teachers, and in-

volvement in their education.  The participants in this study respected and trusted their parents’ 

advice although their parents had not attended college.  Similarly, the parents had faith that their 

children possessed the ability to graduate from college.  The results indicated that students per-

form better in college when parents have faith in their ability (Gofen, 2009).  Many families are 

unaware of the role they play in their child’s success or how to support college aspirations. 

The following study by Orbe demonstrated that FGS may have negative perceptions 

about the experiences within their family as they prepare to attend college.  Orbe (2004), similar 

to Gofen (2009), performed a qualitative study to find out more about the FGS identity.  Orbe 

(2004) interviewed African American FGS using broad, loosely structured interview questions.  

The participants in study by Orbe (2004) reported fewer positive comments about early experi-

ences, parental support, and influences.  As mentioned in previous studies the participants felt 

isolated on campus.  The participants attributed their otherness to being an FGS, receiving less 
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parental support, and access to less money.  The participants did not believe they were capable of 

college completion and resented the limited support their parents provided. 

FGS could develop a negative self-image due to numerous negative interactions with 

their family.  Many FGS struggle with their identity, that is, how they perceived themselves and 

how others felt about them (Orbe, 2004).  Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, and Leonard (2006) conducted a 

qualitative study and determined that family support affected FGS’ college aspirations and at-

tainment.  Inkelas et al. (2006) noted that students must be responsible for their education.  Stu-

dents who claim ownership of their learning can control their academic successes and failures by 

learning to regulate their responsibilities and prioritize tasks to meet assignment deadlines. 

The previous studies indicated that the families of FGS’ have mixed positions on how to 

prepare their child for college.  FGS parents have not attended college and therefore have a lim-

ited frame regarding college processes and systems.  Knowledgeable educators can serve as liai-

sons who provide families with access to information that would enable the families to support 

their child’s educational aspirations. 

Preparation.  Many FGCS struggle with preparing for college.  After completing many 

significant quantitative studies that developed educators’ awareness of FGS issues, Tinto (2007) 

found that qualitative methods greatly improved the understanding of individuals who comprise 

FGS.  Understanding the members’ needs provides the educator with relevant material to de-

velop support strategies.  Fostering early achievement, positive peer, and teacher interactions, 

promoting increased intervention programs, and supporting the application process impacts the 

preparation, recruitment, and retention of students from a low socioeconomic background posi-

tively (Chowdry, Crawford, Dearden, Goodman, & Vignoles, 2013; Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 

2007).  Strategic support is possible when parents and educators employ a reliance on continual 
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change and growth mindset which includes implementing strategies designed to improve college 

outcomes. 

Providing relevant professional development to educators can shape how educators inter-

act with students.  Havlik et al., (2017) developed a hermeneutic phenomenological analysis to 

study FGS’ experiences and determine if retention specialists know about the issues FGS experi-

ence on campus.  Havlik et al., (2017) asked 20 FGS to describe their experiences while prepar-

ing for and attending college.  They also asked nine college retention specialists to reflect on the 

responses provided by the FGS to improve the services offered to struggling students.  FGS can 

be successful in college, but they must receive mentoring that builds the student’s confidence 

while gradually releasing responsibilities to the student. 

Educators are often unaware of the impact they have to support or diminish college aspi-

rations.  King (2016) limited his study to find methods to improve African-American students’ 

college experiences.  King’s (2016) findings could apply to the needs of FGCS.  King (2016) 

suggested that “educators have become accomplices to racial and social injustice that limits Afri-

can-American students’ potential.”  King (2016), similar to Havlik et al. (2017), suggested that 

educators should proactively engage African-American students in college preparation rather 

than making their decisions for them (King, 2016).  Likewise, FGCS share similar experiences 

because they come to college with a mindset which puts them at a disadvantage when interacting 

with professors and college staff. 

The researcher teaches in a Title I designated school.  Many of the students the researcher 

teaches are potential FGS. In Title I, the State Department of Education describes the Title I des-

ignation as follows:  
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1. Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (20 U.S.C. 6301 et 

seq.)  is amended to read as follows: TITLE I—IMPROVING THE ACADEMIC 

ACHIEVEMENT OF THE DISADVANTAGED  

2.  meeting the educational needs of low-achieving children in our nation's highest-pov-

erty schools, limited English proficient children, migratory children, children with 

disabilities, Indian children, neglected or delinquent children, and young children in 

need of reading assistance; 

3. closing the achievement gap between high- and low-performing children, especially 

the achievement gaps between minority and nonminority students, and between dis-

advantaged children and their more advantaged peers. (State Department of Educa-

tion, n.d., para. 1, 3, 4) 

The significance of a Title I designation is in the admission that children living in poverty might 

not receive the support for school readiness or assistance regarding how to make sound academic 

choices throughout the education pipeline and about college.  The majority of the students at-

tending Title I schools could potentially become FGS. 

Children living in poverty frequently enter kindergarten without adequate readiness and 

social skills, as indicated by preentrance assessments and subsequent behavioral issues within the 

classroom.  Many students attending Title I schools successfully assimilate proactive educational 

behaviors.  Learning proactive behaviors helps students overcome early barriers to academic suc-

cess.  However, the academic skills FGS learn before entering college often do not generalize to 

the college setting.  The research performed by Tinto (2007), Gofen (2009), and Terenzini et al., 

(1996) indicated that students the majority of FGS including FGCS enter college disadvantaged 

because of early academic issues related to college preparation, the absence of social capital, and 
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family support.  Research that has focused on FGCS’ success could provide educators with the 

tools they need to assist other FGCS struggling to transition from high school to college.  Relay-

ing information about successful FGCS experiences college attainment to struggling FGCS could 

improve college outcomes.  Subsequent students could vicariously learn to apply proactive aca-

demic behaviors and skills to improve college preparation throughout the education pipeline and 

persist into college. 

Working together to help students meet their college aspirations is often critical to self-

esteem, and academic and social goals, community improvement.  Knaggs et al. (2015) designed 

the following study to learn about participants’ successful college preparation and the effects of 

participating in a college prep program.  Knaggs et al. (2015) noted that, in the future, there 

could be a considerable shortage of qualified applicants for middle-income jobs requiring some 

college experience unless more FGS graduate from college.  Recruiting and graduating more un-

derrepresented students represents a probable solution to this issue. 

However, recruiting FGS represents a challenge because many FGS are underprepared.  

These students do not meet the minimum requirements for college recruitment.  Knaggs et al. 

(2015) developed a quasi-experimental model to examine the effectiveness of GEAR UP, a col-

lege prep program that targets students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and minority 

groups.  GEAR UP is designed to improve student awareness of college importance and urgency 

of proactively preparing for college.  Knaggs et al. (2015) asked the participants currently partic-

ipating in GEAR UP those participants who were graduating from college about their experi-

ences.  These programs created self-efficacy among the students and supported their aspirations 

to attend college (Knaggs et al., 2015).  Understanding more about how these programs support 
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and motivate students could be the basis for increasing the number of federally funded programs 

and improve program implementation. 

Therefore, continued research, program development and application of research findings 

would provide educators with a varied selection of strategies to support preparation goals. Like-

wise, Sanchez et al., (2016) examined the impact of the GEAR UP program related to the recruit-

ment and outcome of underrepresented students who participated in this program.  This quantita-

tive study focused on the performance and persistence of students who participated in the GEAR 

UP program.  Sanchez et al. (2016) indicated that the quantitative data supported the importance 

of at-risk students participating in college preparation programs because they prepare students to 

succeed by offering rigorous preparation for college.  Contreras (2011) likewise examined the 

effectiveness of precollege preparation programs similar to GEAR UP and found precollege tal-

ent identification programs provided critical support to underrepresented students from second-

ary education through college degree attainment. 

Retention.  Students require strategies to create successful experiences as they negotiate 

their college environment.  Many respondents’ felt colleges failed to provide sufficient support 

beyond the first year of college.  Rather than teaching support skills, some colleges reduced the 

students’ responsibilities.  FGS’ do not have social capital; therefore, they have limited interac-

tions with faculty and staff regarding fulfilling their needs.  College faculty recognize FGS’ 

struggle to complete college but might not possess the training needed to support FGS’ success.  

FGS may be unaware of the support they need or be unable to communicate specific needs re-

quired for success.  Terenzini et al. (1996) examined FGS college issues.  Using a longitudinal, 

mixed-method longitudinal study, Terenzini et al. answered the following questions: Do FGS' 

precollege characteristics differ from those of “traditional” (i.e., not first-generation) students?  
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2. Do FGS' experiences during the first year of college differ from those of traditional 

students?  

3. What are the consequences of these different characteristics and experiences? (p. 1) 

Based on the responses, Terenzini et al. (1996), found that FGS represent a group of students 

marginally served by existing programs and parental involvement, and FGS education is limited 

because they do not have useful college knowledge that they can share with their children.  The 

research by revealed good grades predicted the student possessed factors that would improve 

their success in college. 

Interest in research about FGS and FGS issues began over 50 years ago.  As Tinto (2007) 

developed research to support his theory of attrition, he noticed that students who did not assimi-

late into college social systems left college.  Likewise, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found 

students who integrated personal characteristics into college and connect to faculty informally 

and on an academic level become more vested in completing college.  The study questions ad-

dressed FGS’ struggles, useful supports, and advantages found within college systems that im-

proved college outcomes and suggested techniques to improve FGS’ experiences while attending 

college.  Emerging themes from the interviews included addressing FGS experiencing otherness, 

being an outsider, being misunderstood, not receiving the funds to live on campus, and the ina-

bility to build supportive relationships, which lead to loneliness. 

Retaining FGS represents a change for educators due to academic, social, and financial 

issues.  Havlik et al., (2017) and Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice (2007) performed qualita-

tive studies to find strategies to improve retention or success in college.  Havlik et al., (2017) an-

alyzed and interpreted the FGS’ responses from his study and theorized that specific FGS experi-

ences encouraged them to remain persistent despite struggles.  Retention specialists suggested it 
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would be useful for colleges to establish inclusion policies, train college educators to increase 

inclusive practices within the classroom, and require support services to offer appropriate inter-

ventions to improve FGS college experiences (Havlik et al., 2017). Understanding what encour-

ages FGS to persist in college could provide educators with more strategies they can use when 

persuading FGS to remain in college. 

Evidence suggests that FGS believe educators can provide support to FGS which can en-

courage them to persist in college.  Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice (2007) interviewed four 

first-generation, working-class, white, male college freshmen.  These students were asked to dis-

cuss their perceptions of faculty support and incorporate questions designed to elicit responses 

about the type and level of support the students felt they were receiving from their college fac-

ulty and staff at the university.  Two other researchers have provided triangulation when coding 

and revealing cogent themes within this study.  First-generation, working-class students, believed 

that effective retention programs should be continual and provided beyond the transition to fully 

integrate students into college life (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2007).  Positive college 

faculty relationships are critical to student retention (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2007; 

Havlik et al., 2017; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1975).  Tinto (1975) suggested college 

faculty could improve student retention by meeting with students to discuss college experiences, 

encouraging students to join preprofessional and social clubs, developing relationships with men-

tors, and faculty involvement.  Therefore, Falcon (2015) recommended that more professional 

development or involvement in studies could improve educators’ understanding of first-genera-

tion, working-class students and their role in promoting student retention.  Educators, like the 

students they provide support to need to receive support to improve their role as a college facili-

tator. 
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Regardless of their background to be successful in college, FGCS require extensive sup-

port to be successfully navigate college systems which are confusing and expensive.  Stuber 

(2011) designed her study to learn more about first-generation, Caucasian, working-class stu-

dents’ college experiences, and how their experiences were affected regarding academic and so-

cial adjustment.  FGCS often struggle to assimilate the college culture due to a range of compet-

ing issues.  The study performed by Stuber (2011) included 28 in-depth interviews with first-

generation, Caucasian, working-class students.  Using an intersectional approach, Stuber (2011) 

explored factors that first-generation Caucasian, working-class students said promoted resilience, 

social persistence, and academic persistence in college despite perceived adversity.  Stuber 

(2011) found the effects of dominance and marginalization by race and class to be an asset and 

liability regarding persistence in first- and second-generation college students.  Stuber’s (2011) 

questions included the following: “How do first-generation, white, working-class students under-

stand their college experiences, especially concerning their academic and social adjustment?  

What factors seem to help or hinder adjustment into college life?” (p. 117).  To answer these 

questions, Stuber (2011) used a random and purposive sampling method to generate a diverse 

sample of 100 Caucasian, first-generation, working-class first-year students and sophomores 

from a small private college and a large public university.  Stuber disqualified 72 respondents; 

therefore, the sample included 28 qualified participants age 19–21 years and included 15 females 

and 13 males.  Stuber (2017) reported that she used a qualitative approach that included open-

ended questions and interviews lasting 90 minutes.  Stuber (2017) recorded, transcribed, and 

coded transcripts from Caucasian, first-generation, working-class first-year on campus experi-

ences.  The results included the following: 
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Nearly half had positive remarks, a quarter found college experiences debilitating; an-

other quarter said manageability made them persist, and family stability helped them con-

tinue.  However, differences like not affording to stay on campus was a setback and fi-

nances constrained their acceptability or made them feel left out.  The students were de-

termined to do well.  Some students said they found a niche and felt accepted did fine. 

Others need to figure out where they belong. (Stuber, 2017, pp. 131–132) 

Based on the statistical significance of the disparity among students, educators should increase 

their efforts to implement policies to mitigate the issue limiting first- and second-generation stu-

dents’ persistence.  The heavy emphasis on attrition masks the extent that such students continue 

to be present on college campuses.  The results demonstrated the importance of using the appro-

priate research tool to improve data collection and analyze results (Stuber, 2015).  Moreover, 

race did not protect the participants from struggles they experienced while attending college.  

The participants relied on various support systems and grit when possible to relieve college 

stress.  

Although researchers have explained the struggles of FGS, a limited amount of research 

has explicitly addressed issues regarding FGCS.  Using a qualitative approach, Moschetti and 

Hudley (2015) performed their study based on the social capital theory to explore FGCS’ percep-

tion of social relationships with college professionals designated to improve their success in 

community college and their peers.  FGCS often have limited experience with college and cam-

pus matters because their families have not attended college.  Moschetti and Hudley (2015) 

wanted to learn more about how a student’s perception of college relationships impacted their 

college experience.  Moschetti and Hudley (2017) included the following open-ended interview 

questions: 
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1. How do White working-class, first-generation, community college students manage 

academic and social integration, and what institutional or interpersonal agents do they 

identify as assisting them in this process?  

2. What could have helped you more during your first year of college? 

3. What did students perceive to be the most difficult aspects of their transition?  

4. What, if anything, has made your time at college more difficult?  

5. What factors did they identify as being the most valuable in making a successful tran-

sition? 

6. What factors do you think will be the most valuable in attaining your goals? (p. 240) 

The interviews were conducted using the grounded theory and the responses were tran-

scribed and coded.  The responses provided researchers with an improved understanding of how 

students managed unfamiliar demands and developed support networks to improve their func-

tioning in an unusual setting.  The emerging themes indicated that FGS often felt like they had 

no one but themselves to rely on and that they had no real support on campus. 

Furthermore, the participants believed the necessity to work and live off campus created a 

sense of otherness because they did not have the time to join in campus activities and clubs that 

would have allowed them to build social capital.  Moschetti and Hudley (2015) added that re-

sponses to this study indicated that students suggested that enhanced social support services, col-

lege transition resources, opportunities to build relationships, and increased financial assistance 

could have improved FGCS’ college outcomes and experiences.  Confusing and competing de-

mands prevented these FGS from connecting to college life. 

Essentials for college success.  The above studies indicated that students need to connect 

to college life and build relationships to have a satisfying college experience.  The following 
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studies demonstrated students require support throughout the college process.  Sanchez et al. 

(2016) submitted a quantitative study that examined the effectiveness of participating in college 

readiness programs to proactively improve readiness, thereby increasing college recruitment, re-

tention, and graduation rates.  Sanchez et al. (2016) also examined data collected by the State 

Department of Education and compared the data from students participating in 298 GEAR UP 

GEAR UP programs to the data of 1,841 non-participant first-year students to determine if the 

program impacted the recruitment and retention of students.  The GEAR UP programs mainly 

serve minorities and at-risk students, and the program’s success dictates funding.  Identifying 

more potential FGCS and encouraging them to participate in programs such as GEAR UP could 

improve FGCS preparation for college and social capital and increase the number of FGCS re-

cruited into colleges. 

Some federally funded programs meet their mission to support and prepare participants to 

achieve their college aspirations.  The success of federally funded college programs can be meas-

ured by the increasing number of participants who enter college confident and well-prepared to 

self-advocate as they navigate college systems and campus life.  Collecting data about the nu-

ances of successful programs helps administration continue offering high-quality support to its 

participants.  Sanchez et al. (2016) suggested researchers should utilize additional measures to 

evaluate the program’s effectiveness, including the collection of data about gender, race-ethnic-

ity, Pell Grant status, physical location, and parents’ education level as well as participants’ high 

school academic performance determined by grade point average (GPA), Scholastic Aptitude 

Test (SAT), and American College Testing (ACT).  The results indicated that participants in 

GEAR UP programs were likely African-American or Hispanic, received Pell Grants, had less 

parental education, and lived at home during college.  Sanchez et al. (2016) noted that although 
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GEAR UP participants were less prepared for college, they successfully persisted in college once 

admitted into college.  Sanchez et al. (2016), like Moschetti & Hudley (2015), found students re-

ported that living on campus and employment on campus, improved results for integration into 

campus life and improved social capital because students had more time to participate in campus 

activities.  Competing interests limit time FGS can spend on campus.  Opportunities to spend ad-

ditional time on campus provided FGS with opportunities to become more vested in the college 

experiences  

FGCS want experience success in college but they often find themselves underprepared 

to meet the challenges to succeed in college.  Ishitani (2006), unlike (Bers & Schuetz, 2014; 

Engle et al., 2006), used a quantitative study that examined the coded characteristics and behav-

iors of over 11,000 FGS and tracked their college retention rates.  Ishitani (2006) relied on statis-

tical data from his research which indicated students receiving continual support were more 

likely to continue attending college and, using mixed methods, looked for reasons FGS might not 

graduate from college.  Bers & Schuetz (2014) discovered that the majority of FGS completed 

their freshman year of college but did not earn a degree.  Using transcript analysis, Bers & 

Schuetz (2014) discovered FGS who do not declare a major or failed to meet with their advisors 

chose courses that did not meet the requirements to complete a major.  The inability to commit to 

a program and participate in advisement added cost and time to degree completion.  FGS in this 

study reported they left college for a variety of reasons beyond those revealed in the transcript 

analysis. 

The participants admitted they regretted their decision to leave college and would encour-

age other students to graduate from college as quickly as possible.  Weaknesses in the study in-
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cluded that the study was a self-reported student data report (Bers & Schuetz, 2014).  Complet-

ing the first year of college alone did not guarantee positive college outcomes.  Competing obli-

gations or interests may interfere with a student’s subsequent attendance.  Providing additional 

guidance beyond the first year of college improves student retention and graduation outcomes 

(Bers & Schuetz, 2014).  Implementing this study in more colleges and garnering similar results 

could build a consensus that FGS require support when making decisions about declaring a ma-

jor and choosing a course that will lead to college completion. 

FGCS students often find themselves unable to solve problems on their own and do not 

know who or what services are available to support their college success.  Engle et al. (2016), 

like Bers & Schuetz (2014), performed a mixed methods study that failed to attract a significant 

number of targeted participants.  Nonetheless, the responses from the participants indicated col-

lege retention improved when school communities demonstrated understanding of FGS struggles 

and improved communication channels to answers to their questions.  Engle et al. (2006) identi-

fied several reasons FGS might put college aside.  Many participants reported feeling over-

whelmed by the college process from preparation to graduation. This suggests educators should 

emphasize providing adequate support services or connecting students to mentors who under-

stand their background and are prepared to guide students through college decisions and pro-

cesses beyond the first year to positively affect FGC college outcomes. 

Review of Methodological Issues 

Although educators are aware of issues FGCS experience, limited research is performed 

to understand their issues.  Tinto (1975) suggested the “methodology should always follow from 

decisions concerning conceptual frameworks” (p. 120).  Regardless of the methods researchers 

employ to study FGS, Pascarella et al. (2004) argued that historically FGS studies focused on 
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three broad themes: preparation, recruitment, and retention. Therefore, FGS offer researchers a 

broad topic for study.  

Essentials for college success.  Regardless of the students’ background experiences, uti-

lizing specific supports based on actual successful experiences increases positive college out-

comes.  Qualitative methods are uniquely suited to gain information that can be used to develop 

effective strategies for preparing, transitioning, recruiting, and retaining minorities as well as stu-

dents from low socioeconomic backgrounds and FGS into college.  Tinto (1975) discovered 

through his early quantitative research provided a basis for identifying issues about FGS, minori-

ties, and nontraditional students.  According to Tinto (2007), research should be longitudinal, 

goal oriented, and grounded to yield quality and relevant findings.  Administrators who utilize 

recommendations based on findings from quality research to shape policies and strategies im-

prove recruitment and retention and find ways to extend support throughout the duration of the 

students’ college experience have better college outcomes.  Tinto (2007) posited that although 

populations and practices varied significantly among colleges, student engagement influenced 

student retention and decreased stress experienced by students.  Teachers interact with students 

daily, and therefore, higher learning institutions should provide the teaching faculty with profes-

sional development designed to develop student engagement within the classroom. 

Characteristics for success.  The best opportunity for educators to increase and enhance 

FGCS’ college experiences requires educator’s participation in professional development di-

rectly related to specific issue experienced by FGCS.  It is imperative for mentors within colleges 

to understand the unique needs of FGCS (Stuber, 2011).  By practicing advocacy, developing in-

quisitiveness, and promoting communication through our ethical behavior, we can learn from 
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FGCS and provide support, incentives, and strategies that will encourage future students to per-

sist.  Working closely researchers and educators can improve strategies to improve FGCS prepa-

ration, recruitment, transition, and retention.  Stuber (2011) used precise questioning in her study 

to learn about FGS’ feelings.  She discovered that one FGS felt isolated because she believed no 

one else was experiencing financial problems.  Once the FGS realized that others were also fac-

ing a similar issue, she became more involved in campus activities and formed supportive rela-

tionships with peers.Sharing the FGS experiences and feelings with other students could improve 

self-perception by reducing isolation.  There is limited research pertaining to FGCS experiences 

that encouraged them to continue their education beyond high school.  Additional qualitative 

data collected during interviewing and coding subsequent responses from FGCS could yield sig-

nificant findings about the development, recruitment, support, retention, and graduation of FGCS 

and lead to additional areas for study.  The researcher suggests that the literature review provides 

a strong rationale to develop research on understanding how strategies encouraging more FGCS 

to attend college can be implemented.  Which early experiences affected the recruitment of 

FGCS?  How did being a FGCS influence the decision to be recruited?  Which sociocultural ex-

periences affected the education decisions made by FGCS and what kind of support could be of-

fered to FGCS who experience isolation and fail to participate in social networking in college. 

Transitioning.  FGCS are a segment of FGS.  The FGS classification includes minori-

ties, students whose parents did not graduate from college, and students with varied socioeco-

nomic backgrounds (Engle et al., 2006).  FGS receive little support as they make decisions about 

higher learning and prepare to transition into college due to their family’s limited knowledge of 

college systems (Engle et al., 2006).  However, participation in precollege programs helps im-

prove preparation, recruitment, transition, retention, and graduation outcomes.  Ross and Carnes 



 

44 

(n.d.) emphasized the importance of preparing and recruiting students and suggested that col-

leges must act deliberately to develop effective recruitment methods that focus on a range of stu-

dent demographics.  Martinez and Klopott (2005) suggested that multiple pathways to graduation 

exist.  However, rigorous preparation programs often lead to more frustrations than successes.  

Therefore, further study is needed to understand other FGS recruitment and retention measures 

and causes for attrition.  Although educators have learned a considerable amount about barriers 

FGS face when considering college, less specific information is known about recruiting, transi-

tioning, and retaining qualified FGCS.  Researchers need to perform additional studies to help 

colleges understand what motivates FGCS procollege behaviors. 

Synthesis of Research Findings 

Graduating from college changes people’s lives regardless of their race or socioeconomic 

background.  Shatkin (2015) referred to college as an education milestone that requires signifi-

cant adjustment but provides avenues to improve one’s economic status.  Longwell-Grice & 

Longwell-Grice (2008) and Tinto (2007) demonstrated that FGCS thrive while attending higher 

learning institutions under the appropriate circumstances. Increasing FGCS graduation rates im-

proves the odds of providing a sufficient number of well-educated employees in the workforce 

that would keep the U. S. globally competitive. 

Judging by the volume of research available and still being produced about FGS, these 

issues remain an area of considerable interest to educators and a subject that significantly im-

pacts education.  Pascarella et al. (2004) found that the majority of studies about FGS dealt with 

three broad topics: 

• the demographics of FGS as compared to other college students in terms of high 

school preparation, the college choice process, and college expectations   
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• describing and understanding the transition from high school to postsecondary educa-

tion 

• examining persistence in college and degree attainment. (p. 250)  

Over the years, researchers have studied FGS using a variety of methods to understand a variety 

of questions involving FGS.  Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) suggested that regardless of the in-

strument used in a study, the researcher’s results will lack validity and reliability unless the de-

sign accurately captures what the researcher wants to investigate.  Pascarella (2006) claimed that 

more studies are needed to examine underrepresented groups and increase educators’ under-

standing of what works to increase college enrollment from the participants’ perspective.  There-

fore, the focus, when considering which method or design to use, must be on using a sound re-

search design to perform a credible and useful study. 

Well-designed qualitative studies that help researchers examine problems and develop 

specific strategies to support FGCS can positively affect FGCS’ choices concerning college.  

Stuber (2011) conducted a qualitative study using in-depth interviews to find out how FGCS per-

ceived their college experiences.  Like other researchers, Stuber found that several of her sub-

jects failed to attend interview sessions.  This caused Stuber to change her data collection meth-

ods.  Nonetheless, Stuber (2011) captured essential results from her study.  Some students expe-

rienced isolation.  Transforming feelings of isolation into motivation and purpose helped stu-

dents become well-adjusted.  Students used additional strategies to avoid isolation.  Networking 

provides students with benefits such as perspectives sharing, opportunities for advice, and im-

proves coping skills (Stuber, 2011).  Living on campus and having supportive families contrib-

uted to favorable college outcomes.  Stuber (2011) demonstrated that FGS could overcome feel-

ings of isolation once they realize others are in similar situations.  Therefore, providing students 
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support services which support empowerment and connections to other students with similar ex-

periences can make a difference in how FGCS solve issues.  Moschetti and Hudley (2015) sug-

gested FGCS experience all of the same stress their middle and upper-income class peer do but 

are further stressed by working, receiving inadequate financial assistance, and navigating ethnic-

ity and gender issues.  Learning more about FGCS issues can help educators and support staff 

improve strategies they use acclimate students to college life. 

Protective factors.  Regardless of a student’s race, socioeconomic background, or cul-

ture, through the efforts of many researchers, colleges understand obstacles that often confound 

and limit FGS’ aspirations to enter higher learning.  Many FGS are unaware of the significance 

that college plays in improving financial and social status.  Opidee (2015) suggested that educa-

tors can influence students by enumerating college benefits and making students informed con-

sumers who can advocate for themselves while learning to navigate the financial, academic, and 

social systems of campus life.  Negative episodes could be overcome by FGS actively participat-

ing in solutions to their problems or developing self-efficacy. 

Many FGCS do not have role models to provide them with information about how to be 

successful in college.  Zimmerman (2014) agreed that “vulnerable youth should be connected to 

positive role models who can mentor the development of self-esteem and self-efficacy.” (p. 381).  

Developing protective factors such as supportive friendships or participation in campus life 

courses and campus activities builds student successes and confidence (Gofen, 2009).  Zimmer-

man (2014) emphasized that extending resiliency shields FGCS from many stressors that could 

produce adverse outcomes and makes FGCS less vulnerable to stressful situations.  Students pos-

sessing resilience develop compensatory and coping skills that improve college outcomes.  Tran-
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sitioning into college from high school represents the apex of a student’s first 12 years of educa-

tion.  Karp and Hughes (2008) noted that students have varied needs.  A successful transition 

into college requires support systems aligned to meet the needs of the student.  Family, educa-

tors, counselors, college readiness programs, or friends contribute to the successful transition 

into college and beyond.  Disadvantage and talent are not limited to a single race or gender. 

Regardless of students’ varied histories and agendas for the future, attending college pro-

vides opportunities to develop professional skills, work on career goals, and build social status 

via social networking.  FGCS form a group of students who possess increased risk factors for 

failure due to a limited frame of reference about what to expect from college (Pascarella, 2006; 

Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 2007).  Moschetti & Hudley (2015) added that FGCS experience all 

of the same stress as their middle and upper-income class peers do but are further stressed by 

working, receiving inadequate financial assistance, and navigating ethnicity and gender issues 

that play roles in how an is FGCS recruited and persists in college.  Therefore, examining issues 

and developing specific strategies to support FGCS can positively affect the choices FGCS make 

about college. 

Graduating more people from college is life changing for the individual and beneficial to 

communities as well.  Falcon (2014), like West (2012), found that increasing the number of col-

lege-educated graduates benefits society by producing candidates qualified to fill skilled posi-

tions and decreasing the number of people receiving public assistance.  With the passing years, 

researchers have contributed findings that support the increased likelihood of success for stu-

dents who graduate college.  One example of this finding is the number of minorities graduating 

from college.  Likewise, increasing research channeled to the needs of FGCS could increase the 

number of FGCS who graduate from college.  The successful preparation, transition, retention, 
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and graduation of students from college requires extensive support, and more research is needed 

to elucidate issues concerning the preparation, recruitment, transitioning, and retention of FGCS 

(Moschetti & Hudley, 2015).  Socioeconomic status, social and cultural capital, family influ-

ences, financial concerns, high school preparation, and access to higher education all impact an 

education system’s ability to prepare, recruit, transition, and retain FGCS. 

Actively engaging FGCS in their college success can provide improved college out-

comes.  Engle et al. (2006) argued that additional external forces including families, educators, 

counselors, and recruiters influence positive college outcomes in preparing, recruiting, transition-

ing, and retaining FGS.  Zimmerman (2013) suggested resilience factors stemming from internal 

promotive factors, such as self-efficacy and self-esteem, along with resources such as parental 

support, mentors, and youth programs improved the likelihood that FGCS will decide to attend 

and persist in college.  However, stakeholders require guidance to improve their understanding 

of what it takes to motivate and help FGCS experience success and duplicate these practices 

among subsequent FGS. 

Family.  Although parents of FGS offer limited insight into college systems, their input 

influences their child’s success in college.  Gofen (2009) discovered that family support impacts 

FGS success.  FGS parents often lack college experiences and are frequently unable to advise 

their child about the process of preparing, transitioning to, and remaining in college (Longwell-

Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008; Tinto, 2007).  Therefore, these students face significant issues 

with regard to exploring options, selecting, and attending a college. 

A family’s attitude about education and their behavior toward a child who is considering 

college can impact the preparedness for college, whether he or she even goes to college, and 

which college he or she goes to.  Falcon (2015) noted that although parents want their child to go 
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to college, their actions may fail to support their child’s aspirations.  The child experiences aca-

demic success in college when the actions of the family match the academic goals they set. Go-

fen (2009) found that in families where the children are the center of attention, the children val-

ued education.  Students from child-centered families reported positive attitudes toward educa-

tion.  The parents’ attitudes and clear desire for their child to succeed engendered social capital 

and self-efficacy in the child.  FGS represent a population of students who face challenges that 

frequently weaken their decision to attend college (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Havlik et al. (2017) 

described FGS as those who are the first from their family to enter higher education.  These stu-

dents experience difficult issues because their families offer little support mentally, academi-

cally, financially, or socially Havlik et al. (2017).  Experiencing family problems, financial con-

cerns, or social issues can diminish FGCS’ opportunity for success in college (Gofen, 2009).  

Havlik et al. (2017) also observed that the lack of family support, social capital, and cultural cap-

ital negatively impact college outcomes.  Although the FGS offered limited experiential advice 

about college, the FGS experienced success in college due to the protective factors instilled by 

their family’s values. 

Preparing for college is often confusing to individuals who lack a working knowledge of 

college systems.  Gofen (2009) found that first-generation families lack the social capital to pre-

pare for and transition their child into college.  Therefore, Zimmerman (2013) suggested that 

FGS must develop resilience and other protective factors to navigate college life successfully.  

FGCS who were able to increase resilience, overcame typical issues faced by college students.  

Rosenbaum (2011) proposed that college for all inherently promotes a collaborative network of 

peers, resilience, increases networking, and social capital.  FGS who refrain from participation in 
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social networking experienced isolation.  Zimmerman (2013) advocated placing more responsi-

bility on educators and parents to work with students to support resiliency.  Encouraging FGS to 

actively participate in activities connected with college and social awareness would increase so-

cial capital and build resilience.  Providing FGS with additional financial knowledge, more aca-

demic preparedness, additional counseling services, increased community involvement, and eq-

uitable education policies would improve college outcomes.  Zimmerman (203) asserted that ed-

ucators must work together as assets to improve student outcomes; however, he placed an over-

reliance on educators and omitted the vital role families play in preparing their child for college. 

If the burden of educating children lies overwhelmingly within the education pipeline or 

in the public education setting, we can expect failure.  Redford, Johnson, and Honnold (2009) 

insisted that families, despite possible shortfalls, must be viewed as a critical factor when prepar-

ing children for college.  Many parents are unaware of the support and nurturing a child requires 

from prekindergarten through the college pipeline.  Therefore, encouraging parents to partner 

with educators collaboratively to prepare their child for college could improve college outcomes. 

Many students entering college do not understand the commitment college completion 

requires.  Moschetti and Hudley (2015) suggested that working-class FGS who manage to sur-

mount barriers and matriculate to college may be at risk for academic problems or failure be-

cause they never had models for success in college.  Chowdry, Crawford, Dearden, Goodman, 

and Vignoles (2013) reported that low-income FGS drop out of postsecondary institutions at 

higher rates than their middle and upper-class peers whose family members graduated from 

higher education.  Building a foundation for lifelong learning and career success starts as soon as 

a student enters formal education.  While, Rouse and Kemple (2009) argued that the priority in 

education should be to not only prevent students from dropping out but include, prescriptive 
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transitioning programs, engaging instructional strategies, and a relevant and rigorous upgraded 

curriculum that prepares students for higher learning. 

Cultural issues.  As suggested above, parents can offer support to a child who wants to 

attend college, but well-informed and well-trained educators pose an additional connection for 

preparing students to enroll and persist in college.  Mentors within the college setting need to un-

derstand the unique needs of FGCS who decide to attend college (Stuber, 2011).  Promoting pro-

ductive communication among students and educators can supply support, incentives, and strate-

gies that encourage present and future students to persist.  Ng, Shirley, Willis, Lewis, and Lin-

coln (2015) suggested FGCS must use strategies to overcome deficits in the cultural capital.  

FGCS fail to develop beneficial relationships due to commitments beyond the campus or lack of 

experience.  Furthermore, Ng et al. (2015) reported that FGS rarely participated in campus activ-

ities because they failed to recognize the value in building social capital and networking among 

peers.  The collaborative efforts of researchers to develop strategies and educators’ commitment 

to implement strategies yields improved preparation, recruitment, transition, and retention for 

FGS. 

Impoverished FGCS find their race becomes a liability when it comes to accessing pro-

grams intended to support students from a low socioeconomic background.  Hartigan (1999), as 

cited by Stuber (2011), argued that being a poor Caucasian often carries a stigma and leaves 

members of this group marginalized by other social classes.  Stuber (2011) found that limited re-

search addresses the needs of FGCS who belong to the privileged race but could become margin-

alized due to their social class.  Based on the HB 2722 Advisory Committee’s (2008) report, it is 

evident that some researchers still believe only select groups of underrepresented populations re-

quire support to graduate from college successfully.  The Committee raised awareness about 
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achievement gaps facing African-American students without citing the importance of improving 

outcomes for all individuals living in poverty. 

Financial.  Many FGS are financially disadvantaged.  The cost of attending college 

might cause the student to feel guilty as impoverished families struggle to finance their child’s 

college aspirations (London, 1989).  FGS may be unaware of the benefits of applying for federal 

aid and earning scholarships.  Many FGCS are unaware of existing options that could reduce the 

time and expense of attending college.  Productive alternatives to part-time work to reduce col-

lege expenses includes completing courses that transfer as college credits, participating in early 

college programs, and participating in on campus work–study opportunities.  Successful comple-

tion in dual enrollment and advanced placement courses before attending college reduces the 

overall cost of attending college.  Similarly, during college, FGS work instead of joining college-

sponsored events and clubs and avoid networking because they are unaware of the advantages of 

networking and feel pressure to work to fund college. 

Funding for research and program to support students’ success is often limited.  There-

fore, Dervarics (2011) advocated writing a bill to improve the preparation and funding of un-

derrepresented students.  The proposed bill would include programs to enhance preparation, de-

velop social capital, alleviate financial stress, and positively support underrepresented students in 

continuing their formal education.  Ndiaye and Wolfe (2016) suggested that providing financial 

advisement and participating in early college opportunities would improve how FGCS ap-

proached time and financial management.  Learning about budgeting time and college funding 

would be empowering and save students time and money. 

Preparation.  Educators have a profound influence on the success of students who will 

one day make decisions about college.  Limited research exists to motivate FGCS engagement as 
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they prepare for college.  Traditional recruitment practices rarely entice FGCS; therefore, alter-

native recruitment incentives must be designed to motivate positive responses from this unique 

population of students (Karp & Hughes, 2008).  FGCS possess the potential to help the U.S. re-

main competitive in the global market and obtain careers using skills gained from participating in 

college (West, 2012).  Purpose Built Communities (2017) is a community-based organization 

whose goal is to break the cycle of intergenerational poverty.  Members of Purpose Built Com-

munities (2017) noted that improving the education pipeline would provide the best option to de-

crease the disparity among classes.  Improvements in education require increasing community 

involvement; therefore, stakeholders, including families and students, must work collaboratively 

to improve curriculum alignment and student preparation for a seamless transition into college. 

Recruitment and interest without action do not mitigate the lack of preparation or the spe-

cific support FGS require.  Programs designed to increase the number of students prepared for 

college represents a positive step toward building college interest in students who lack the under-

standing of the benefits college provides (Miretzky, Chennault, & Fraynd, 2016).  The State De-

partment of Education (2016) reported that 3.9 million undergraduates dropped out of college in 

2016.  Although FGS experiences present barriers to college success, FGS display elevated aca-

demic performance and persistence and required specific bridging programs that focus on time 

management and financial support to ensure their success (Terenzini et al., 1996).  The stagger-

ing number of students dropping out of colleges indicates more needs to be done to encourage 

retention over attrition. 

Researchers have developed limited research designed to understand the experiences that 

influenced the success experienced by FGCS in college.  Researchers discovered sound advice 

and strategies families could utilize to prepare and motivate their child to succeed in college.  
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Challenges exist in college that may make retention difficult for FGCS.  Providing continual sup-

port through advisement programs, incentives, and postcollege career mentoring provide incen-

tives for some FGCS to persist (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006).  Through con-

tinued research, educators are discovering what motivates FGS to enter college.  Successful ac-

cess depends upon multiple areas and primarily focuses on the socioeconomic background, cul-

tural or social capital, family resources, financial assets, and high school organization.  Access to 

higher education focuses on the successful transition of high school students into college (Smith 

& Johnson, 2003).  Smith and Johnson (2003) noted that successful student behaviors include 

frequently conferencing with their guidance counselor about college preparations and under-

standing the college transition process.  Precollege student behaviors and preparation play an in-

tegral role in a student’s seamless transition into college. 

The responsibility of supporting students and the goals for students in college extends be-

yond recruitment.  Many FGS enroll in less rigorous courses in high school (Knaggs et al., 

2015).  Baum et al. (2013) noted that many FGS lack the substantial preparation required to per-

form and acclimate to college socially and academically.  Self-determination, resilience, and per-

sistence play a vital role in assuring that FGS remain in their chosen college.  Therefore, educa-

tors and families must prepare students to become good citizens and encourage students to par-

ticipate in academically challenging courses.  Educators prepared to implement best practices 

and policies can often provide the support which impacts FGCS entering and persisting in col-

lege. 

FGCS represent a population of students who are sometimes called invisible because 

their physical features resemble the majority of students on campus.  Contreras (2011) found 

FGS participate on the education pipeline from early education through secondary education and 
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may do well.  The FGS fail to matriculate into higher education or are unsuccessful once they 

transition into higher education.  FGS arrive on campus with multiple barriers that confound 

their efforts to assimilate into college campus life.  A student’s educational experiences before 

entering college impact postsecondary education choices.  Contreras (2011) attributed minority 

underachievement to limited early academic support and therefore FGS do not understand the 

commitment required to complete assignments and participate in a college classroom.  Entering 

the workforce after secondary education represents a viable career choice; however, educators 

and employers at-large know that failing to recruit FGS diminishes the number of skilled work-

ers entering the workforce making the U.S. less competitive in the global market.  Rouse and 

Kemple (2009) pointed out that the increasing demand for skilled workers requires more students 

to be adequately prepared to transition to college experiences that form barriers to a shared lan-

guage and culture.  The need exists to provide FCS with strategies which will assure their suc-

cess and contribute to a more educated population. 

Transitioning.  Transitioning from home to campus life can be a daunting experience un-

der the best circumstances.  Students must be academically and mentally prepared to attend col-

lege.  In addition to facing the typical preparation, transition, and college life issues FGCS expe-

riences difficulties particular to their population.  Educators who use research-based strategies 

make a difference in the success FGCS experience as they negotiate the education pipeline.  Edu-

cators needed to learn about and promote strategies to encourage students can use to make a suc-

cessful transition into college (Engle et al., 2006).  Educators believed FGS know less about col-

lege, are unaware of the commitment required to be successful in college and receive limited 

family support (Terenzini et al., 1996).  This college knowledge deficit increased FGS risk for 

failure while attending college when compared to their traditional peers. 
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FGCS experience everyday anxieties, feelings of dislocations, and the difficulties of any 

other college students along with the additional stress specific to FGS.  FGS undergo enormous 

transformations as they negotiate the difficult transition into the college campus culture (Long-

well-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008).  Cotton, Nash, and Kneale, (2016) stressed the importance 

of incorporating transition programs to help students assimilate college culture and persist to 

graduation.  Successful transition programs involve cultural awareness, social awareness, aca-

demic support, and student involvement in campus activities.  Cotton et al. (2016) noted that this 

first year is critical for incorporating students into college life and assures their persistence to 

graduation.  FGS utilizing skills developed in support programs find trusted mentors who can 

guide decisions and provide pertinent information. 

Developing additional strategies and protective factors could improve FGCS college out-

comes.  Multiple strategies currently exist to overcome FGS barriers to college success.  Cotton 

et al., (2016) advocated developing precollege awareness and providing financial and social sup-

port as critical steps to seamless transition thereby equipping students with increased positive 

outcomes including persistence.  Contreras (2011) proposed that colleges can develop campus-

wide initiatives to recruit, retain, and graduate FGS.  Students attending college require addi-

tional support from peers, faculty, and staff to avoid frustrations. 

Retention.  Educators and parents expect students to enter some form of college, train-

ing, or profession after high school completion.  However, many FGS regardless of their socio-

economic background or race forego college and pursue other interests or careers requiring lim-

ited specialized skills.  Educators must address the issue FGS’ unwillingness to enter college pre-

sents if recruiters intend to recruit and graduate more FGS into and from college.  Successfully 
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transition from high school to college represents a critical step toward independence and estab-

lishes a foundation for a student’s future degree attainment, career options, and social mobility 

(Contreras, 2011).  Building an awareness that college adjustment is difficult but possible with 

support can help students become more receptive to seeking campus resources to resolve issues.  

Colleges concede the importance of recruiting and retaining FGS (Zhang, Gossett, Simpson, & 

Davis, 2017).  FGS successes increase an organization’s success; therefore, more researchers are 

focusing on methods to prepare and motivate FGS to enter college.  These studies focus on mi-

norities and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Educators need more research that describes and explains the experiences that influenced 

FGCS to attend college, which could improve the strategies educators use to prepare, recruit, and 

retain FGCS in college.  Recruitment by a college that matches a student’s aspirations dramati-

cally influences a FGCS success in college; however, many FGCS give little attention to the ben-

efits each college offers (The Best Colleges, 2017).  Social networking with peers and knowl-

edgeable staff can help FGCS become better informed when choosing a college.  Interest surveys 

and more information about colleges would help FGCS improve college selection.  The Best 

Colleges (2017) reported FGS rarely pursue degrees from their first-choice learning institution 

nor do they decide to enter top-rated higher learning institutions due to their low self-esteem or 

confidence in their credentials and lack of preparation.  Choosing the right college increases the 

retention of FGS (The Best Colleges, 2017).  FGS need more information about finding a college 

that supports their social and academic development and career goals (College Board, 2018).  

Furthermore, educators can encourage students to access college websites to learn about college 

choices and what to expect from their chosen college.  The right college represents a protective 

factor that yields improved recruitment, retention, and graduation rates. 
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In addition to providing an education, educators need to guide their students to success by 

building their awareness of what to expect in college.  The successful recruitment of FGCS 

should include emotional and resilience counseling to provides an additional protective factor for 

the transition into college (Baum et al., 2013).  Students must understand performance expecta-

tions and own the responsibility of acquiring a college degree throughout their education from 

preschool through college. 

However, despite the advances made by researchers to understand FGCS, limited re-

search exists to explain what can be done to improve FGCS retention.  Once in college, the need 

for support continues.  Gannon and Maher (2012) noted that educators must continue providing 

relevant learning opportunities to increase student engagement and motivation to remain in col-

lege.  Martinez and Klopott (2005) offered the following suggestions to encourage student re-

cruitment strategies: improve transition by developing engagement, provide financial incentives 

such as free housing, offer social opportunities to acclimate to campus life, and provide rigorous 

course expectations.  Furthermore, colleges that integrate remediation within the core, credited 

classes reduce the expense of paying for additional courses without extending the students' time 

to graduation (Cotton et al., 2016).  Similarly, Sanchez et al. (2016) and Miretzky et al. (2013) 

reported that investing in programs to bolster their diverse populations’ success pays off with in-

creased preparedness, recruitment, and success in college.  Applying varied solution could bol-

ster most students’ success. 

Although students attending college have demanding schedules, FGS need time to assim-

ilate and acclimate to campus life.  Positive college experiences affect many FGCS’ decision to 

continue their education once recruited.  Contreras (2011) suggested that students who develop 

ownership of their campus community, by engaging in extracurricular events, organizing study 
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groups, facilitating support services, and participating in advisement, benefit by developing cul-

tural capital through networking with peers or working with mentors; therefore, they feel more 

desire to complete their college program.  Colleges invested in improving best practices in high-

need areas of social interaction develop best practices for supporting FGCS in feeling more in-

cluded in the school community. 

Communities can work collaboratively to apply strategies which promote success among 

students.  According to Tinto (1975), “the lack of integration into the social system of the college 

will lead to low commitment to that social system and will increase the probability that individu-

als will decide to leave college and pursue alternative activities” (p. 92).  Community outreach 

programs are vital to the recruitment of FGCS students.  Community outreach programs not only 

prepare students for college but also increase diversity within the college (Smith & Johnson, 

2003).  Furthermore, Wells et al. (2016) indicated that: 

diversity fosters inclusiveness and equitability within the higher learning setting and that 

interactions among diverse student populations improve learning outcomes, intellectual 

engagement, motivation, citizenship, cultural engagement, critical thinking, problem-

solving, and writing skills. (p. 1–2) 

Fostering collaborative conversations across the student body could help educators reach a con-

sensus on the best ways to integrate support services. 

Preparation, recruitment, and retention are interconnected segments of the college experi-

ence.  Moschetti and Hudley (2015) argued that FGS struggle when transitioning into higher ed-

ucation and that FGS need help to develop protective factors that would alleviate a significant 

amount of stress.  Cotton et al. (2016) pointed out that strengthening resilience early on improves 

college experiences and outcomes in college. 
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More FGS need to find mentors who can develop protective factors when exploring col-

lege decisions.  Cotton et al. (2016) suggested that resilience involves forging relationships with 

competent adults who serve as models for future networking and the bridge required to help stu-

dents successfully cope with transitioning into higher education.  According to Tinto (2007), col-

lege faculty require more professional development to learn about improving their rapport with 

FGS.  Sanchez et al. (2016) noted that programs specifically designed to address perceived and 

actual deficits could successfully transition and acclimate FGCS into the higher education set-

ting.  Obtaining adequate financial assistance, rigorous preparation, knowledgeable mentors, and 

trusted peers mitigated the feelings of otherness FGCS experience and made the transition into 

college more manageable (Havlik et al., 2017).  Admittedly, retention strategies do not need to 

be elaborate or expensive; however, they must exist within and beyond the classroom to success-

fully integrate students into college life and retain students. 

FGS may be interested in attending college but are often unaware of how to facilitate re-

sources to support the applying, transitioning, and persisting in college.  FGS receive little sup-

port as they make decisions about higher learning and prepare to transition into college due to 

their family’s limited knowledge of college systems (Engle et al., 2006).  Participation in precol-

lege programs represents a proactive investment in self-efficacy development.  Colleges can like-

wise invest in taking steps that individualize how they approach FGCS recruitment.  Ross and 

Carnes (n.d.) emphasized the importance of preparing and recruiting students and suggested that 

colleges must act deliberately to develop effective recruitment methods that focus on a range of 

student demographics.  Providing initial support often builds self-efficacy which improves prepa-

ration, recruitment, transitioning, retention, and graduation outcomes. 
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Multiple pathways to graduation exist.  Encouraging FGS to prepare for college by par-

ticipating in rigorous course preparation programs led to more frustrations than successes (Mar-

tinez & Klopott, 2005).  Further study is needed to understand other FGS recruitment and reten-

tion measures and causes for attrition.  Studies performed by Pascarella et al. (2004) likewise 

demonstrated that FGS possess distinct disadvantages to understanding college expectations, col-

lege choices, and transitioning to college.  Additional studies would provide administrators with 

strategies that would improve college recruitment and college outcomes among FGS. 

An early educator’s perspective.  The researcher performing this research serves as an 

educator in an elementary school serving students with high poverty rates. The researcher shared 

many of these FGCS experiences and now recognizes factors that contributed to her academic 

success and disagrees with the Engle et al. (2006) research that indicated that teachers fail to pre-

pare minority students for higher education and therefore these students lacked “college” 

knowledge. The researcher currently works with a second-grade team.  The educators work hard 

to prepare the students for college and consistently provide high-quality learning opportunities to 

students.  Many parents do not understand their role in providing support for their child’s aca-

demic success regardless of attending college. 

FGCS early academic experiences and family dynamics do impact the decision to attend 

college.  Preparing students for higher education is not the sole responsibility of early and sec-

ondary educators and guidance counselors.  Nonetheless, the educators persevere to and through 

improving the students’ social and economic conditions.  Precollege programs enhance student 

understanding of college expectations, pressures, and systems.  The researcher works with stu-

dents who may one day become FGS.  A growing number of students from low socioeconomic 
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backgrounds come to school lacking readiness skills.  Although the parents want the best educa-

tion possible for their children, many families are incapable of providing their children with op-

portunities to engage in learning at home due to financial stress. 

Furthermore, remaining competitive in the global job market will require more skilled 

workers to enter the U.S. workforce.  Havlik et al. (2017) demonstrated there is an increasing de-

mand for skilled college students in the workforce, and unless colleges respond by recruiting 

more FGS, these jobs will remain unfilled.  Havlik et al. (2017) developed an intersectional qual-

itative research design to raise educators’ awareness of the issues FGS experience.  Havlik et al. 

(2017) noted that their study examined FGS holistically to determine strategies to improve col-

lege outcomes rather than focusing on individual groups. 

Conducting a phenomenological study focusing on the experiences FGCS say motivated 

them throughout their education and encouraged them to prepare for and persist in college could 

improve an educator's understanding of why some FGCS successfully prepared for and persisted 

in college. This improved knowledge of FGCS motivations and needs will change how the edu-

cation pipeline prepares FGCS for college, facilitates their transition into college, and supports 

FGCS financial needs when in college.  Learning about FGCS proactive behaviors and persis-

tence can give educators strategies to support future FGCS decisions to attend college. 

Critique of Previous Findings 

This literature review describes important themes and seminal research about FGS and 

FGCS.  Early results derived from studies performed by Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) indi-

cated that FGS share characteristics that affect success in college, including family support, aca-

demic difficulties, limited guidance, social systems, and interactions.  Therefore, as researchers 

continue to develop research that focuses on the importance of understanding the issues facing 
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FGS face educators can now understand why students struggle to remain actively engaged in col-

lege once they are recruited and more importantly how to reengage students who may not persist 

in college (Corwin & Citron, 2011; Havlik et al., 2017; Stuber, 2011; Terenzini et al., 1996; 

Tinto, 1993).  The existing research indicated that protective factors introduced at any point in a 

student’s life profoundly affect the recruitment and the outcomes of underrepresented students 

who choose to enter college after high school. 

The findings from these studies underscored the necessity to perform additional research 

focused on specific strategies to improve outcomes for the groups that comprise FGS.  The ma-

jority of the studies were well-developed qualitatively, included several quantitative studies, and 

included two meta-analyses of prior research.  Although the studies produced beneficial results, 

Pascarella (2006) argued that the current trends in research often lack the precise, substantiated 

results longitudinal research yields over time.  Most research about FGS focuses on FGS’ suc-

cess in college or what can be done to improve college outcomes.  The researcher found limited 

studies that describe the experiences FGCS say prepared them for and supported them through-

out college completion.  The researcher posited that developing research that focused on the in-

terventions, motivations, and strategies that encouraged and motivated FGCS to attend college 

could improve how educators support FGCS. 

Educators need more strategies to improve outcomes for FGS.  There is limited qualita-

tive research providing details about the experiences FGCS encountered within their families, 

during their education, and within the community that inspired them to attend college rather than 

seeking employment.  Interviews will provide the foundation for the development of the rich, de-

scriptive, and collaborative narratives of the lived experiences that impacted FGCS to attend col-

lege.  Giorgi (2012) suggested that devoting a few well-documented perspectives concerning a 
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phenomenon can make a significant impact on how people view a phenomenon.  Conducting a 

qualitative phenomenological study will provide educators with insight into the experiences that 

made FGCS successful in college. 

College provides FGS with prime opportunities; however, many students have pressing 

issues that they must overcome.  Opidee (2015), like Corwin and Cintron (2011), pointed out that 

FGS need to build their social capital and stay positively motivated to be successful in the higher 

learning setting.  Providing FGS with continual support once they enter college increases their 

chances of success.  What is more, FGCS must understand they are not alone and that their expe-

riences can be used to help other FGCS become successful—that is the crux of this researcher’s 

study. 

Understanding that FGCS face many obstacles when entering higher education can help 

educators improve their planning and recruitment strategies when it comes to serving this un-

derrepresented population of students.  Although many FGS perform well during their secondary 

education, some FGS may experience struggles in college.  Corwin and Cintron (2011) noted 

that students taught achievement strategies including time management and active learning were 

more successful in college.  Students reported that making friends increased their self-efficacy 

and improved their overall persistence. 

While colleges recognize the significant obstacles that FGS from all races and socioeco-

nomic backgrounds face, most existing research concerning FGS pertains to minorities from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds.  The current study provides vital information and strategies con-

cerning the preparation, recruitment, transitioning, and retention of FGS in general.  That re-

search does not explicitly address FGCS issues.  Studies designed to examine FGCS experiences 

would provide educators with strategies to enhance the preparation, recruitment, transitioning, 
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and retention of FGCS.  Ng et al. (2015) likewise found that existing research describes barriers 

and strategies for success.  Therefore, additional research needs to be performed to improve how 

educators provide FGCS with academic and social support when planning for college. 

The methods in these studies present general strategies that support FGS who want to at-

tend college.  The studies explained relationships between student characteristics and college 

outcomes by examining FGS’ relationships, academics, successes and roadblocks to attending 

college.  Developing research focused on FGCS would improve the strategies available to sup-

port the preparation, recruitment, and retention of FGCS.  The present study provides readers 

with the background necessary to understand the unique needs of FGS and support the additional 

needed to improve strategies to support FGCS. 

College educators recognize that FGS struggle to complete college degrees.  Once in col-

lege, FGS need to become involved with people who can continue to influence proactive deci-

sion-making and encourage the student to participate in positive campus experiences (Engle et 

al., 2006; Gofen, 2009; Opidee, 2015; Orbe, 2007; Wang & Nuru, 2017).  As educators strive to 

increase the number of FGS recruited and graduated, researchers will likewise find it necessary 

to continue developing research to improve the preparation, transitioning, and retention practices 

utilized with FGCS.  Researchers discovered certain proactive behavior improved FGS stress as-

sociated with transitioning into college. 

Therefore, researchers implemented research accordingly to develop strategies to help 

FGCS experience more college successes.  Zimmerman (2015) focused on the effects of devel-

oping the self, financial counseling, (Kuh et al., 2006) emotional counseling, and developing 

support programs (Gannon & Maher, 2012; Miretsky et al., 2016).  Meeting goals for preparing 
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and providing continued support throughout college requires an advanced understanding of stu-

dent need.  The FGS reported stress was significantly reduced once recruited into college if they 

participated in preparation programs (Chowdry et al., 2013; Moschetti & Hudley, 2015).  The 

students also believed limited early in-home preparation for school added to college stress (Con-

treras, 2011).  This can be achieved by creating and maintaining effective college preparation 

programs staffed with quality mentors who receive professional development (Sanchez et al., 

2016).  Therefore, developing research focused on learning about the experiences program par-

ticipants say shored up preparation deficits could invigorate the approaches educators use to pre-

pare students for college and support students attending college.  The development of effective 

programs and relevant support will require educators’ ability to access literature about FGCS is-

sues and the strategies educators can use to improve preparation and access to college. 

The literature review demonstrated that researchers have a considerable amount of infor-

mation about the challenges FGS face.  The increasing need to graduate more FGS from college 

justifies additional examination of FGS issues (Havlik et al., 2017; Terenzini, 2007; Tinto et 

al.,1996).  Collecting additional data would be useful for educators who want to improve strate-

gies to support FGCS.  Researchers have analyzed the existing research to derive effective strate-

gies to support FGS.  Developing specific research to support FGS during their education career 

could mediate issues experienced in college and improve college outcomes.  However, as 

Kellner (2010) suggested for change in education to occur, educators must put theory into prac-

tice.  The methods section will describe in detail how the researcher collected and analyzed data 

to determine what supported the FGCS’ success. 

Family.  A child leaving home to attend college deeply affects the family dynamics and 

causes concerns ranging from financial issues to separation anxiety and the fear of the unknown.  
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Wang and Nuru (2017) suggested families may feel concerned college will change their child or 

they will lose an integral part of their family.  FGS are the first in their family to experience col-

lege since this is often financially due to the family’s hard work, FGS may forget about their own 

needs and contributions to their success (Havlik et al., 2017 & Wang & Nuru, 2017).  FGCS may 

experience additional stress as they make attempts to assimilate the prevailing culture into their 

frame of reference.  These problems decreased the student’s satisfaction with their college expe-

rience and decreased the time FGCS spent on campus.  Therefore, students resist engaging in 

campus life to avoid acculturation as a protective factor or to extend loyalty to their family be-

cause their education represents sacrifices their family made for them. 

Change can be terrifying; however, a satisfying career and opportunities for stability out-

weigh inactivity.  Rice, Colbow, Gibbons, Cederberg, Sahker, William, and Wurster (2016) pro-

posed that early educators play a critical role in mentoring families throughout the academic pro-

cess, to scaffold learning paths and utilize best practices to support their child’s success in educa-

tion from prekindergarten through college.  The opportunity to attend colleges delivers life-

changing opportunities to students from all backgrounds by providing students with skilled ca-

reer training and awarding academic degrees or professional certifications to students who com-

plete a program of study (Corwin & Cintron, 2011; Opidee, 2015).  FGCS and their families de-

serve support throughout the college process.  These families need guidance from caring educa-

tors who understand the necessary steps to improve their situation.  In the future, more FGCS 

need to graduate to fill skilled job vacancies.  The majority of the existing research fails to ad-

dress the needs and adversity experienced explicitly by FGCS or what more importantly moti-

vates FGCS to persist into college despite their lack of familial support.  Educators must also 

acknowledge the gap that exists in research concerning the preparation and retention of FGCS. 
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Cultural issues.  The conclusions reached by these researchers could apply to the limited 

success experienced by FGCS.  For example, less affluent students may feel concerned that the 

community will think they are showing off if they make education a priority.  Ogbu (1995) and 

Tate et al. (2015) suggested that African American students fear that performing well in school 

could be viewed as acting white or cause them to lose their social identity.  Tate et al. (2015) 

suggested students resist education when they feel educators prefer a culture or value education 

over race and culture or create a financial barrier to opportunities when money is charged to at-

tend trips.  Nonetheless, Tate et al. (2015) argued that an individual’s cultural affiliation should 

not limit success.  Completing college provides students with employment opportunities, social 

capital, and self-efficacy. 

Some researchers would argue that the blame for limited diversity lies in recruitment 

practices.  The responsibility and challenges lie within all facets of a student’s desire, family, and 

education.  Colleges struggle to recruit FGCS.  Contreras (2011) suggested that issues perpetu-

ated within the education pipeline can reduce potential FGS motivations and opportunities to at-

tend college.  Many educators advocate for increased training to improve their understanding of 

strategies to prepare, recruit, transition, and retain FGS, which would positively influence educa-

tion outcomes (Moore, Slate, Edmondson, Combs, Bustamante, & Onwuegbuzie, 2010; Pas-

carella et al., 2004). Findings in this study possess the potential to provide educators with the 

strategies they require to encourage more FGCS to attend higher education. 

Encouraging educators to look at need rather than race when it comes to educating stu-

dents can ensure that students experience positive education outcomes.  Minorities must receive 

compassionate guidance and specific support to experience academic success (Contreras, 2011).  

The researcher agrees that minorities need compassionate and specific support, but the support 
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should be inclusive and extended to all FGS.  Early educators must understand their role in 

building each student’s foundation for learning and additionally impress upon parents the role 

they play in securing their child’s education success.  Although Applebaum suggested some cul-

tures resist becoming a traitor to their heritage, Baum et al (2013) demonstrated that education 

can improve a person’s earning potential and social standing regardless of their background and 

therefore a represents a worthwhile endeavor. 

Financial issues.  FGCS make up a significant portion of low socioeconomic students 

who struggle to attend college.  Chowdry et al. (2013) presented a cohesive and in-depth study 

that examined difficulties students from low socioeconomic backgrounds experience.  Therefore, 

by using the fixed effects model, Chowdry et al. (2013) systematically examined the participa-

tion and the influence of peers and teachers within the education that demonstrated improved 

early preparation programs increased FGS college participation.  Studies such as this reflect the 

need to increase support for FGCS who lack the understanding of how to prepare, apply, and 

plan for a degree, navigate college life, or meet college expectations by sharing their experiences 

with peers (Chowdry et al., 2013).  Moreover, as the body of research about FGS continues to 

grow, educators can expand knowledge about how to apply effective social, emotional, and aca-

demic strategies to improve student outcomes.  Stephens et al. (2014) suggested that in addition 

to improved preparation and financial support, FGCS need to know others “have their back” 

while they are acclimating to the rigors of college and that an all-out effort must be made to re-

cruit, retain, and graduate students. 

Learning self-advocacy helps students become more empowered to solve problems on 

their own.  FGCS need to be aware that their status can be used to their advantage when it comes 

to finding financial and academic assistance while assimilating college life (Stephens et al., 
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2014).  FGCS need to improve compensatory strategies and learn to build social capital.  

Equipped with the knowledge of how systems work, FGCS can access policies designed to im-

prove study skills, increase financial support, develop social capital, or improve networking 

skills. 

Recruitment.  Recruitment represents a challenge to most colleges.  Research theories 

developed by Terenzini et al. (1996) about the benefits and barriers FGS experience when decid-

ing to attend college along with Tinto’s (2006) theories about FGS college retention improved 

how educators support college decisions.  Havlik et al.'s (2017) arguments regarding improving 

social and cultural capital to increase FGCS recruitment and retention in college played a vital 

role in bringing attention to the issues FGS face and support the researcher’s position that educa-

tors need to look closer at the groups that comprise FGS.  Tinto’s (2007) and Havlik et al.’s 

(2017) structured arguments about social and cultural capital have helped colleges develop strat-

egies that have increased FGS college recruitment and retention, but educators need ownership in 

developing and implementing these strategies.  Educators can support FGCS engagement in edu-

cation by developing compensatory education, and improving social strategies will increase 

FGCS’ resilience during their preparation, recruitment, transition, and retention in college 

(Havlik et al. 2017; Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 2007).  Empowering FGCS to navigate the 

campus, academics, social life, and campus life successfully would improve college outcomes. 

Transitioning.  Improving student transition into college reduces stress and increases the 

number of students retained in college.  Zhang and Smith (2011) performed a quantitative study 

comparing African American and Caucasian students’ transition into college.  The study investi-

gated the social, academic, family, and support factors that affected the successful transition of 
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students into college and predicted positive college outcomes; however, the results do not deline-

ate the impact family has on the successful transition into college.  The study illuminated find-

ings that compared Caucasian students’ struggles with those of African American students.  Du-

plicating Zhang and Smith’s (2011) study on additional campuses could validate the idea that mi-

norities and FGCS share similar issues when transitioning into college.  The findings could be 

used to improve transition strategies used by colleges. 

Educators need to learn more about the experiences which diminish a student’s successful 

transition into college.  Many factors and inequities affect students who transition into college 

only to discover campus knowledge stands in the way of their success (Goldrick-Rab et al., 

2007).  This meta-analysis examines the best research concerning recruitment, persistence, and 

retention but fails to make suggestions concerning how to improve strategies.  Goldrick-Rab et 

al. (2007) provided a comprehensive approach to providing educators with overarching themes 

that stymy transition into college.  Their analysis of other researchers’ work augmented the exist-

ing body of research related to transitioning into college.  Fike and Kuh (2008) performed a 

quantitative study that examined retention based on achieving typical milestones that included 

developing a strong academic foundation via successful completion of core developmental skills.  

Fike and Kuh (2008) admitted replication of the study at several institutions could verify results, 

strengthen the findings, and prove a causal relationship between preparation, parental education, 

and support systems.  Despite some assistance, students with the greatest financial need were less 

likely to complete college due to insufficient financial assistance. 

Attending college provides individuals with the tools needed to change and improve their 

life regardless of their background.  Zhang et al. (2015) found that effective counseling tech-
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niques could be applied to support increased student success.  In this study, the counselors de-

scribed the methods facilitated to support student self-efficacy throughout their college experi-

ences systematically.  Contrary to the other studies in this section, this study focused on the strat-

egies that educators utilized to actively engage students in their decision to remain active in col-

lege.  College counselors reported that students said they get better at college when they receive 

relevant support and guidance throughout the college experiences.  Students admitted the guid-

ance process supported proactive college decisions and helped them remain focused on complet-

ing college. 

Characteristics for success.  Research demonstrated certain inherit characteristics sup-

ported college success.  In many instances a lack of preparation may not be the problem but that 

students experience otherness that undermines their success (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 

2008; Ng et al., 2015; Stuber, 2011).  Fitting in while attending college improves outcomes for 

higher education success (Ogbu, 1995).  Moreover, learning study and time management skills 

are critical to success.  FGS tend to possess a myopic view of college success.  Broad goals could 

make staying focused and achieving goals difficult.  Favorable results come from the impact of a 

student’s motivation, ability, family support, health, and education support (Rouse & Kemple, 

2009).  The Best Colleges (2017) noted that the students and the community benefit when higher 

learning institutions provide FGS with the support, motivation, and engagement required by FGS 

to graduate and supply the job market with skilled workers.  Families must become actively in-

volved in helping their child navigate the college selection process.  Choosing the correct college 

preparation courses and the correct college affects the student’s success from preparation through 

college completion (Rosenbaum, 2011).  Enrolling in high-interest challenging learning opportu-

nities can encourage students to increase engagement in their college success Educators engaging 



 

73 

in best practice for recruiting talented FGCS could positively influence more FGCS’ decisions to 

enter college but FGCS must overcome unfamiliar barriers.  FGCS who decide to remain in col-

lege learn self-efficacy when immersed in unfamiliar social situations.  Educational researchers 

have performed many studies to investigate issues that influence FGS to avoid college.  This in-

formation pertains to the first-generation population in general and explicitly addresses minori-

ties and students from a low socioeconomic background; few studies examined the experiences 

of FGCS.  More research needs to be performed to explain why some FGCS seek higher educa-

tion while others do not.  Conducting research to investigate why FGCS decided to attend col-

lege, how and where they get valuable information, and what motivates FGCS to enroll in col-

lege can potentially improve motivation or prepare educators to teach FGCS about the benefits 

college could provide for their future. 

Summary: Chapter 2 

The literature review explains the obstacles facing FGS as they prepare to enroll, transi-

tion, and remain in college; however, limited research pertains to FGCS.  Recruitment of FGCS 

into college breaks the cycle of intergenerational poverty and affects the global job market.  

Therefore, understanding the FGCS mindset as they prepared for college could help educators 

teach skills to develop resilience, and social capital as FGCS prepare for and persist in college.  

Smith and Johnson (2003) pointed out that as our society's demand for more skilled college grad-

uates grows, it is imperative for colleges to graduate more FGCS.  Performing more research 

which examines the experiences FGCS say encouraged them to prepare and persist in college 

could help researchers develop strategies to support FGCS college aspirations. 

College educators engage with FGS on a daily basis.  This engagement provides educa-

tors with the opportunity to learn about the barriers FGS experience during college preparation, 
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while navigating campus life, and their academics and financial struggles.  Ng et al. (2015) found 

that the right support programs and social connections increased student academic success and 

resiliency which lead to college success.  Learning what empowers FGCS to persist in higher ed-

ucation despite initial struggles can provide educators with improved strategies to use with 

FGCS.  Therefore, how educators and colleges prepare FGCS for college is critical to the success 

of FGCS.  The Best Colleges (2017) noted educating FGS strengthens our nation’s workforce; 

therefore, offering programs that will improve engagement and encourage FGCS retention are 

critical.  Enhancing recruitment methods developed from research supports starting conversa-

tions about college which could improve resiliency in FGS. 

Using known strategies and updating programs and strategies utilizing recent research 

could significantly improve recruitment, retention, and graduation outcomes for FGCS.  Re-

search demonstrates overwhelmingly that student populations are changing rapidly and their ca-

tering to their diverse needs will provide the incentives FGCS need to enter and persist in col-

lege.  Bers and Schuetz (2014) determined that higher learning institutions can provide accessi-

ble, responsive, and precise advisement concerning financial aid eligibility and courses that de-

crease graduation time that meets the FGCS goal to become self-sufficient and competent.  

Smith and Johnson (2003) found that FGCS struggled with retaining the support of essential peo-

ple throughout college.  Therefore, college focused on implementing methods to improve college 

experiences make a difference when they interact with prospective and continuing students. 

Critical education theory proved that educators at each level need to stay current to pro-

vide the changing student population with strategies that will support their academic goals.  Bers 

and Schuetz (2014) suggested increasing financial support, providing networking opportunities, 

building social capital, and working to engage students in campus activities and free housing 
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gives FGCS positive life-changing experiences while reducing FGCS stress to make campus life 

more enjoyable.  Likewise, The Best Colleges (2017) found that “higher education institutions 

that promote the recruitment and retention of FGS will benefit not only the students but the na-

tion as a whole by helping create a more educated workforce and increasing the nation’s popula-

tion of adults with degrees” (2017, para. 48).  Educators need to understand why fewer FGCS are 

motivated to attend college. 

FGCS often lack the cultural capital needed to successfully navigate experiences in 

higher education; this leads to frustration and stress that is unavoidable in their surroundings 

when they are unaware of cultural expectations.  Inkelas et al., (2007) proposed that the first gen-

eration needs support to transition into and assimilate with the campus culture to be successful.  

Participating in dual enrollment, living on campus, interacting with mentors, and forming rela-

tionships with peers promote successful retention (Inkelas et al., 2007).  Wang, and Nuru (2016) 

pointed out that adequate family engagement including strong communication positively affects 

FGCS preparation, recruitment, transition, retention, and graduation from college and thereby 

builds social capital.  These differences may exacerbate FGCS attempt to master their surround-

ings utilizing the appropriate strategies 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

One fall day the researcher attended an English Language Learner (ELL) workshop.  The 

workshop was designed to improve the strategies educators used in the general education setting 

to improve ELL learning outcomes.  The instructor wanted the participants in the workshop to 

experience the frustrations students with limited proficiency encounter in the classroom due to 

their language barriers.  Therefore, the instructor taught a lesson in German by omitting support 

strategies; predictably, all teachers failed the assessment given at the end of the lesson.  When 

the instructor re-taught the lesson using graphic organizers, labeled pictures, and focused on the 

essential concepts, the teachers’ scores improved dramatically. 

FGCS face issues similar to ELL when preparing for and persisting in college.  FGCS 

lack college knowledge, social capital, financial, and the language inherent among families 

whose members have previously attended college.  Therefore, when planning for college, some 

FGCS might feel disadvantaged (Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 2007).  FGCS might think they 

know what college is like, but they lack the experiential knowledge that could improve their col-

lege experiences if their parents attended college. 

Many educators possess limited knowledge about FGCS; therefore, through no fault of 

their own, are unable to channel efforts toward FGCS’ college preparation through the admis-

sions process or college completion.  As noted in Chapter 2 of this study, the researcher agrees 

with Kellner’s (2010) critical education theory, which explained the capacity for education to 

equalize society and provide participants with strategies to improve their lives, build social capi-

tal, and train for a career.  The increasing number of FGCS interested in entering college reflects 

the need to adopt Kellner’s critical education theory. 
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Remaining a global economic leader depends on how well the U.S. educates its citizens.  

A need exists for U.S. educators to evolve their attitudes toward providing education to benefit 

students and to help the U.S. retain its global position as an economic leader.  Therefore, educa-

tors must apply successful research strategies to prepare, recruit, and retain FGCS. 

FGCS are a subgroup of FGS that might experience issues beyond the typical ones FGS 

face.  Most of the existing research does not discuss the lived experiences which encouraged 

FGCS to become the first in their family to prepare for, attend, and persist in college.  More im-

portantly, some educators are unaware of the impact they could have on motivating FGCS to at-

tend college, due to the limited resources available to educators.  Crowther, Ironside, Spence, 

and Smythe (2016) stated: 

the phenomenology method shares common understandings of experiences as explained 

 through crafted stories that resonate with us all.  The interplay between parts and the 

 whole is as eternal as phenomena.  Hermeneutic phenomenology gathers glimpses 

 through the use of stories that coalesce into revealing new possibilities and provoking 

 further thinking and action. (p. 24) 

Therefore, the researcher utilized qualitative phenomenology to explore the experiences of FGCS 

to learn how educators can support and prepare FGCS for college.  

In the future, a considerable shortage of qualified applicants for middle-income jobs re-

quiring college diplomas will occur, unless more FGS decide to prepare and graduate from col-

lege (Knaggs et al., 2015; West, 2012).  Presently, limited research exists that examines the ex-

periences which influence the FGCS’ decision to graduate from college.  Educators could impact 

a student’s decision concerning college but they need to be aware what strategies will support 
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FGCS education aspirations (Contreras, 2011).  A pressing need exists for educators to under-

stand the experiences that encouraged FGCS to overcome barriers and complete college.  In-

creasing the number of studies to learn about FGCS experiences along the education pipeline 

will improve how educators’ approach, support, and motivate FGCS to attend college. 

Increasing qualitative studies about FGCS experiences will provide educators with oppor-

tunities to share college experiences.  As noted in Chapter 2, West (2012) suggested that attract-

ing underrepresented FGCS depicts a probable solution to the shortage of qualified workers; nev-

ertheless, FGCS represent a recruitment challenge.  Heightening educator awareness of FGCS 

issues can transform the educator’s role from that of an outsider into the position of an advocate.  

Successfully graduating more FGCS strengthens the U.S.’ ability to remain globally competitive.  

Utilizing phenomenology research methods can effectively reveal the experiences and histories 

about FGCS, which could improve the way educators work with and empower FGCS to manage 

their education beyond high school (Creswell, 2012).  Educators require research that will sup-

port and be made available to guide how educators prepare families and students, and communi-

ties and employers to support education. 

Research Questions 

Limited research exists that catalogs the experiences FGCS say encouraged them to be-

come successful college graduates.  The knowledge acquired from investigating the experiences 

that persuade FGCS to go to college could be used to increase the number of FGCS attending 

college.  Therefore, this researcher used this opportunity to investigate the experiences FGCS say 

helped them meet their college aspirations.  Examining the experiences of FGCS could signifi-

cantly improve and increase the strategies educators use to support and prepare FGCS to attend 

college. 
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Preparing for and persisting in college represents a challenge for most students, regard-

less of their family and academic support, or socioeconomic background.  FGS have all the stress 

typical students have and additional issues unique to FGS.  As indicated by research from Wang 

(2014) in Chapter 2, qualitative phenomenology methods can be used to understand what educa-

tors can do to help FGS.  Identifying and analyzing FGCS experiences and behaviors could help 

educators replicate favorable strategies and conditions that could be used to improve the support 

offered to FGCS.  The interview script for this research was designed to answer the following 

questions. 

1. What perception do first-generation Caucasian students have about being more privi-

leged than other first-generation students? 

2. Which support made the most significant impact on the participant’s college deci-

sions? 

3. Which challenges developed the participant’s awareness of the importance of attend-

ing college? 

Purpose and Design of the Study 

Purpose.  The purpose of this study was to learn about the experiences FGCS say influ-

enced them to attend and persist in college.  Although previous research had been performed to 

understand the issues FGS overcome to attend college, researchers produced limited information 

concerning the specific experiences associated with FGCS throughout their academic career or 

life that led to college completion.  The literature review demonstrates that the data collected by 

researchers such as (Moschetti & Hudley, 2015; Pascarella, 2006; Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 

2007) brought FGS issues to educator’s awareness.  Nonetheless, continued research needs to be 

carried out to learn about the groups that comprise FGS.  In Chapter 2, the researcher explained 
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how FGCS’ experiences deeply affected their college success, and further determined that issues 

around race and class challenged academic and social adjustment of FGCS in college (Stuber, 

2011).  Continuing research that examines the groups comprising FGS will improve the strate-

gies researchers developed to prepare, recruit, and retain more FGS. 

Attending secondary school does not guarantee that students innately understand the pro-

cess required for college admission and success.  Gorard, See, and Davies (2012) found that the 

U.S. provides students with a free, public education from kindergarten to secondary school; how-

ever, when the time comes for FGCS to go to college, many students fail to matriculate due to 

issues they deem insurmountable.  Most students, regardless of their background, require exten-

sive support to decrease the amount of stress they experience associated with preparing for and 

navigating college systems. 

Researchers typically study FGS holistically or focus FGS research on minorities or FGS 

from a low socioeconomic background; therefore, few studies focus specifically on FGCS expe-

riences.  Increasing studies that reveal the issues FGCS experience along with protective factors 

that supported college success could help educators become sensitive to the role they play in pre-

paring FGCS for college.  The results of this study could influence the strategies educators utilize 

to develop, recruit, and retain FGCS in college. 

Design.  Deciding on a suitable research method for this study relied on understanding 

the intricacies of each type of research method, the researcher’s questions, and the researcher’s 

objective for the study.  Creswell (2012) suggested that any research design could serve as a 

valid research tool, but Creswell further argued that the researcher must weigh the merits and nu-

ances of each method to determine what method will adequately address the study’s research 

questions.  After comparing methods used to study various phenomena, for purposes of this 
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study it was decided that the qualitative phenomenology method to investigate the experiences 

that supported FGCS decision to attend college would be used. 

The researcher determined that phenomenology would provide the best method to learn 

about the experiences FGCS face when deciding to attend college.  Researchers can utilize phe-

nomenology protocol to develop a deeper understanding of a phenomenon based on the partici-

pant’s self-reports (Crowther et al., 2016).  As discussed throughout Chapter 3, Crowther et al. 

(2016) found qualitative methods to be uniquely suited for gaining information about experi-

ences related to any population or phenomenon.  The researcher transforms mundane lived expe-

riences into relatable stories (Creswell, 2012).  Sound research needs to be applied to improve 

issues related to FGCS.  The researcher used phenomenology to learn about experiences that 

helped FGCS succeed in college.  Crowther et al. (2016) noted that phenomenology could be uti-

lized to develop a deeper understanding, to connect to, or to elicit a response to the phenomena.  

Qualitative phenomenology can be used to record, story, and disseminate hidden, personal infor-

mation about FGCS experiences and provide readers with engaging and meaningful insight into 

what can be done to support FGCS’ decision to attend college (Creswell, 2012).  Qualitative phe-

nomenology offers a platform for participants experiencing the phenomenon to explain and pro-

vide insider feedback.  The participant’s responses can be utilized to improve support strategies 

implemented by educators when preparing and retaining FGCS.  Effective education practices 

must be applied to promote relevant educational practices (Kellner, 2010).  Performing research 

is not enough.  Applying effective strategies based on findings from research is the educator’s 

best chance for supporting college aspirations. 
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The researcher wanted to learn about experiences that encouraged FGCS to attend and 

persist in college.  Based on the characteristics involved in performing a qualitative phenomeno-

logical study, the researcher found utilizing the phenomenological research design provided her 

with the means to learn more about FGCS experiences.  As noted in Chapter 2, Corwin and Cit-

ron (2011) discovered that utilizing phenomenological research provided researchers with a 

clearer understanding of their phenomenon of interest.  That awareness becomes instrumental in 

highlighting everyday experiences that produce stories readers use to develop a deeper under-

standing of a specific phenomenon, and to evoke connected feelings.  Crafting this study will in-

form educators about the importance of aligning curriculum and experiences to meet their stu-

dents’ educational needs, and encourage more students to attend college. 

Research Population and Sampling Method 

Research population.  Recruiting an adequate number of participants who have experi-

enced the phenomenon improves the reliability of the findings.  According to Creswell (2012), 

participant selection significantly impacts the validity of one’s research.  For example, Longwell-

Grice and Longwell-Grice (2002) limited their study to four participants; nonetheless, the partici-

pants provided data that answered the researchers’ questions about the issues FGS encounter in 

college and indicated the importance in helping FGS connect to improve perceptions about at-

tending college.  Limiting recruitment numbers could maximize the study’s effectiveness and 

improve the quality of the researcher’s storying (Creswell, 2012; Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 

2005).  Regardless of the numbers recruited for a study, the goal is to recruit the number of par-

ticipants who will provide useful responses and data to meet phenomenon saturation. 

The researcher limited the study to 10 FGCS who have graduated or will graduate from 

college.  The researcher achieved gender balance by recruiting and interviewing five males and 
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five females.  The researcher wanted to investigate the experiences of FGCS as a group, rather 

than compare male FGCS experiences to female FGCS experiences.  The 10 FGCS participants 

lived in various areas local to a small city in South Carolina (SC).  Although the Census Bureau 

(2016) found the female population in this area is 12.8% greater than the male population, Town 

Charts (2018) found that 7% more males than females graduated from college.  The population 

provided an adequate pool of FGCS to participate in the researcher’s study. 

Sampling method.  The researcher decide 10 participants would likely provide topic sat-

uration.  The researcher posted recruitment flyers in various public locations (see Appendix A) to 

recruit participants for this study.  The flyer advised that individuals who were interested in par-

ticipating in this study should contact the researcher via email or by phone. 

A total of 12 participants were recruited for the study but 10 recruits participated in this 

study.  The flyer attracted one participant.  The remaining 11 participants were recruited by the 

first recruit and two colleagues using the snowball sampling method.  The interviews occurred 

during South Carolina’s fall hurricane season.  Two of the participants dropped out of the study 

to meet professional obligations related to weather emergencies.  These participants were re-

placed by two additional participants using the snowball sampling method. 

As volunteers contacted the researcher, the researcher provided the prospective partici-

pants with the Demographic Screener Survey to complete (see Appendix B).  The Demographic 

Screener Survey was used to qualify participants for the study.  The participant qualifications for 

this study included being the first in their family to complete college and being Caucasian. 

Instrumentation.  A qualitative study represents an effective method will increase what 

is known about FGCS.  The successful qualitative researcher connects to the phenomenon of in-

terest, controls researcher bias, and adequately reflects on the meaning of the data collected to 
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improve the storying process (Creswell, 2013).  As discussed in the literature review, Moschetti 

and Hudley (2015) interviewed students to find out more about FGCS issues.  The results from 

Moschetti and Hudley (2015) indicated that the label FGS cannot be used as an umbrella term for 

the students who comprise FGS.  Although each member’s experience is unique, the outcomes 

from this study could be used to understand FGCS college experiences. 

The researcher is the instrument through which participants communicate; therefore, the 

researcher made being personable and prepared to interview participants a priority (Reid et al., 

2005).  In this study qualitative phenomenology will be used to provide insight into the experi-

ences FGCS claim motivated them to attend college.  The researcher hopes the findings from this 

study will help educators replicate conditions that will support FGCS college success.  The re-

searcher scheduled semistructured interviews and used open-ended questions to encourage the 

participants to provide in depth responses to the interview script.  Reid et al. (2005) advised that 

researchers should follow best practice protocol when using interviews for data collection.  Ad-

vanced preparation for the interviews included: 

• recruiting eligible participants; 

• building rapport; 

• following a procedures checklist, (see Appendix C) to stay organized; and  

• utilizing a precise, piloted interview script to assure high-quality interviews and data 

collection. 

The researcher implemented semistructured interviews to learn more about the lived ex-

periences FGCS had before and during college, which prompted FGCS to complete college.  Un-

derstandings of FGCS experiences can support the development of useful education policies and 

improve the guidance educators provide to FGCS and their families about college.  FGCS are 
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unique because they belong to the FGS classification but also belong to the majority campus 

population.  Interviews provide researchers with the opportunity to collect lived experiences as-

sociated with the phenomenon studied by the researcher (Adam & van Manen, 2006).  The indi-

vidual’s experiences determined how she responds to life.  The researcher followed suggestions 

by Adam and van Manen (2006) during interviews, the participants were prompted to:  

• give specific examples;  

• tell what happened next; 

• clarify event timing; 

• encourage in-depth responses; and 

• describe everyday life at school and home that supported their subsequent decision to 

attend and persist in college.  

The researcher bracketed bias during interviews by writing comments during the interviews.  The 

researcher also interjected comments to the digital transcripts related to personal experiences that 

influenced personal academic success. 

Interview script.  For this study, the researcher developed the interview script (see Ap-

pendix D).  Colleagues vetted the interview questions and determined that the questions had 

good flow, would encourage FGCS to divulge substantial information about being an FGCS, and 

discuss the specific experiences that influenced them to attend college.  The feedback provided 

by colleagues assured the researcher that the questions were culturally sensitive, nongender bi-

ased, addressed the research questions, and would elicit in depth responses.  The questions were 

designed to encourage FGCS to reveal experiences that convinced them that college would be 

worthwhile endeavor, and helped them prepare for and persist in college.The researcher decided 



 

86 

that the interview script would not be provided to participants before the interviews.  A phenom-

enology-based study is intended to encourage the participants to share lived experiences rather 

than opinions about a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher believed the participant’s 

responses would be more spontaneous, if they had not reviewed questions ahead of the inter-

views. 

The researcher scheduled and recorded individual face-to face interviews which were au-

dio-recorded.  Throughout the interviews, the researcher wrote notes to bracket bias.  Creswell 

(2013) suggested that note-taking helps bracket bias and prevents data that reflect researcher 

bias.  The researcher encouraged collaborative participation from FGCS encouraging the partici-

pants to respond freely without interruptions.  Rather than asking questions or adding comments 

that could have coached the participants’ responses, the researcher wrote notes about responses 

and personal impressions.  The researcher asked questions to add context, clarify unfamiliar 

terms, and to prompt the participants to deeper reflection. 

Data Collection 

Preparation for prospective interviews improves data collection.  Giorgi (2012) warned 

that an underprepared interview is a disaster.  Moreover, carefully reviewing all aspects of the 

interview process from interview script development to participant selection, and deconstruction 

improves interview outcomes.  Giorgi (2012) stressed the importance of building rapport to im-

prove sustained, quality data collection with participants.  Detailed data collection supports valid 

research about the lived experiences of FGCS.  Therefore, before the interviews, the researcher 

took steps to maximize data collection effectiveness.  The researcher suggested using Google 

Chat to save time or to meet in public places, so that the participants would feel physically safe, 
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and comfortable with sharing their experiences, and to protect their confidentiality.  The partici-

pants preferred face-to-face meetings in public areas over the Google Chat option. 

The participants and the researcher collaborated one-on-one on three occasions.  The first 

meeting took place during the brief prescreening qualification survey (see Appendix E).  During 

this time, the researcher conducted the prescreening qualification survey over the phone or in 

person before scheduling face-to-face interviews.  The prescreening qualification survey in-

cluded demographic questions about race, household status, social class, and economic back-

ground to determine eligibility to participate in the study. 

After completing the prescreening qualifications survey with the participants, the re-

searcher presented the research synopsis (see Appendix F).  The respondents who remained in-

terested in participating at the conclusion of the synopsis, scheduled interview dates, times and 

places.  The researcher assigned qualified participants a pseudonym to protect their confidential-

ity.  The researcher suggested that, for the safety of the participants and the researcher, the inter-

views would take place via Google Hangout.  The participants preferred scheduling face-to-face 

interviews in public places with a relaxed atmosphere such as McDonald’s, Starbucks, and at the 

researcher’s office.  One participant with a background as a pilot arranged an interview at the lo-

cal airport. 

Before the interviews commenced, the participants signed the informed consent agree-

ment that informed the participants of the potential limited risks involved in the study.  The re-

searcher informed the participants that the questions could cause the participants some discom-

fort.  The researcher informed the participants of the steps she planned to implement to protect 

confidentiality.  The measures included:  

• securing recordings and field notes in a designated protected area;  
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• logging off the password-protected computer when not in use;  

• erasing recorded interviews after transcription; and 

• shredding all transcribed and digital data three years after the study’s conclusion. 

Identification of Attributes 

The attributes for this study included parental education level and race.  The researcher 

informed the prospective participants that qualifications for participating in this study included 

coming from a home where neither parent completed college and both parents were Caucasian.  

The recruits acknowledged these requirements and agreed to participate in this study. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

The researcher used qualitative phenomenology to learn about FGCS’ lived experiences.  

Although significant research has been performed holistically to learn about FGS, more research 

needs to be developed to learn about the experiences of individual groups of students housed un-

der the general FGS title.  Data collected for this study involved: 

• screening for qualified participants; 

• scheduling interviews with FGCS; 

• recording responses to questions designed to capture experiences that described fam-

ily and community support, college preparation, and college persistence; 

• coding data; 

• analyzing data to develop themes; and 

• storying the reduced data (van Manen, 2016). 

Creswell (2013) suggested that, due to the complexity of performing a qualitative phenomenol-

ogy, the researcher should limit the number of participants to improve the quality of the results.  
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Therefore, the researcher limited this study to 10 participants.  Two additional FGCS were re-

cruited in the event members of the study discovered they could not participate in the first two 

stages of the study.  Engagement with the 10 participants provided phenomenon saturation and 

supported the validity of this study.  The researcher’s attention to detail and the interpretation of 

data using a two-step reduction, should involve bracketing preexisting assumptions to suspend 

bias and allow the researcher to focus on lived experiences (Adam & van Manen, 2014).  Hus-

serl, as cited by Giorgi (2012), described the process of bracketing as an internal examination of 

the researcher’s lived experiences that occurred as the participant recalled lived experiences.  

During this process, the researcher took notes about reported responses.  Bracketing allows the 

researcher time to reflect on the participants’ responses in an effort to set aside biases and as-

sumptions and analyze data with an open mind. 

The participants’ responses provided the bases for understanding the phenomena.  As 

meanings were clarified, understandings evolved, and incorrect assumptions required revision.  

van Manen (2017) recommended that the researcher organize data in stages.  In the first and sec-

ond stages, interviews were transcribed, read, and reread to collect significant points and cluster 

related findings.  During stages three and four, the researcher focused on additional clustering 

and coding of data into essential themes to produce concentrated themes.  Finally, as van Manen 

(2017) suggested, the researcher used member checking and feedback to evaluate data for story-

ing.  The feedback improved the accuracy, usefulness, coherence, and the validity of the study. 

Finally, in stages five and six the data was condensed into themes and the researcher be-

gan the storying process.  During these phases, the researcher integrated the participants’ rele-

vant quotes into the study to answer the researcher’s questions.  The researcher wrote detailed 
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field notes to bracket interviewer bias and to capture additional impressions and behaviors wit-

nessed during the interviews.  The researcher maintained accurate data collection by self-audit-

ing and transcribing audio-recorded interviews, and sent participants a copy of Chapter 4 so that 

they could provide feedback.  This step provided the participants with the opportunity to partici-

pate in member checking.  The input provided by the participants improved triangulation and 

added to the trustworthiness of the data collection methods, analysis, and results. 

Coding data.  Coding is an essential and time-consuming task in qualitative research that 

may be performed in tandem with or before analyzing data.  Creswell (2012) indicated that cod-

ing the data launches the data reduction process.  The accurately transcribed interviews and field 

notes provided the basis for organizing the data into related themes.  The coding process pro-

vided the researcher with a vehicle to collect useful details from the data about the phenomenon 

of interest (Giorgi, 2012).  Similarly, van Manen (2016) explained coding as the identification of 

topics, and the comparing and contrasting of issues that are developed by the researcher’s inter-

pretation of the participant’s perspective of the interview questions.  This measure facilitated the 

systematic examination of the data related to the study’s research questions.  Researchers should 

consider limiting category codes to as few as three overarching themes, to limit the scope and to 

improve the focus of coded categories (Creswell, 2012).  Utilizing open coding, axial, and selec-

tive coding, the researcher rigorously and systematically reduced the complexity and volume of 

data to identify themes and make the storying process manageable. 

A coding plan helps the researcher view data with a problem-solving lens.  The re-

searcher coded the interviews using the strategies suggested by Saldaña (2009): in vivo coding, 

narrative coding, and emotion coding.  The researcher used ATLAS.TI software to expedite anal-
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ysis, improve data management, facilitate data retrieval, present data more efficiently, and en-

hance the data outcomes (ATLAS.TI, 2018).  The researcher evaluated the usefulness of using 

ATLAS.TI to assist with coding and decided to sort quotes under emerging themes.  As dis-

cussed more broadly by Saldaña (2016), the researcher is a novice researcher who found using 

coding software problematic.  Hard copy coding gave the researcher more control over data ma-

nipulation and theme development.  Further analysis revealed 10 themes (see Appendix G) 

which were further narrowed to four focused themes.  The researcher used coding to reduce the 

participants’ memories or grouped epochs and added direct quotes to improve storying.  Signifi-

cant quotes were added to the Interview Coding Matrix (see Appendix H) and storied in Chapter 

4. 

The systematic coding provided the basis for comparing and contrasting differences 

among participants and summarized the relationships between the themes.  The researcher used 

inductive reasoning to analyze the coded data to develop themes about: 

• being Caucasian; 

• academic preparation for college; 

•  family impressions about attending college; 

• family support; 

• college knowledge; 

• their friends' influences; and 

• college experiences. 

The integration of field notes and responses to questions contributed to a well-developed story-

ing process. 
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Limitations of Research Design 

Although this study provided accurate and valuable insight into the lived experiences that 

shaped FGCS’ decisions and behaviors that made college attainment possible, qualitative phe-

nomenology can be adversely affected by researcher bias.  The researcher worked diligently to 

bracket bias that enabled the delivery of a study that accurately described the experiences that 

influenced FGCS to attend college.  The researcher was not a FGCS but a second-generation stu-

dent.  Many of the struggles that the participants experienced resounded with the researcher be-

cause she witnessed many of her father’s struggles as a first-generation Caucasian non-traditional 

student. 

The researcher wrote field notes to provide context to the how the issue could have simi-

larly impacted her academic experiences.  The researcher listened without adding personal expe-

riences and encouraged the participants to fully explain and clarify meaning.  Throughout the in-

terviews, the researcher wrote notes describing similar personal experiences when applicable.  

For example, several of the participants revealed that their family provided no support beyond 

high school and never encouraged them to attend college.  The researcher noted her family like-

wise believed an uninformed teenager could successfully navigate college systems without guid-

ance.  One participant admitted that he found the admission process discouraging.  The re-

searcher recalled when she felt too shy to ask how to obtain financial aid, or get assistance with 

choosing a major.  Rather than requesting assistance from the registrar’s office the participant 

gave up.  Likewise, when the participants explained how college changed their lives, the re-

searcher noted the profound affect earning a college degree had on her life without relaying her 

experiences to the participants. 
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The complex and lengthy data collection process used in phenomenology limited the 

number of participants in a study.  Fewer participants can improve the quality of data coding in 

qualitative research but sacrifices a large sample of participants (Creswell, 2012).  The re-

searcher must remain neutral and ask non-biased questions to avoid contaminating the partici-

pants’ responses.  Creswell (2012) admonished that researcher-based rules profoundly influence 

data coding.  Data reduction is a time-intensive process.  Therefore, as Creswell (2012) sug-

gested, the researcher used 10 participants to maintain the quality of transcription and reduction 

of data.  Although the results from this study are non-transferrable, the research did provide more 

insight into the experiences of FGCS.  The researcher did uncover additional research topics re-

lated to FGCS. 

Validation 

Creswell (2012) found in qualitative research, the richness of descriptions and new and 

engaging insights create the validity of the study.  The researcher who carefully records impres-

sions and brackets bias during interviews, transcription, and coding improves reliability.  The re-

searcher’s careful attention to details during data reduction and carefully recording the steps the 

researcher takes also improves validity makes replication possible.  Although phenomenology 

studies are not generalizable to a wider population, well-written methods and documented pro-

cesses can be used by other researchers to reproduce the study in different settings using other 

participants to strengthen knowledge about a phenomenon. 

The researcher increased the study’s validity by engaging participants with extensive in-

depth interviews to obtain rich, thick descriptions of experiences.  The researcher audited record-
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ings and carefully transcribed interviews to improve accuracy.  The researcher also used collabo-

rative revision and reflexivity that assured ongoing critical reflection to prevent bias.  The collab-

orative nature of member checking strengthened the research. 

The member checking phase was optional.  Nonetheless, the participants were encour-

aged to provide feedback to increase the accuracy and validity of the study.  Phenomenology is 

designed to capture the distinct first impressions of the participants’ experiences related to the 

researcher’s phenomenon of interest (Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell, & Walters, 2016).  Although 

member checking increases validity, it also provides participants with the opportunity to revisit 

responses and unintentionally provide rehearsed responses to the study.  The rehearsed responses 

may not match the participant’s initial spontaneous reactions to the interview script.  Member 

checking disparity could require the researcher to make lengthy revisions to the research. 

Credibility.  Credibility is confidence in the truth of the data.  The researcher achieved 

credibility as van Manen (2016) suggested through: 

• prolonged engagement;  

• rich, thick description; 

• member checking;  

• debriefing; 

• researcher reflection; and 

• employing reflexivity to strengthen the credibility and dependability of data. (p. 

1214) 

The researcher added rigor by accurately transcribing interviews and engaging in repeated read-

ings of transcribed interviews.  Furthermore, adhering to interview schedules and participating in 

well-planned discussions, increased the quality of data collected from participants.  Therefore, 
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the researcher bracketed bias to prevent bias, accurately coded, developed themes to support ac-

curate storying, and used member checking to increase credibility.  Strictly adhering to the quali-

tative phenomenology method assured that the researcher integrated the data precisely to accu-

rately reflect the experiences that encouraged FGCS to discuss how race affected their inclina-

tion to prepare and persist in college and divulge the role race played in their success. 

The third phase of interviews involved member checking.  During the member checking 

phase, the participants provided feedback on the accuracy of the transcribed interviews.  Member 

checking offers an effective method to assure validity; this step can lead to awkward situations if 

participants disagree with findings (Creswell, 2012).  Contested studies required additional revi-

sions that could improve the story about the participants’ experiences. 

Dependability.  The researcher carefully recorded the decisions she made regarding con-

ceptualization, sampling procedures, data collection, data interpretation, and reporting results.  

Dependability shows that the data are consistent and stable based on the researcher’s methods.  

van Manen (2016) added that member checking and feedback can be used to improve accuracy, 

credibility, validity, and transferability (p. 1214).  Ensuring dependability within this study was 

incumbent upon the researcher’s actions. 

Expected Findings 

The researcher focused on Caucasian students for this study.  The researcher expected 

this study would indicate the need to investigate other groups that comprise FGS, including stu-

dents from a low socioeconomic background, African-Americans, Hispanics, and other minority 

groups.  This would provide a more comprehensive approach to understanding the needs of FGS.  

It was expected that the participants would: 
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• explain all the ways educators influenced them to attend college; discuss the ways 

their high school counselors helped them find the college they wanted to attend; 

• admit that their parents profoundly influenced their decision to attend college; 

• admit their parents wanted to see them do better than they had in life; 

• admit that they struggled to find the right people to help them through the college 

process; and 

• admit to varied levels of family and social capital, which affected their college out-

comes. 

Continued research related to the individual groups that comprise FGS would improve the strate-

gies used to recruit and retain FGS. 

Ethical Issues 

Statements from Concordia University’s Institutional Review Board guided the develop-

ment of the ethical issues section of this study.  These sections included the conflict of interest 

statement, the researcher’s position, and discussed ethical issues.  The researcher maintained eth-

ical practices throughout the study.  Examples of ethical practices included:  

• requiring participants to review and sign the informed consent agreement (see Appen-

dix F);  

• correctly citing seminal work;  

• providing the informed consent agreement to participants; and  

• discussing the informed consent agreements with participants.  

The informed consent agreement alerted participants to the limited risks and benefits associated 

with participating in the study.  The risks associated with this study were nominal and limited to 

the possible discomfort the participants might experience when responding to the questions about 
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their family and preparing for and attending college.  The benefits of participating in this study 

included the ability to share their story to assist struggling FGCS.  The researcher ethically col-

lected data by protecting confidentiality.  The researcher achieved confidentiality by:  

• assigning numbers and pseudonyms to participants;  

• utilizing a password-protected computer; and  

• securing data in a locked room or safe when the data was not in use, to protect partici-

pant confidentiality. (Crowther et al., 2016) 

Conflict of interest statement.  The researcher produced this study as a novice re-

searcher and student.  The researcher did not receive payment or use coercion to secure partici-

pants.  The researcher held no power over the participants.  The researcher is not affiliated with 

any organization and did not receive payment to produce this study. 

The researcher’s position.  This research did not involve deception.  The researcher de-

signed her study to stimulate ongoing dialog about FGS and promote utilitarian debate among 

educators based on topics related to issues facing FGCS.  However, the researcher's statements 

and practices may not reflect all educators’ views, they were developed in an ethical manner us-

ing sound research methods, practices, and observations.  The data was collected using scholarly 

research practices, well-developed questions, a collaborative spirit, extensive data analysis, and 

well-written prose.  The researcher collected and analyzed experiences related to being a FGCS.  

This study will help educators learn more about strategies to help FGCS prepare and complete 

college. 

Beneficial fieldwork is the result of researchers' intention to solve problems or investigate 

a social issue.  Well-developed, quality research is influential, extensive, and has lasting results 

that help others understand some phenomenon of interest.  Researchers utilizing ethical practices 
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provide the means to develop educational research that can benefit educators and students 

(Crowther, 2016).  Researchers have a responsibility to build community and respect among re-

searchers and participants.  Community building should support the development of a willing 

pool of future participants.  Researchers are responsible for maintaining ethical standards in re-

search and interacting with participants positively, to ensure an active participation pool.  Re-

spect for the participants’ decision to participate in this study demonstrates the researcher’s com-

mitment to continued ethical research. 

The researcher protected the data collected for this study and used the data to appropri-

ately to learn about FGCS experiences.  The researcher protected the identities of the participants 

and the data obtained from the participants, against exposure or misuse and used data as stated.  

The researcher maintained a professional and trusting working relationship with the participants.  

The researcher erased each audio-recorded interview after completing transcription.  The re-

searcher informed the participants that three years hence, all field notes, transcribed interviews, 

and digital data will be shredded manually or electronically. 

Ethical issues in the study.  The researcher ethically developed and recruited partici-

pants for this study.  The researcher informed the participants that their race and their parents’ 

level of education ensured their eligibility for recruitment.  Signing the informed consent agree-

ment confirmed that the participants were willing to participate and were aware of limited un-

foreseeable risks associated with this study.  Although the participation received limited personal 

benefits beyond discussing issues they experienced as they prepared for college and during col-

lege, their responses could help educators improve the strategies and educational practices used 

to prepare, recruit, and support FGCS college aspirations. 
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Summary: Chapter 3 

Chapter 3 described the purpose, methods, design, recruitment methods, the population, 

and explained the importance and rationale for the study.  This study used qualitative phenome-

nology to learn about the experiences that encouraged FGCS to attend, persist, and succeed in 

college.  As Crowther et al. (2016) suggested, this phenomenology study utilized open-ended 

questions to transform everyday lived experiences into rich, deep stories that can help people un-

derstand they are not so different from one another.  The researcher scheduled the interviews, re-

duced data by coding, developed themes from coded the data, and storied the participants' experi-

ences. 

Chapter 3 explained the methods the researcher utilized to maintained validity and as-

sured the ethical progression of the research.  The researcher explained the nuances of the study 

to the participants and clarified questions.  Precautions were taken to assure the participants were 

comfortable throughout the study.  The researcher conducted interviews at McDonald's, Star-

bucks, a local airport, and at the researcher's office.  The participants controlled their comfort 

level.  The researcher informed the participants they could stop the interview at any time and 

have their data destroyed at any point.  Chapter 4 discusses the results of this study. 
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Results 

Introduction 

FGS represents a multifaceted population of prospective students consisting of individu-

als from varied socioeconomic backgrounds, races, and abilities.  The National Center for Educa-

tion Statistics (n.d.) reported that nationally over 21 million students benefit from Title I funding.  

The Title I designation indicates that at least 40% of the students attending that school come 

from a low socioeconomic background.  This designation makes the school eligible to receive 

funding that provides additional educational services to at-risk students to bridge education gaps 

by increasing achievement.  The students attending Title I schools could become FGS despite 

limited guidance, financial, and academic support beyond the classroom. 

The purpose of this research was to investigate whether FGCS experienced more privi-

lege than other students as they prepared for and persisted in college.  Using the phenomenologi-

cal method, the researcher interviewed 10 participants to collect experiences associated with the 

phenomenon of being Caucasian and a FGS.  The researcher developed the following questions 

to guide her study about FGCS. 

1. What perceptions do FGCS have about being more privileged than other FGS? 

2. Which support made the most significant impact on the participant’s college deci-

sions? 

3. Which challenges developed the participant’s awareness of the importance of attend-

ing college? 

The 10 themes derived during the reading and coding of the transcripts included: 

• a sense of urgency before and while attending college to achieve college aspirations; 

• family influences, family issues, or a lack of family support; 
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• the perceived role of friends or the perception of having someone to turn to; 

•  the determination to achieve academic goals; 

• their understanding of the role race played in completing college; 

• increased career options; 

• academic issues before and during college; 

• financial issues; and 

• their perception of career advancement as significant motivation in college comple-

tion. 

Earning a college degree represents a positive change within the family dynamics and the 

community, due to the increased opportunities for social mobility, networking, and improves the 

participants' ability to attain a successful career.  Jones and Workman (2016) suggested that earn-

ing a college degree plays a critical role in the development of a well-rounded citizen and career 

choice.  Rouse and Kemple (2009) asserted that increasing the number of qualified applicants 

within the global job market increases the likelihood that subsequent family members will attend 

college.  The issues could diminish the aspirations FGS created for college attainment (Havlik et 

al., 2017; Terenzini et al., 1996; Tinto, 2006).  Early research demonstrated that FGS students 

face persistent social, family, self-esteem, and financial issues. 

The research the researcher found concerning FGS collectively examines the issues expe-

rienced by FGS.  Research is rarely focused on differences that might be experienced by FGCS.  

Applebaum (2016) suggested that Caucasian students, regardless of the students' socioeconomic 

background, are privileged.  Therefore, FGCS might require limited assistance to promote suc-

cessful college outcomes.  Utilizing the phenomenological method to study FGS experiences 

could increase knowledge about FGCS and could improve and add to the repertoire of strategies 
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currently used to prepare, recruit, transition, and retain FGCS.  The framework, for this study, 

indicated that performing research remains the key to understanding a phenomenon of interest.  

Educators should place a greater emphasis on understanding FGCS issues and utilizing improved 

preparations, recruitment, and retention strategies developed from current research that could in-

crease college outcomes. 

The researcher assigned each participant a pseudonym.  Throughout the interviews, the 

researcher wrote field notes and bracketed bias by noting personal impressions to improve reflec-

tions. Transcribed interviews were coded to identify themes.  The researcher derived 10 themes 

during the coding process.  Quotes that addressed the effect of race, described FGCS experi-

ences, or were relevant to this study were placed into the 10 corresponding theme matrices.  The 

analysis of transcripts concerning the coding process produced the themes and quotes that sup-

ported the development of the following description of the participant and storied narratives 

about FGCS experiences.  The data collected from the 10 participants provided phenomenon sat-

uration. 

Description of the Sample 

The researcher recruited 10 FGCS to discuss their experiences.  Based on suggestions 

from the researcher’s advisors, the researcher recruited 10 participants for the study to achieve 

phenomenon saturation.  Two of the 10 participants initially recruited could not participate due 

to professional obligations associated with flooding emergencies in South Carolina.  Therefore, 

the researcher recruited two additional participants to maintain 10 participants for the study.  The 

researcher protected the participants' confidentiality by assigning each participant a name based 

on characters from the novel Pride and Prejudice, and securing data collected from participants 

in a locked safe and using a password-protected computer. 
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Elizabeth, Jane, William, and Bennet lived locally to the small city in South Carolina 

where this study occurred and Kitty, George, Darcy, and Bingley lived in counties local to the 

city.  Charlotte and Georgiana were born and raised outside of South Carolina.  Charlotte, 

George, Elizabeth, Darcy, Jane, and Bennet came from two-parent families.  Kitty, Georgiana, 

William, and Bingley lived with a single parent or within a joint parental custody agreement.  

Darcy, William, Bennet, and Georgiana were nontraditional students. 

Although Elizabeth and Jane were traditional students, they did not live on campus, or 

participate in traditional campus activities.  Georgiana dropped out of high school but later, 

earned her high school diploma, attended a community college to earn her associate’s degree, 

and attended private college while parenting full-time.  George, Darcy, Jane, and Bennet at-

tended public South Carolina universities.  Each of the participants worked while attending col-

lege.  
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Table 1 

Participant Descriptions and Biographical Details 

 Char. Geo. Dar. Jan. Kit. Ben Georgia Will Bin. Eliza. 

Trad. 

Student 

X X  X X    X X 

Non-trad. 

Student 

  X   X X X   

Born 

in SC 

 X X X X X  X X X 

Lived on 

Campus 

X X   X    X  

Single Par-

ent 

    X  X X X  

Public Col-

lege 

 X X X   X    

Private Col-

lege 

X    X X X X  X 

Family 

Stress 

X      X X   

Poor X      X   X 

Middle 

Class 

 X X X X X   X  

Wealthy        X   

Worked to 

finance col-

lege 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Note. Participants self-reported on biographic details during qualification interviews and during 

one-one-one interviews.  Rose (2016) defined the social class upward limits based on a family of 

three earnings as follows:  29,999 described as poor, 49,999 described as lower middle class, 

99,999 described as middle class, 349,999 as upper middle class, and described families earning 

above 350,000 as rich.  The participants’ names are truncated in the table above. 
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Participant biographies.  Charlotte is a 50-something retired business administrator and 

educator, who grew up poor but provided for, in Virginia.  Charlotte experienced significant 

family stress including poor physical health, maternal mental illness, and alcoholism issues while 

living in poverty.  Despite a limited education, Charlotte’s father recognized the value of an edu-

cation in conjunction with an upwardly mobile career and social status.  Therefore, Charlotte’s 

father consistently pushed her to attend college rather than start a family.  Charlotte modestly de-

scribed herself as a good student who graduated eleventh in her high school class before attend-

ing a small, private, same-sex college as a traditional student. 

Elizabeth is a 40-year old middle school teacher who encountered unique academic chal-

lenges during her kindergarten through high school education.  Although Elizabeth’s parents 

possessed a limited education, they supported her aspirations of becoming a teacher by moving 

to schools that could meet her academic needs, and built a schoolroom so that she could teach 

her imaginary students.  Elizabeth recalled that while still a child she often walked the campus of 

the small private women’s college she attended after graduating from high school.  On one of 

these walks, Elizabeth remembered telling her grandfather, “that’s where I am going to college.” 

Elizabeth's family, like Charlotte’s, was not wealthy.  She attended a private college after 

graduating from high school.  Elizabeth did not have traditional college experiences such as liv-

ing on campus or participating in campus activities.  Elizabeth admitted, “I don’t believe I would 

have got into a school like the University of South Carolina.” 

Jane’s story is similar to Elizabeth’s and Charlotte’s, but Jane’s teaching career is just 

starting.  Jane is a 22-year-old early childhood teacher whose college success was fueled by her 

parents.  Jane, like her mother, had aspirations of becoming a teacher.  She became determined to 

avoid the frustrations of a limited career in education by attending college.  Jane saved money by 
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attending a community college before transferring to a 4-year public college.  Jane worked hard 

and did well, but she did not have a traditional college experience. 

Georgiana recalled that her mother never talked about college and she never envisioned 

herself graduating from college.  When a high school teacher asked the students to, “Raise your 

hand if you are going to college.”  Georgiana was the only one who did not raise her hand.  

Georgiana started her family during high school, but later decided she would become a positive 

example for her children.  Georgiana earned her high school diploma in an adult education pro-

gram, attended a community college, and later transferred to a private college.  Georgiana’s hus-

band pointed out, “My wife is smart.  She graduated second in her class because nontraditional 

students cannot graduate first despite their grades.”  Georgiana’s mother never expected her to be 

so successful.  She cried when her daughter graduated. 

Kitty was a 22-year-old traditional student who felt like she owed it to her family to grad-

uate from college.  Kitty had a traditional college experience.  She lived on a small private cam-

pus, received an athletics scholarship, participated in campus events, and worked multiple jobs to 

pay for college.  Kitty was the only participant who admitted she believed her responses could 

improve research related to the needs of FGCS.  Kitty offered, “Since I’m a teacher to a majority 

of students who may be FGS as well, I wanted to raise awareness on its importance of attending 

college.” 

George, an 88-year-old veteran, admitted he was told by a high school teacher, “You are 

not college material.”  With those words in mind, George became determined that he would not 

drive a trash truck, he would attend college and would succeed at becoming a pilot.  George be-

lieved, “High school limited a students’ potential, but I fit in with everyone else in college.”  

George did not graduate the top of his class, but he did make “good enough grades” in college.  
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High school educators labeled George as unqualified for college; nonetheless, he successfully 

met his academic and career goals. 

Darcy is a middle-aged, nontraditional student who briefly attended a local community 

college, before being hired by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI).  Darcy understood ca-

reer advancement within the FBI depended on having a college degree.  Serving two years in the 

Army provided Darcy with the means to pay for college and subsequent agent training and career 

advancement.  Although Darcy met his career goals, he regretted missing out on a traditional col-

lege experience. 

William is a 34-year old nontraditional student who expressed frustration over having at-

tended two years of community college before attending a small private college to complete his 

4-year Bachelor's degree.  William commented, “My 4-year degree took six years.”  William set 

two objectives for completing his degree; he wanted to set a positive example for his children 

and to make himself more marketable in his career.  Advancement within the organization re-

quired a college degree.  William pointed out, “These people getting promotions were not more 

talented, and they could not negotiate with the clients.  I was doing the same job with more 

work-related experience but I did not have the college credentials to back me up.” 

Bingley is a 21-year-old traditional student who attended a small private college an hour 

from his home, with the assistance of a baseball scholarship.  Bingley knew he would attend col-

lege.  His family and teachers assured him that attending college would prepare him for a suc-

cessful career.  Although his parents did not attend college, they sacrificed to support his success 

on the field.  Bingley’s dedication and talent earned him a baseball scholarship.  Bingley admit-

ted,  
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I wasn’t pushed into college.  I understood the benefits of earning a college degree.  I

 earned a scholarship, and I knew I couldn’t have a good career and start higher up unless 

 I committed myself to earn a degree.  I needed a degree to pursue the career I am  inter-

ested in. 

Bingley received consistent support throughout his academic career from his family, but he did 

not enjoy school.  He only persisted in school to play baseball and to improving his career oppor-

tunities. 

Bennet is a 40-year-old nontraditional distance education student, who went from high 

school to a successful career at a local factory.  Bennet’s family considered him successful due to 

his 23-year employment with the same company.  Although ownership of the factory changed 

throughout the years, Bennet has remained an indispensable member of the organization.  De-

spite Bennet’s 23 years of employment, the lack of a college degree limited Bennet’s opportuni-

ties for advancement within the organization.  Bennet pointed out: 

College is an accomplishment.  When I tried to talk about the challenges I have, people 

were dismissive of what I am going through.  People who haven’t attended college 

can’t understand why I would put myself through this.  They say, “You are doing it to 

yourself.”  They had no sympathy.  There is a couple that helped me.  They were non-

traditional students too.  They understood many of the difficulties I’ve had. 

Unlike the majority of the participants in this study who relied heavily on their families for sus-

tained support, Bennet received his support from other nontraditional students. 
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Research Methodology and Analysis 

This researcher used qualitative phenomenology to investigate FGCS experiences.  

Throughout the study development and data collection, the researcher facilitated bracketing tech-

niques to recognize personal bias related to the research.  Therefore, during the interviews, the 

researcher recorded field notes related to thoughts, feelings, and attitudes about the participants' 

responses and personal experiences.  The qualitative phenomenology methods facilitated the de-

velopment of rich, thick accounts of experiences that lead these FGCS to make choices that moti-

vated them to complete college.  The questions revealed information about the participants' edu-

cation, family, career aspirations, and issues they experienced that encouraged them to attain a 

college education. 

The qualifications for participation in this research included being a FGS, Caucasian, and 

a willingness to reveal family, academic, and college experiences that influenced their decision 

to complete college.  Five males and five females, with ages ranging from 21–88, shared their 

backgrounds, college experiences, and career.  The participants read and signed the informed 

consent agreement. 

The agreement informed the members that their participation was confidential, optional, 

and had the potential to help other FGS.  Although the researcher told participants that sharing 

their experiences could be used by educators to improve FGS preparation, transitioning, and re-

tention, the participants admitted that this statement had a limited influence on their decision to 

participate in this study.  The participants noted they agreed to participate in this study because 

they were asked to, because a friend was participating, or because they understood participation 

in this interview would help educators learn more about how to help more FGCS attend college. 
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The recruitment flyer recruited one participant, two colleagues agreed to participate, and 

nine participants were recruited using snowballing.  Weather issues forced two cancellations, but 

the two recruits agreed to participate via Google Hang Outs if I could not find additional partici-

pants.  The data collection tools included the researcher and a researcher-created interview script 

designed to elicit responses about race, influences, challenges, college decisions, and other lived 

experiences.  During the semistructured interviews, the participants responded to questions about 

their: 

• background; 

• career aspirations; 

• family challenges or support; 

• education influences; 

• global challenges; and 

• their decision to become a FGS. 

 Flexible interview scheduling accommodated the participants' busy schedules.  The par-

ticipants’ interpretation of the questions dictated the flow of the interviews and contributed to the 

rich, thick responses.  The researcher refocused the interview as needed.  Phenomena saturation 

occurred using the first 10 participants.  Therefore, rescheduling the missed interviews was un-

necessary. 

The researcher's goal included ascertaining whether being Caucasian made these FGS 

privileged; thus, mitigating issues that other FGS often experienced while preparing for or at-

tending college.  The researcher bracketed bias by including similar and dissimilar personal ex-
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periences that she noted as she collected field notes during interviews and coding.  The re-

searcher used ATLAS.TI, a qualitative data analysis tool, and Word Excel 2016 software to or-

ganize and reduce the data from interviews. 

Throughout the coding process the researcher bracketed bias by identifying and writing 

personal impressions.  Bracketing bias allowed the researcher to remain focused on developing 

themes from the participants’ responses.  The researcher used the following coding strategies as 

suggested by Saldaña (2013): in vivo coding, narrative coding, and emotion coding, which re-

vealed 10 themes from the coded data.  Themes were related to the lived experiences these par-

ticipants had with their family, throughout their academic career, and motivations and challenges 

that led to college completion.  Finally, the researcher printed coded transcripts, cut the re-

sponses apart, and using inductive reasoning, sorted the responses under the 10 preselected 

themes based on coding with an emphasis on four themes, and added quotes into theme specific 

matrices.  These final measures improved the researcher's interpretation of the data and facili-

tated connections between themes and data coding. 

Summary of Findings  

Coding revealed the following 10 themes related to:  

• a sense of urgency before and while attending college to achieve college aspirations; 

• family influences, family issues, or a lack of family support, 

• the perceived role of friends or the perception of having someone to turn to; 

•  the determination to achieve academic goals; 

• their understanding of the role race played in completing college; 

• increased career options; 

• academic issues before and during college; 
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• financial issues; and 

• their perception of career advancement as significant motivation in college comple-

tion. 

The 10 FGCS participating in this study came from varied backgrounds, were in different stages 

of life and careers.  Five of the participants were males, and five were females.  One female and 

three males described themselves as nontraditional students.  Their commonality was being the 

first in their family to attend college.  Their goals for completing college included the desire to 

improve their lives, a better career, fulfilling a dream, proving they could do it, and setting an ex-

ample for the family. 

Presentation of Data and Results 

This qualitative study aimed to increase knowledge about FGCS.  Learning about FGCS 

lived experiences represents educators' best chance to meet their needs as they progress through 

the education pipeline and matriculate into college.  Educators need to learn more about the 

unique challenges FGS experience regardless of their demographics.  Actively becoming in-

volved in identifying FGCS and applying preparation and retention strategies will improve col-

lege outcomes for this complex student population.  The following sections answer the re-

searcher’s study questions through the integrated themes to provide storied data that will im-

prove what educators know about FGCS challenges and supports. 

First-generation Caucasian student challenges.  FGCS experience many issues as they 

move toward the decision to become a FGS.  Not every FGS student struggles with college prep-

aration and navigating college systems.  Kitty, like Charlotte, Elizabeth, Jane, and Bingley was 

“groomed” to attend college.  She was a member of a child-centered family with multiple sup-
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port systems that provided her with protective factors.  Due to her well-developed family and so-

cial capital, Kitty easily navigated college systems.  Kitty excelled in college but she missed op-

portunities to spend time with her family and network. 

Charlotte's family situation was dissimilar to Kitty’s.  Where Kitty’s family received ex-

tensive support from within the family, from friends, and acquaintances; Charlotte's family relied 

on themselves.  They trusted Charlotte to, “take care of whatever needed to be done to attend 

college.”  Charlotte overcame her dysfunctional family, poor health, financial difficulties, and 

found stability in graduating from college and starting her career. 

Attending high school was a discouraging step toward attending college.  George had to 

overcome the negative messages he received from the public education system.  Throughout high 

school, educators told George he “was not college material.”  Ignoring the negative messages 

from high school educators, George worked hard to build his college success.  George remem-

bered, “In high school, the well-off people hung around, and the poor people hung around.  I was 

cast into a certain group in high school, but in college, I fit in with everybody.” 

Elizabeth, like Kitty, belonged to a child-centered family.  Unlike Kitty, Elizabeth strug-

gled throughout her academic career.  Elizabeth pulled for resource to amend learning gaps in 

reading.  Despite this academic difficulty, Elizabeth’s family actively supported her academic 

aspirations, encouraged her to do her best, and believed she would graduate from college.  Two 

examples of how Elizabeth’s family supported her included moving across town so she could at-

tend better schools and creating a college fund. 

Darcy’s family provided the necessities during his childhood.  Darcy’s family did not 

plan or prepare Darcy for college.  Upon graduating from high school, Darcy’s family expected 

him to move out and go to work.  His family did not believe college was necessary.  Darcy 
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worked full-time and attended night classes.  Darcy regretted that he was unable to have the tra-

ditional college experience.  Jane’s college experience was similar to Darcy’s.  Jane never partic-

ipated in campus events or activities.  Jane regretted that she missed out on spending time family 

and with friends. 

William’s high school grades were not good enough for college, and he received counter-

intuitive advice concerning the importance of taking challenging courses in high school.  Bingley 

did not want to go to college and might not have gone if he had not received an athletic scholar-

ship.  Bingley attended college so that he could have a career.  Bennet worked all day and com-

pleted college courses in the evening.  While in high school, Georgiana never considered going 

to college.  College was not for people like her.  Georgiana decided to attend college so she 

could set a good example for her children. 

FGCS like other FGS, lack the background knowledge related to college systems.  Pas-

carella et al. (2004) noted that most FGS struggle significantly throughout the college process.  

Assimilating college life and meeting academic goals proves difficult without substantial support 

and guidance from knowledgeable mentors.  The following narratives describe FGCS experi-

ences that answer the researcher's question and reveal themes uncovered during the coding pro-

cess.  This study demonstrated that family capital and personal characteristics such as resilience 

and determination, play a significant role in FGCS college success. 

Race and college success.  This study demonstrated FGCS, like other FGS experience 

issues that could limit their success regardless of the students' race.  Applebaum (2017) and Lad-

son-Billings (1998) suggested that race is synonymous with privilege.  This researcher found 

family support, the participants’ grit, and adequate support improved the participants’ college 

outcomes.  Grit, as explained by Reed and Jeremiah (2017) is:The involvement of hope, purpose, 



 

115 

practice, passion, and interest that can also be evidenced in people as student success. . . . Re-

moving the stress and pressures on students can truncate the growth and grit of the student thus 

prohibiting the persistence and tenacity needed to be successful in life. (p. 255) 

The participants’ accounts of their experiences indicated that grit helped them overcome issues 

and achieve college aspirations. 

Race and privilege.  Although Applebaum (2017) and Ladson-Billings (1998) reported 

that race and privilege play a role in assuring a student's successful education outcome, the par-

ticipants in this study reported to the contrary.  Similar to other FGS, barriers to college success 

existed for these FGCS.  The participants did not find being Caucasian made them more privi-

leged than other FGS or supported their college aspirations. 

Charlotte’s family life presented many issues.  She struggled through emotional stress 

throughout her academic career due to her parents' illness and received limited support beyond 

her family.  Charlotte’s family could only provide encouragement.  They left the details of at-

tending college up to her.  Charlotte noted, “Attending college was less stressful than remaining 

in the home.”  College provided her with an escape from her family’s dysfunction.  Charlotte 

worked hard to maintain an exceptional academic standing despite family stress.  Charlotte rec-

ognized the alternative to a college degree and a career was working jobs that would lend them-

selves to frustrations due to limited advancement opportunities.  Charlotte, “I wasn’t more privi-

leged because of my race.  Life was not easy for me.  My parents had health issues, but I made 

good grades in high school.  I earned my college degree.” 

High school proved challenging academically and socially for George.  Although George 

worked hard, his prospects for college were low.  George’s determination to become a pilot in 

the U.S. Army drove his college aspirations.  George admitted, “I knew I would have to study a 
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lot and I worked hard because I did not want to work on the farm or drive a trash truck.  The 

teachers in high school told me, “I was not college material.” 

Learning challenged Elizabeth due to learning disabilities.  Elizabeth’s early childhood 

experiences left her unmotivated to learn; nonetheless, Elizabeth's parents were committed to her 

academic success and they encouraged her to do her best by reminding her she would attend col-

lege.  Elizabeth’s struggles with learning prompted her to take advantage of free learning oppor-

tunities.  Elizabeth pointed out, 

My race did not open doors for me.  My mother dropped out of high school.  I achieved 

my goals by my parents' hard work and my own.  I did this with my family’s help.  It was 

hard.  I had to overcome learning difficulties.  I had to go to free tutoring.  My race or be-

ing poor never decided whether I attended college or not. 

Elizabeth remained focused on her academic success and broke the cycle of generational pov-

erty.  Similar to Charlotte, Elizabeth realized that starting a family or being a traditional student 

would have been a distraction. 

Darcy reported that race did not provide him with privileges as he navigated his college 

career.  Darcy’s parents placed the responsibility of attending college or attaining employment 

after high school on Darcy, making it his decision.  Darcy’s GI Bill provided him with the means 

for attending college but not the knowledge of college systems or the drive to meet his career 

goals.  Darcy was determined to be successful.  He did not expect anyone to do it for him.  Darcy 

admitted, 

You don’t have to go to college, but you need the drive to succeed and be self-sufficient 

that doesn’t have anything to do with race.  Working full-time and attending college 

every night was like having two jobs.  It was not fun. 
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From experience, Darcy knew he would have to rely on personal resources to achieve his aca-

demic and career goals.  Darcy understood the benefits of attending college outweighed the chal-

lenges he faced working full-time and attending college full-time. 

William was a nontraditional student and like Darcy worked throughout his college at-

tendance.  He attributed his success to his dedication to succeed and support from his wife.  Wil-

liam's family was wealthy but dysfunctional and he was not a member of a child-centered family.  

William was smart, but he struggled in school due to family distractions that caused him contin-

ual stress.  William argued that race and financial advantages do not guarantee college success.  

William said: 

Race is not an accurate measure of ability.  Some people just don’t work out.  If you work 

hard, you’re going to do well in college.  Businesses don’t care who you are they want to 

make money.  All students are assigned success coaches.  Students choose whether to 

take advantage of this critical success opportunity. 

Initially, William was embarrassed because he knew so little about college systems.  William did 

not receive support from his family to attend college.  He learned to accept support from his 

learning community. 

Kitty attended college as a traditional FGCS who worked hard to prepare for college and 

enjoyed school.  She attributed her college success to hard work and support from her family.  

“Students are groomed for college,” William suggested.  “Their family has been to college, so 

they know how to help their children prepare for college.”  When I interviewed Kitty, I realized 

that she, similar to Elizabeth and Charlotte, had been groomed for college life.  Kitty’s family 

encouraged her academic achievement and accompanied her on campus tours to help decide 

which college would be best for her. 
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Although Kitty’s parents did not attend college, they took steps to prepare her for college 

and life.  Her family’s support improved her self-confidence.  At an early age Kitty learned to 

network and participated in experiences that enhanced her social capital.  Kitty noted, “Minori-

ties went to my college.  I was not chosen based on my race.  I had great grades and I was of-

fered an athletic scholarship.”  Kitty participated in extracurricular activities throughout high 

school and college, wrote essays to earn additional scholarships, and found employment to fund 

her college education. 

Bingley’s family also groomed him for college.  Although his parents could not provide 

insight into college life and systems, they knew that excelling in baseball could lead to an aca-

demic scholarship.  Bingley attributed his college success to hard work rather than race.  He said, 

“My race didn’t make me privileged.  Regardless of who you are, there are minimum require-

ments for getting into college.  I think a lot of people were like me in college (FGS).” 

Colleges recruit talented athletes to maintain the competitiveness of their athletic pro-

grams, and they are willing to offer athletic scholarships to students who demonstrate a commit-

ment to hard work.  Earning a scholarship does not make attending college any easier.  Bingley 

said, “I worked hard, and my family sacrificed to get an athletic scholarship for me.  I have a 

back injury because of my overworked muscles.  Just like others who love their sport, I worked 

hard to get my scholarship.” 

Conversations in Georgiana’s family did not focus on going to college or achieving in 

school.  Georgianna’s early academic achievements did not prepare her for college, and she 

earned her high school diploma through an adult education program.  She also believes that her 

race did not increase her chances of getting into college.  She said, “I had a lot of childhood 
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problems.  I had to overcome a lot to be successful.”  Georgiana’s college aspirations were in-

spired by having children and by God’s grace. 

Following graduation from high school, Bennet went to work.  He received no encour-

agement from his family to attend college.  His family merely expected him to find a good job 

after high school.  Similar to William and Georgiana, Bennet attended a community college be-

fore transferring to a 4-year college, Bennet, like the other FGCS’, wanted to attend college to 

improve his career and have more life and career options.  He attributed his success to hard 

work.  Bennet noted, “It doesn’t matter what your race is.  I don’t feel privileged. I have worked 

hard for 23 years, but I still needed a degree to advance.” 

Family experiences or influences.  Because going to college can be highly stressful, stu-

dents often require extensive advice and support to help them select the right college, to meet ad-

mission deadlines, and to prepare a cohesive application.  Although many FGS families are able 

to offer only limited support regarding college matters, the traditional students in this research 

suggested they were supported in other ways by their families, which ultimately led to their suc-

cessful completion of college.  Although these families knew little about how college worked, 

they were able to provide support by listening, offering advice, providing financial support, or 

encouraging their children to seek out someone who could answer their questions.Families that 

provided significant academic support to their children during their formative years helped their 

children to develop academic growth mindsets.  This form of empowerment helped the children 

to become engaged in the college planning process as they navigated complex college systems.  

Family capital extended to acknowledging that the child was capable making sound choices re-

garding the most appropriate college to attend, which course to study, and how to navigate finan-

cial systems.The researcher explored how families provided the types of support that encouraged 
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children to leave home despite having multiple unanswered questions about college.  Positive 

family influences supported students’ decisions to attend college.  Six of the participants re-

sponses suggested that they achieved success because their parents determined the appropriate 

time to release control and trusted in their child's resilience to help them assimilate college life.  

The parents’ early support provided their child with the support necessary for college suc-

cess.Charlotte struggled with the stress caused by being part of a dysfunctional family.  Her fam-

ily problems included poor mental health, disability, poverty, and alcoholism, which resulted in 

Charlotte making many of the family decisions in her home.  Charlotte’s father felt frustration 

when his limited education prevented him from gaining promotions and limited his career op-

tions.  He and his wife encouraged Charlotte to excel in school so she would be prepared to at-

tend college.  However, they themselves were ill-equipped to assist her with college decisions 

and trusted Charlotte to take care of things on her own.  Charlotte recalled: 

My father was very influential in my decision to go to college.  My father wanted me to 

attend college.  He never talked about me having a family.  My father wanted me to pro-

vide for myself.  I went back to college and finished with the encouragement of my pro-

fessors.  College provided stability in my life, but my family stress was always there. 

George never received encouragement from his family to attend college, but his mother 

and aunt supported his decision to attend college.  George’s family had always been farmers, 

they believed a college education was unnecessary.  George farmed and drove the county trash 

truck, but was uninspired by these jobs.  George’s mother believed her son’s determination 

would allow him to succeed. George scoffed, “My mother and aunt encouraged me to go to col-

lege.  My mother paid the $500 and dropped me off on campus.  The rest was up to me.” 
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Although Elizabeth's mother did not complete high school and her father's education con-

cluded with a high school diploma, both of her parents prioritized college attendance for their 

children.  Despite earning a Bachelor’s degree from a small private college, Elizabeth felt no mo-

tivation to return to school to study for advanced degrees.  She recalled, “My family always said 

I would go to college.  They moved so I could go to better schools.  I had to go to college before 

I was married or had kids.”  Elizabeth knew from an early age, therefore, that she had to estab-

lish priorities in order to meet her college aspirations. 

Darcy’s family supported him until he graduated from high school, but then expected him 

to become self-reliant.  When community college failed to hold his interest, his mother suggested 

he explore career options with the FBI.  Soon after being hired by the FBI, Darcy was drafted by 

the selective service.  “My parents raised me,” Darcy said.  “Now that I had graduated from high 

school, it was either work or go to school.  If I went to college, I would pay for it myself.”  After 

serving two years in the Army, Darcy was eligible for the GI Bill.  This incentive proved signifi-

cant because Darcy knew he wanted to advance his career with the FBI and graduating from col-

lege would provide him with the credentials he needed to meet his career goals. 

Jane’s experience demonstrated that when a family desires a college education for their 

child, they will encourage the child to go to college.  Jane’s mother worked as a talented kinder-

garten assistant, but Jane realized her mother’s teaching career was limited as she had not at-

tended college.  Jane pointed out, “Parents who know about college can help their children.  My 

parents didn’t know about going to college.  My brother helped me because he had gone to col-

lege.”  Like Charlotte, Jane understood, by way of her parents’ disappointments in their careers, 

that college offered life-changing opportunities to follow a fulfilling career path. 
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Although William’s was born to an affluent family, his home was not child-centered fam-

ily.  In a child-centered home the needs of the child are placed ahead of the adults.  His home life 

was disorganized and chaotic, and his parents failed to provide boundaries for his behavior or to 

support his academic success.  Preparing William for college was not a family priority.  “My 

grandfather made a successful business without college,” William said.  “My education was not 

important to my family, but I wanted to be an example for my children.  My wife supported me 

the whole time.” 

Kitty's family encouraged her to engage in proactive academic and social behaviors such 

as setting goals.  She immersed herself in academic and extracurricular activities.  Kitty admit-

ted, “My family believed in me.  I wasn't going to let them down.”  Kitty wanted to graduate 

from college in order to set an example for her younger siblings, and to contribute to her commu-

nity as a special education teacher. 

Bingley’s parents prioritized preparing him for college.  They proactively helped develop 

his self-esteem and nurtured his athletic abilities that ultimately translated into a baseball schol-

arship.  Bingley said, “My parents kept me motivated with baseball.  They told me I had to grad-

uate from high school so I could go to college.  My sister helped a lot too with how to do things 

and get financial aid.” 

Without revealing the details, Georgiana made it clear that she had a difficult childhood.  

College and academic success were not priorities in her family and overcoming her past proved 

difficult.  Nevertheless, Georgiana was keen to set a positive example for her own children by 

graduating from college.  Georgiana said, “I wanted to be a positive example for my kids.  My 

husband always helped me, and we sacrificed so I could finish college.  My mother never be-

lieved I could do it, but she cried when I graduated.” 
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Bennet’s family, like Georgiana’s and William’s, did not emphasize the importance of 

going to college, but instead instilled in him a strong work ethic.  Bennet is a confident profes-

sional who works in a factory where his responsibilities include solving organizational issues. 

Despite this professional experience, he struggled to master college systems.  Attending college 

profoundly affected his opinion about education.  When he attempted to engage his family in his 

college experiences and challenges, they lacked interest and empathy for his situation.  Bennet 

admitted, “My parents never suggested I should go to college or ever recognized the value in col-

lege.” 

Friends.  Of the 10 participants in this study, only one non-traditional FGCS admitted 

her friends influenced her decision to attend college.  The participant acknowledged her friends 

were a bad influence but they were the ones she was listening to since her family was so unin-

volved with her life.  The six traditional FGCS participants believed their friends played no role 

in their precollege decisions.  Their families made it clear that an education was a priority.  Their 

families were the biggest influence in their lives and they certainly did not want to disappoint 

them.  Albert, Chein, and Steinberg (2016) found that adolescent friends with similar interests 

gravitate to each other and profoundly influence peer behavior.  Georgiana admitted, “I was 

hanging around with people who weren't making good choices.”  William’s family, like Darcy’s, 

did not encourage him to attend college.  Unlike William, but similar to George who aspired to 

attend flight school, Darcy felt motivated to continue his education so he could qualify for FBI 

agent training.  The participants in this research reported greater family than friend influence on 

their decisions to attend college.  Bollich, Hill, Harms, and Jackson (2016) noted that personali-

ties may change, based on social roles and military training, and that the friendship affect in-
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creases the likelihood of adhering to social expectations.  Although friendships may not have af-

fected participants' decisions to attend college, McCabe (2016) discovered that college friends 

play a role in reducing loneliness and homesickness.  Similarly, Bennet noted that he received 

significant support from friends who had gone through similar college experiences which helped 

him meet his academic goals. 

Despite persistent family stress experienced by Charlotte throughout her time at college, 

she adjusted well to college life.  She recalled, “I joined a campus organization devoted to serv-

ing God.  This group deeply inspired me to continue developing my service to God. I never kept 

in touch with my friends from high school and college.”  Following college graduation Charlotte 

focused on her career, in an attempt to leave her painful past behind. 

Elizabeth attended college as a traditional FGS and discovered, “None of my friends and 

family went to college, but they were excited for me.  I never really did all the traditional college 

things.  I wanted to go to college, but I didn’t really want to live on campus.”  However, she did 

not find that remaining connected to her old life proved a distraction.  Her family lived two 

blocks from campus, so living on campus was unnecessary.  Although she was a traditional stu-

dent, Elizabeth did not engage in campus-sponsored activities. 

Jane’s friends did not attend college.  Jane complained, “My friends didn't go to college. 

That was hard. I had to miss out on my family too.  They were out doing things, but I knew I had 

to stay positive.”  Jane realized that the positive future she hoped for depended on graduating 

from college. 

Bingley’s family were more influential than his friends in his college decision-making.  

Bingley lived on campus, became deeply immersed in college life, and the friends he made in 

college positively influenced his academic performance.  He explained, “I am competitive, and I 
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always want to do better than my friends and get things done.  I have made some strong friend-

ships over the years, but there are only a few from in my class.”  Living on campus, far from 

home, encouraged Bingley to develop new friends and pursue new interests. 

Georgiana was a nontraditional student who learned that her past had set her up for life-

long failure.  Following the lead of her teenage friends deprived her of significant academic op-

portunities.  She admitted, “I was hanging out with bad influences in high school.  We all have 

tough times, but college opened doors for me.  My friends from my childhood would not believe 

it's me.”  Georgiana changed her dysfunctional behaviors and used her determination to accom-

plish her academic goals.  With her husband’s support, Georgiana completed an alternative edu-

cation program, community college, and graduated from college. 

Bennet’s family placed more emphasis on establishing a career and developing a strong 

work ethic than on attending college, resulting in him and his friends seeking employment after 

high school graduation.  Bennet recalled, “I don't remember my friends thinking about going to 

college or discussing college with anyone in high school.  My friends who recently attended col-

lege have been my biggest supporters.  They knew what I was going through.”  Having worked 

for the same company for 23 years, Bennet felt limited by his lack of college education and his 

aspirations guided his decision to acquire a college degree. 

Challenges, confusion, and discouragement.  Colleges recognize FGS as a unique 

group of students who represent a challenge to all phases of matriculation.  FGS and their fami-

lies often do not know what to expect of the college experience.  FGS can often feel confused 

and overwhelmed because their expectations of college life have arisen from watching movies 

rather than learning from knowledgeable mentors.  Zimmerman (2014) suggested that negative 

personal experiences of parents during their child’s early education and concern over losing their 
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child can cloud their judgment about the importance of a college education.  Therefore, students 

and families find it difficult to break the generational cycle of noncollege attendance. 

Charlotte encountered many challenges before entering college, many of which seemed 

insurmountable.  However, she was determined to graduate from college.  She recalled, “My 

family life was a struggle.  My father was my strongest supporter.  I nearly quit after my father 

died.”  Throughout this research, participants have cited family support as the strongest motiva-

tion to attend college.  A member of Charlotte’s community failed to recognize the struggles she 

had to overcome to be eligible to attend college.  “Someone sent an angry letter,” she said, “won-

dering how I could go to college when I was getting a check.” 

During high school, George felt relegated to a lower social class and was considered an 

underachiever.  “I was told by a high school teacher I would never amount to anything,” he 

scoffed.  “But I was determined.  I would succeed in college.”  Once in college, George adapted 

to all classes of people, and his professors helped him succeed because of the considerable effort 

he showed. 

Elizabeth struggled to adequately prepare for college.  She had learning issues, and an 

early learning environment that wasn’t suitable to her specific needs.  She admitted, “I hated the 

first kindergarten I attended.  I had terrible experiences with the guidance counselors.  They 

didn’t think I would succeed, so I took advice from teachers.” 

William's reputation as an underachiever preceded him into high school.  His advisor rec-

ommended nonchallenging high school courses.  “Standards to get into college vary but the 

standards apply to everyone,” he said.  “I got my GPA up in a community college, so I got to go 

to a 4-year college.”  While attending college, William realized that high schools offer students 

rigorous courses to help prepare them for college.  Taking on a demanding course load during 
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high school precludes remediation courses at community colleges.  William complained, “It has 

been challenging going to college and working and frustrating that my 4-year degree took six 

years.” 

Georgiana had a family of her own while attending college.  She knew balancing a family 

with attending college would be difficult, but she kept her end-goals in mind in order to inspire 

her children and achieve her career goals.  Georgiana said, “I completed my associate’s degree, 

but I did not know how to transfer my credits.  This cost more money and caused me to go to 

college an extra year.”  She recognized that the benefits of earning a college degree exceeded the 

challenges she faced in achieving that goal. 

Bennet worked for 23 years before making the decision to attend college.  As with Wil-

liam, Bennet found remediation classes frustrating.  He believes the community college system is 

inefficient and less professional than the 4-year institution he attended.  Bennet noted, “I didn’t 

take college classes like high school students do now, so took remediation classes in community 

college.  I struggle with time management because I don’t get to relax after work.” 

Career attainment.  It has long been debated whether giftedness and genius are learned 

or innate.  William argued, “Families groom their children to attend college.”  Attending college 

changes people in many ways.  Kitty pointed out, “Being the first in your family instills a sense 

of accomplishment and empowers forthcoming accomplishments upon entering a career.”  FGS 

have a right to attend college, but they require support to help overcome challenges caused by 

inexperience.  FGS come from varied socioeconomic backgrounds, races, academic backgrounds 

and degrees of family support. 

FGS require career development and social networking opportunities in order to build so-

cial capital.  Charlotte believed the college she attended could have offered more assistance to 
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help her find her aptitude, so she could have been more successful.  Earning a college degree 

supports career development, but due to limited social capital, FGS often need support that ex-

tends beyond the classroom.  Elizabeth suggested, “You can have a successful career without a 

college degree.”  Attending college provides FGS with professional networking opportunities 

which often do not exist outside of the college community. 

Bennet, having started his career immediately after completing high school, had over 23 

years to build his professional network.  Bennet admitted that, “A college degree provides legiti-

macy to your work history.”  Nontraditional FGS face additional academic issues if they have 

been away from the classroom for some time.  William pointed out, “College people who have 

been in the job market have an advantage over FGS who have never worked.  They often repre-

sent a stronger asset to their organization, but they can be paid less.” 

Charlotte commented, “I could never have predicted college would be the most important 

decision in my life.  I had a lot of jobs after I graduated, but I had no real direction.  I wish my 

college had done more with career development.  I would have had more success.” 

Despite being told by teachers that he was not college material, George was determined 

to become a pilot, “I joined the Army so I could become a pilot.  I knew I would not meet my 

goals if I didn’t go to college.” 

Similarly, Elizabeth wanted to graduate, and she was willing to work hard to meet her ca-

reer goals.  From her earliest memories, she knew she wanted to attend the college that was two 

blocks from her grandparents’ house.  She was determined to graduate despite the difficulties she 

imagined she would face.  “I always wanted to be a teacher my whole life, and I am one,” she 

said.  “I had to have a degree to become a teacher.  After I got my teaching certificate, I was 

never motivated to go back.” 
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For Darcy, career advancement depended on college completion, so he put his career on 

hold and went into the military.  Following discharge from the military, Darcy used his General 

Issue (G.I.) Bill to fund his college education.  Although Darcy continued working full-time, he 

took a full complement of night classes.  As a result, his college experience was not traditional.  

Darcy commented, 

“College wasn’t the same for me as it was for students who went during the day.  I didn’t 

participate in anything, and I was exhausted, but I knew getting a college degree would 

lead agent training.  So, I did it.” 

Jane’s mother is a kindergarten assistant, who has always wanted to be a teacher.  She 

wanted her daughter to avoid these same frustrations, and so worked diligently to help Jane set 

up her own classroom.  Jane noted, “I knew I would have to complete college if I wanted to be a 

teacher.” 

William's grandfather was a successful self-made business owner who had not graduated 

from college and William had an opportunity to work in his family’s business.  College gradua-

tion was not a prerequisite for joining the family business.  However, William became dissatis-

fied working in the family business.  He found a great job he enjoyed, but had frustrations simi-

lar to those Charlotte’s father had experienced during his career.  William knew he deserved pro-

motion and that his extensive experience made him better equipped to work with clients.  As he 

pointed out, “I have a successful career, but I want the advancements I deserve, but I can’t get 

them without my degree.” 

Kitty's family provided extensive academic and extracurricular support.  She was proud 

of her accomplishments and, moreover, she earned the credentials needed to become a special 
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education teacher.  Kitty admitted, “Now you have to have at least a Bachelor’s degree to be suc-

cessful and to have a good career.  I became a teacher.” 

Bingley's parents were successful despite not having college degrees.  They possessed a 

great deal of social and family capital that they extended to their children.  Bingley believed he 

could have had a good career without a college education, but in order to do so, he would have to 

start lower on the career ladder, work his way up, and would be passed over for promotions.  He 

said, “College can help you do better in your career and leads to a successful career.” 

Georgiana admitted to being overwhelmed with excitement at the prospect of graduating 

from college.  As with the other female participants in this research, Georgiana attended college 

to earn a teaching degree.  She wanted to make a difference in the lives children and to encour-

age them to go to college.  Although Georgiana now enjoys teaching, she believes earning her 

degree has opened doors to opportunities beyond teaching.  She said, “I have a degree, and I can 

do anything, I don’t have just to be a teacher but I do want to teach.” 

The nontraditional students who participated in this research received limited support and 

encouragement from their families to attend college.  Similar to the other students in this study, 

these nontraditional students wanted to earn degrees to improve their careers.  Both Bennet and 

William made significant contributions to the respective organizations they worked for.  Bennet 

decided to enroll in college to make himself more marketable and to broaden his career options.  

He explained, “I am reliable, and I have extensive experiences in human resources.  Having a de-

gree would help me secure a better position at a new organization.” 

Preparation.  Charlotte’s reason for wanting to attend college was to please her father. 

Therefore, she focused her early academic career on achieving this goal and graduated eleventh 

in her class.  Charlotte’s parents wanted their child to have a career, so they encouraged her to 
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reach her college goals.  She said, “I had always done well in school.  My father told me how im-

portant an education is.  Beyond encouraging me to do well, they could not help me.”  The en-

couragement Charlotte received from her family motivated her to set college attainment 

goals.George suggested, “FGS need more opportunities to try college if they want to go to col-

lege.”  George felt fortunate that his mother had believed in him and that he had found a college 

willing to enroll him.  For George, graduating from college provided him the means to becoming 

a U.S. Army pilot.Elizabeth’s family provided her with the early academic support she needed to 

attend college.  As her grades were inadequate for enrollment in any of the larger South Carolina 

universities, she attended a small private college near her grandparents’ home.  This had the 

added advantage of sparing her the expense of commuting and living on campus.  She recalled, 

“I dreamed of attending college.  My parents moved me to better schools and encouraged me by 

building a classroom.  My English teacher helped me a lot, but I never cared for my advi-

sor.”Darcy received no family guidance or support beyond high school.  His mother spoke to an 

FBI agent, who recommended he apply for a position.  Soon after starting his new career, he was 

drafted into the military for two years.  Following discharge, he was eligible for the GI Bill to 

fund his education.  Darcy knew that earning a college degree was the only path to career ad-

vancement and agent training.  He recalled, “I never prepared for college.  I got my GI Bill to 

help me pay for college.  I didn't have financial problems after that.” 

Jane, like Charlotte, had always succeeded in school, and her family wanted her to attend 

college.  Jane acknowledged, “My brother helped me a lot.  My high school helped me.  I went 

to a smaller 4-year college, and I went to the community college so I could save money.” 

William came from a privileged background.  His grandfather had created a successful 

business despite not attending college.  William was intelligent, but family problems distracted 
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him and led to underwhelming academic results.  Since his parents were not involved in planning 

his route through high school, he registered for basic courses suggested by his guidance counse-

lor.  As a result, he was underprepared and lacking the required grades for college. 

When working in the family business proved untenable, William found employment else-

where and had a successful career.  Extensive experience made him an indispensable member of 

the organization.  However, because William lacked a college degree, he could not advance to 

management level.  Family connections and privilege did not improve his chances for success.  

William suggested, “Some people don't want others to find out they are FGS, and have to admit 

their parents did not go to college.  Continuing students have a lot of support from their parents.  

It’s a hard thing to do by yourself, but you can do it by yourself even later in life.  Families don’t 

understand you have to work and prepare for classes because they never have.  I had to take a lot 

of remediation classes before I could even be accepted into college.” 

During high school, Kitty excelled in the classroom and on the field.  Kitty did not find 

school difficult and knew in order to feel a sense of accomplishment she would have to attend 

college.  Kitty aspired to earn her degree, prepare for a good career, and make her family proud 

of her.  Growing-up, Kitty earned multiple leadership positions and felt prepared her for a career 

in education.  Kitty admitted, “I am very proud of my education.  It’s an accomplishment.  I am 

successful and I am the first person from my family to go to college.” 

Bingley was what William described as student groomed for college.  His family moved 

to an area with better schools, they supported his love of baseball, and they encouraged him to 

succeed at school so he could attend college.  Bingley believed a good career would be possible 

for him because he had the right connections.  Bingley also knew that college would improve his 
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marketability and advancement in his career.  Bingley noted, “Having my parents encourage me 

to go to college and my athletic scholarship helped decide to go to college.” 

No one encouraged Georgiana to attend college.  In high school, when a teacher asked 

the students if they were considering attending college, Georgia was the only student who did not 

raise her hand.  At the time, she did not understand the importance of college or of completing 

high school.  After becoming a mother, Georgiana made college completion a priority.  Although 

she now has a teaching career, the degree itself is what is most important to her.  Georgiana dis-

covered, “FGS have difficulties.  I was never serious about school.  Once I decided to go to col-

lege, I just did what I was told and worked hard.” 

Motivations and perceptions about college.  The decision to enter college is difficult 

for many FGS.  Many come from families that do not know how to encourage or motive their 

children, because parents are unfamiliar with college systems and feel unqualified to give their 

child advice.  The traditional participants in the research highlighted the significant roles played 

by their parents in supporting their efforts to attend college.  They wanted to live out their par-

ents’ aspirations of going to college and having a better life.  Despite their own limited experi-

ence, these parents impressed upon their children a sense of urgency about attending college and 

built the social capital and self-esteem necessary to empower their children to negotiate unfamil-

iar college systems.  William and Georgiana are two nontraditional FCS who were motivated by 

the family they created. 

Charlotte went to college because it was her father’s wish.  Her family encouraged her to 

succeed in school in order to be eligible for scholarships and to be noticed by college recruiters.  

She had a great deal of self-confidence and understood she had an excellent standing in her high 
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school.  Her father wanted her to have a good life and career.  While she was growing up, Char-

lotte’s family entrusted her with many responsibilities that helped her to mature early.  Charlotte 

learned how to ask the right questions to get the benefits her family needed to survive.  She ex-

plained, “College was an escape.  I had so many burdens.  My greatest accomplishment is living 

without being a train wreck.  I never struggled with the transition from high school to college.  I 

knew God could help me.” 

George was hard working and determined to go to college and his mother believed he 

could do anything he set his mind to.  Although he struggled in high school and college, he ulti-

mately succeeded and progressed to a distinguished career as an Army pilot.  He was confident 

that he could succeed if he was given the opportunity.  George recalled, “In high school, you’re 

put into a certain class of people, and they set certain expectations for you.  I went from the field 

to college.  I felt proud of all my accomplishment despite not being thought of as being important 

in high school.” 

Elizabeth’s mother did not graduate from high school, but her family believed in the 

value of a college education.  Elizabeth struggled throughout her early academic career, but nei-

ther she nor her family doubted she would go to college and become a teacher.  Elizabeth’s de-

termination and her family’s support helped her overcome the difficulties she experienced.  Eliz-

abeth’s family and several of her teachers helped her to apply to college, to schedule courses, and 

to apply for financial assistance.  Although her family was not wealthy, they saved money for her 

education, and eventually paid off her loans.  Elizabeth believed, “I would have made it regard-

less of my education.  Attending college helped me avoid working long hours and I could spend 

time with my kids.  I wanted to do my best.” 
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For most students, the decision to attend college was pragmatic.  Darcy wanted to be-

come an FBI agent and had access to the GI Bill, but he had no idea how difficult graduating 

would be.  He held down a full-time job and went to college for four hours each evening.  Col-

lege was not as he had expected.  It was difficult, but he was determined to succeed.  Because of 

this work commitment, he did not have a traditional college experience.  He lacked opportunities 

and time to join clubs and participate in college-supported activities.  College helped him to meet 

his career goals, but he missed out on the broader culture of college life.  Darcy remembered, “I 

was exhausted after working and going to school all the time.  I had determination, and that’s 

what it takes to succeed.” 

William was a working nontraditional student with a family, who felt frustrated about be-

ing overlooked for work promotions despite his extensive work experience.  Advancement, how-

ever, required college credentials he did not possess.  William commented, “I was frustrated.  I 

have a lot of responsibilities at my work, and I was determined to get a promotion, but I was 

passed over.  After earning my college degree, I feel well-prepared and successful.” 

Attending college was always crucial for Kitty's family.  She was aware of how proud her 

family would be if she graduated from college and she did not want to let them down.  Although 

her family had not gone to college, Kitty was determined and asked question when she needed 

help.  Kitty revealed, “Graduating from college made my family proud, and I feel successful.  I 

was independent and free to make my own discoveries in college.  I was a major force on my 

campus.”  College provided Kitty with an opportunity to grow. 

Georgiana was the most emotional of the research participants.  The mother of a middle 

school student and a fifth-grade student, Georgiana graduated four years before the interview 
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took was conducted.  Georgiana was in awe of all she had accomplished, despite the low expec-

tation of others.  Georgiana admitted that people from her past would not recognize her now.  

She attributed her success to her determination to be a positive role model for her children and to 

God’s guidance.  Balancing a family with attending college full-time was, at times, a struggle.  

She experienced guilt when she had to choose between completing assignments or spending time 

with her family.  Her husband’s faith in her never wavered, and he played his role in supporting 

her success.  Georgiana noted, “The best thing about my degree is that I made my mom proud.” 

Early academic experiences and influences.  Attending college was a life-changing 

event for Charlotte.  She attributed her success in college to hard work throughout her academic 

career.  Although her life was difficult, attending college helped her to break the cycle of poverty 

and to strengthen her faith in God’s power to change lives.  Charlotte recalled, “I’d always done 

well in middle and high school.  School was easy for me.  I was number 11 in my class.  My his-

tory professor wanted me to attend Johns-Hopkins and earn my degree in Bible history.” 

School was difficult for George, but his persistence and determination paid off.  Instead, 

of aiming for A grades, he aimed to pass.  As long as he passed, he felt triumphant.  He did not 

let other’s low expectations determine his success.  George recalled:  

I was told many times I was not college material.  I didn’t have good grades.  Many 

times, I said to myself what am I doing here.  I was not qualified but I worked real hard 

and my grades were good. I made C’s.  I was weak in English and trigonometry, but I 

managed to pass.  I wanted to show people you could do whatever you put your mind to.  

I had a lot of drive, and I went into the military, and I worked hard, and I got to fly 

planes. 
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Elizabeth’s early years in school were difficult, but her family remained confident that 

she would succeed in college.  Their encouragement, practical assistance, and faith in their 

daughter encouraged her to reach her academic goals.  Elizabeth explained, “My first school was 

horrible.  We moved so I could go to a better school.  I stayed with my grandparents so I did not 

commute.” 

William suggested that, “Parents groom their children to go to college.” Grooming a 

child involves creating a child-centered home, where routines are set and parents maintain high 

expectations for behavior and academic success.  William said, “I was not groomed for college 

and there was a lot of dysfunction in my family.  When I went back to school, it was a struggle to 

keep a routine because I had never had one.” 

Bingley succeeded academically so that he could play baseball.  Bingley suggested that 

he attended college as it was the only way he could attain his career goals.  Bingley recalled, 

“Teachers were always talking about when you go to school, but college wasn’t like they said it 

would be.  I don’t remember my guidance counselor helping me with college.” 

Bennet did not consider going to college when he first graduated from high school.  No 

one in his family had attended college, no one at school had talked to him about going to college, 

and a good job was available for him at the local factory.  At the time, Bennet could not have an-

ticipated regretting his decision to bypass college.  He mused, “Going to college right out of high 

school might have been easier than waiting.” 

What can colleges do to help more first-generation Caucasian students?  The college 

Charlotte attended actively made her feel important.  She knew she had accomplished a lot.  Up 

to this point in Charlotte’s life, family issues overshadowed her accomplishments.  Charlotte 

wanted to attend a college that made her feel important.  Charlotte’s parents could not assist in 
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making the college selection, admission, or which major to declare.  Charlottes took care of those 

details and she selected a college she believed would take care of her. 

The college Charlotte chose addressed her by name and offered a competitive financial 

aid package.  Charlotte recalled, “Individualized recruitment could encourage more FGS to at-

tend college.  The head of the department contacted me and invited me to spend the night with an 

upperclassman.  They catered to my ego.” 

George was not recruited by any college.  However, he was aware that he wanted to at-

tend a military and agricultural college.  He met required deadlines for such a college and paid 

the tuition.  Despite not receiving encouragement to apply to colleges, he accomplished his aca-

demic goals.  George suggested, “More colleges need to go into the schools if they want students 

to know what college is and encourage students to go to college.” 

Elizabeth did not know what to expect in college.  She was a traditional student, but she 

did not have a traditional college experience.  As Elizabeth’s daughter now prepares to attend 

college, Elizabeth is concerned that her daughter has a mistaken idea about the college experi-

ence and the responsibilities she will face there.  Elizabeth has the ability to help her daughter 

with college procedural processes but not with how to negotiate college pitfalls.  Elizabeth 

pointed out, “I never had the college experience.  I went from high school to college and finished 

as quickly as possible to save money.  I had very little involvement in college life.” 

Career advancement motivated Darcy to complete college.  He did not say if colleges at-

tempted to recruit him.  His college career began at a community college from which he with-

drew.  Following discharge from the Army, he felt prepared to attend college.  Darcy’s determi-

nation to become an FBI Agent led to his decision to attend college as a nontraditional student.  
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He suggested, “Colleges could make themselves more accessible to student and accommodate 

more students.  You didn’t have people tell you how to make college easier.” 

Jane’s family supported her throughout her academic career.  She performed well in 

school, but in her interview, Jane did not specify any methods used to encourage her to pursue 

college.  In general, she believed that schools should set up programs to explore college options 

from early education onwards.  Jane suggested, “Colleges could have more clubs in high school 

to teach students about going to college.  That would help students make decisions about attend-

ing and how to be successful.” 

William did not know the importance of preparing for or attending college.  Like all too 

many potential FGS, William lacked college aspirations because he did not have support from 

school or from home.  William discovered, “Colleges are a business.  Colleges need to get more 

involved in promoting their product, try harder to accommodate more students.” 

Colleges need to develop a presence at all levels of education.  Teachers often push stu-

dents to perform well in class, but this represents a small proportion of what it takes to succeed 

in college.  College representatives can inspire students and provide accurate information about 

college systems.  Kitty suggested, “More colleges should go into high schools and make them-

selves present so students can understand what college is all about.  Job shadowing makes stu-

dents with disabilities aware of options.” 

Education was not a priority in Georgiana’s family when she was growing up, but now 

she is a teacher, and has taken on a role as college mentor to her students.  She believes sharing 

knowledge gained from college experience will encourage these students to attend college.  

Many of Georgiana’s students live in poverty and the cost of college seems like an insurmounta-
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ble barrier.  Georgiana suggested, “Colleges should go to elementary school and create a pres-

ence.  Volunteers should talk to students and make college real to students so students can under-

stand college is for everyone.” 

Darcy, William, Georgiana, and Bennet felt discouraged while attending community col-

lege.  Although they understood the benefits of remediation, they were frustrated at spending two 

extra years developing math and reading skills at a community college.  Bennet pointed out, 

“Colleges need to disseminate more information to high school students and during early educa-

tion so students can understand the benefits of taking challenging courses and attending college.” 

Summary: Chapter 4 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to investigate the lived experiences of 

10 FGCS as they prepared for and attended college, and to determine the role being Caucasian 

played in their college success.  Guided by the research questions, the participants provided thick 

description associated with the phenomenon of being FGCS and what they had experienced as 

the first members in their families to attend and graduate from college.  Chapter 5 provides,  

• a summary and discussion of the results;  

• discusses the results in light of previous literature;  

• examines the limitations of the study; 

• provides the implications of the results for practice; and 

• makes recommendations for further research. 

The participants’ responses led to additional questions and future research topics which will be 

discussed in Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion  

Introduction 

The researcher developed this phenomenology study to analyze the lived experiences 

which motivated 10 FGCS to attend and graduate from college, and how race influenced the par-

ticipants’ college success.  Research by Terenzini et al. (1996) and Tinto (2007) showed that 

FGCS face the same preparation, transition, and college life issues that other college students, 

while simultaneously experiencing challenges that are unique to the FGS population.  Schrader 

and Brown (2008) have established additional first-generation barriers such as family issues, fi-

nancial concerns, social confusion, and cultural issues, all of which can persistently stymie suc-

cess.  Purpose Built Communities (2017) suggested that college acquisition represents an aca-

demic milestone in which students, parents, educators, and community members hope students 

will aspire, and college represents the final stage of developing children into well-rounded, self-

actualized adult citizens. 

Learning about FGCS experiences is essential to educators interested in advancing strate-

gies to increase the number of FGCS entering college as traditional students, rather than delaying 

entry or abstaining from college.  An improved understanding of FGCS experiences could pro-

vide educators with practical strategies to support and encourage more FGCS to attend college.  

Chapter 2 explored the issues experienced by FGS and found that information that pertains di-

rectly to FGCS is limited. 

The lack of college mentors within a family often affects an FGCS decision to plan and 

prepare for college.  FGCS are often unaware of the significance college plays in improving fi-

nancial and social status.  FGCS possessed less knowledge about college, were unaware of the 
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commitment required to be successful in college, and often receive limited family support (Ter-

enzini et al., 1996).  FGS parents lacked experiential knowledge of college and are frequently un-

able to advise their children about the process of preparing, transitioning, and remaining in col-

lege (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008; Tinto, 2007).  Thus, FGS tend to live in the mo-

ment rather than for the future (Opidee, 2015).  Carp and Hughes (2008) noted that experiential 

knowledge deficits increased FGS’s risk for failure while when compared to their traditional 

peers.  Therefore, FGCS face significant issues when exploring options such as engaging in chal-

lenging high school preparatory courses, attending college, and completing college.  Overcoming 

these challenges improved FGCS opportunities to meet academic and career aspiration.  Moreo-

ver, increasing the number of FGCS graduating from college provides a viable solution to bol-

stering the number of qualified employees within the job market and keeping the U.S. in a com-

petitive position within the global economy (West, 2012).  Regardless of race, socioeconomic 

background, or culture, the findings of multiple research projects have helped colleges to recog-

nize that FGS experience obstacles that limit their aspirations to prepare and persist in college. 

Providing adequate resources to FGCS supported successful college completion is often a 

challenge for educators.  On the surface, FGCS look like majority students, but belong to the 

FGS classification.  Engle et al. (2006) found that educators can promote strategies to help stu-

dents prepare for and transition into college.  One participant said he felt confused and embar-

rassed because of his lack of understanding of college processes.  This resulted in this individual 

not taking the appropriate steps to complete the college admissions process.  Therefore, educa-

tors are unaware of the need to provide FGCS with strategies and to develop protective factors 

that will help to improve FGCS college outcomes. 
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During interviews, the researcher bracketed bias and systematically analyzed the inter-

view data.  Analyzing participants’ responses led to a deeper understanding of the phenomenon 

of being a FGS and Caucasian, via an exploration of emerging themes while not changing the na-

ture of the rich, thick responses given by participants.  Participant feedback substantiated the re-

searcher’s assertion that educators need to learn more about providing support to individual 

groups within the wider FGS classification.  Chapter 5 furnishes the reader with a summary of 

the results, discusses the significant findings of this research as it relates to the themes of extant 

literature related to FGCS preparation, motivation, challenges, and triumphs which accompanied 

the participant’s decision to attend college.  The study focused on answering the three following 

research questions.  

1. What perception do first-generation Caucasian students have about being more privi-

leged than other first-generation students? 

2. Which support made the most significant impact on the participant’s college deci-

sions? 

3. Which challenges developed the participant’s awareness of the importance of attend-

ing college? 

This chapter concludes with the limitations of the study, the implication of the results when ap-

plied to practice, recommendations for further research, and a concluding summary. 

Summary of Results 

Utilization of the qualitative phenomenology method provided the researcher with a plat-

form that facilitated the collection of rich, thick accounts of FGCS early education, academic 

preparation, family dynamics, and college experiences.  Five men and five women, ranging in 
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age from 21–88, met the criteria to participate in the research and were subsequently inter-

viewed.  Participants reported belonging to the FGCS classification because they are Caucasian 

and the first in their family to graduate from college.  Prior to participating in this research, inter-

viewees disclosed they were unaware of belonging to a unique population of college graduates.  

Therefore, participants labored under the impression that they should have understood college 

systems and processes despite lacking frames of reference to navigate college systems and pro-

cesses.  They were also unaware of the importance of selecting a college that was sensitive to di-

verse needs of FGS. 

One participant admitted he was embarrassed that none of his family had attended college 

and confided that FGS peers shared similar feelings with him.  Two participants said they real-

ized it was easier for their friends to understand college conventions because the parents of those 

friends had attended college.  Participants admitted that they understood, in advance, that attend-

ing college would be challenging, but they were determined to succeed.  All participants felt 

proud of their accomplishments and wanted to share experiences about the personal determina-

tion that had helped them to succeed in college. 

During the initial stages of research, the researcher expected participants to acknowledge 

the considerable role played by educators in their college preparation and academic success.  

However, all participants stated that educators played an insignificant role in their decision to at-

tend college.  This indicated that improvement to America’s education system requires the con-

current, collaborative efforts of educators to connect families who have broken intergenerational 

noncollege attendance for mentoring purposes (Purpose Built Communities, 2017).  Most fami-

lies expected their child to graduate from college but were unable to translate those expectations 

into actionable plans for college success (Gofen, 2009).  Helping more potential FGCS to enter 
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college as traditional rather than nontraditional students will increase these students’ chances of 

graduating. 

Unlike many potential FGCS, the participants selected for this study overcame doubts 

about attending college.  Once in the college system, these participants soon acclimated to col-

lege life and overcame typical first-year college stress to successfully graduate (Falcon, 2015).  

Future research should focus on identifying FGCS from as early as early childhood programs.  

Providing the families of these children with early academic and college awareness support pro-

grams could encourage more families to support their children’s college aspirations.  This phe-

nomenological study offered insight into the lived experiences of 10 successful FGCS.  Although 

previous research has focused on FGS, relatively little research has focused on the impact of be-

ing a FGCS, or on the interactions that support academic aspirations. 

This phenomenological study provided an opportunity to directly study the phenomenon 

of with being FGCS by asking participants to discuss their lived experiences.  Replicating this 

study with additional groups of FGCS could improve knowledge about the FGCS experience and 

highlight strategies that can be developed to increase their interest in college completion.  Addi-

tional research should be conducted to learn more about the distinction between traditional 

FGCS and nontraditional students FGCS.  Throughout this research, participants’ responses 

strongly suggested that family expectations and support played critical roles in how these stu-

dents prepared for college, their recruitment to college, and their persistence in college.  Devel-

oping longitudinal studies to examine the needs of FGCS could provide additional opportunities 

to address the needs of FGCS (Tinto, 2006).  Longitudinal studies track data over time.  This 

provides the researcher with opportunities to study phenomenon over time rather than in one mo-

ment of time. 
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The interviews provided the researcher with an insight into FGCS experience and offered 

suggestions for help to overcome FGCS challenges.  As suggested in Chapter 4, participant re-

sponses provided significant data related to FGCS issues and suggested determination, rather 

than privilege, played a more significant role than race.  Replicating this study in other commu-

nities will help to develop a stronger consensus regarding how to help FGCS prepare and persist 

in college.  More importantly, responses underscored how family support affects academic deci-

sions related to attending college as either a traditional or nontraditional learner.  The six tradi-

tional FGCS confirmed that the college expectations of their families had a greater influence than 

race on their decisions to attend college.  The remaining participants confirmed that family disin-

terest in their education limited their academic aspirations.  Therefore, none of the four nontradi-

tional FGCS participants had any interest in college or qualifications immediately after high 

school graduation. 

In some cases, early educators were found to have prepared students for college, but they 

did not play a significant role in influencing FGCS to attend college.  Even with encouragement 

from their families, the six traditional FGCS struggled to overcome college confusions.  All of 

the participants talked about the role their families had played in their decision to attend college.  

All participants said their high school guidance counselors planned their route through high 

school.  Two participants found that high school counselors provided limited constructive advice 

about college.  One participant admitted his guidance counselor advised him to take fewer chal-

lenging classes in high school.  Two participants refused to meet with their high school guidance 

counselors after being told they were not college material. 

In the early education setting, educators are witnessing a decreased amount of parental 

involvement in children’s education.  These students often lag behind their peers in academic 
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readiness skills.  The participants in this research indicated that college preparation and encour-

agement extend beyond the classroom.  Early educators must implement practices to encourage 

parents to reengage in their children’s education.  A family’s failure to prioritize education has a 

profound impact on a child’s attitude toward learning and affects a child’s decision to prepare for 

and persist in school.  As Wang (2014) suggested, the message parents send to their child is criti-

cal to the child’s academic success.  Further research, based on successful FGCS parent methods 

to prepare children for college, could be used by educators to engage more parents in their chil-

dren’s education.  The message a parent conveys to a child about education affects the value the 

child places on education.  FGCS parents require greater guidance to understand how to proac-

tively support their child’s college aspirations.  However, as Orbe (2007) suggests, families of 

FGS often do not know how to support their children resulting in those children experiencing 

isolation and helplessness. 

Discussion of Results 

The FGCS participants in this study denied that race played any role in making them 

more privileged than others FGS.  Six of the 10 participants attended college as traditional stu-

dents.  These six participants admitted that significant family support during their formative 

years had helped them to develop positive, proactive educational behaviors.  The participants 

who came from dysfunctional backgrounds and who experienced financial hardships acknowl-

edged that the value their family placed on education created greater opportunities for educa-

tional than race. 

Conversely, the nontraditional participants demonstrated that a lack of adequate family 

support led to poor choices that stymied college preparation and prevented subsequent college 

recruitment.  As one participant suggested, “Successful students are groomed for college.”  In the 
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context of this research, this participant noted, “Grooming for college means parents discuss the 

importance of attending college, make learning and homework a part of daily routines, and re-

vere teachers and the education system.” The six traditional students who had been “groomed for 

college” actively sought out opportunities to prepare for and attend college.  These participants 

succeeded in school, were employed throughout high school and college, explored possible ca-

reers, met with counselors, applied to colleges, and entered college the fall after high school 

graduation. 

None of the four nontraditional participants attended college immediately after high 

school.  Two participants started families and two pursued careers.  FGS often pattern their lives 

after role models who did not attend college.  In the absence of family support, educators can 

promote college as a challenging yet worthy goal to attain and a pathway to a successful career 

and improved social standing (Opidee, 2015).  These participants failed to plan for a future and 

were unaware of the benefits college could provide to their family and to their careers, because 

their families had never discussed college.  Two participants, both of whom are currently teach-

ers, agreed that educators could encourage more students to attend college by improving aware-

ness of the benefits of attending college.  FGCS often experience a sense of otherness in social 

situations and find college life exhausting as they straddle two worlds (Stuber, 2011).  Family 

and social pressures made it difficult to acclimatize to college life.  Havlik et al. (2017) noted 

greater demands cause FGCS to experience intensified stress due to the higher demands placed 

on their time and financial resources.  The following events decreased opportunities to adjust to 

college life and decreased college enjoyment: 

• guilt regarding family sacrifice to put the student through college; 

• guilt when participating in enjoyable college activities; 
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• work demands limiting opportunities to participate in collegiate activities; 

• limited networking opportunities; and 

• limited financial support that limited college choices, and living on campus (Havlik et 

al., 2017). 

Six participants experienced guilt related to attending college.  Three participants were 

employed full-time, and two had to balance family and course demands.  These participants re-

ported feeling exhaustion.  They did not participate in traditional college life and experiences.  

Two of the traditional students did not live on campus and they did they connect to campus life 

or participate in traditional campus activities.  The four nontraditional participants believed that 

attending college immediately after high school would have been less stressful.  As Stuber 

(2011) indicated, social networking and building social capital within the college setting pro-

vides students with opportunities to increase self-confidence and improve job prospects.  Four 

traditional students participated in typical college experiences such as living on campus and par-

ticipating in campus activities.  While each of these participants found college a transformative 

experience, only three reported satisfaction with on campus networking opportunities.  One par-

ticipant enjoyed engaging in professional conversations.  Corwin and Cintron (2011) suggested 

that not all college students participate in beneficial peer interactions.  Six of the participants in 

this research failed to participate in any social networking because they lived or worked off cam-

pus to order to be able to afford tuition.  One traditional student believed attending a small col-

lege limited her networking opportunities, but the small campus size allowed her to build social 

capital and become “a force” in the activities in which she participated on campus.  One partici-

pant suggested colleges should provide more career counseling and internships to student. 
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Many individuals experience success without attending college.  Shatkin (2015) referred 

to college as an education milestone that requires significant adjustment, but this provides stu-

dents with opportunities to improve their economic status.  Increasing FGCS graduation rates im-

proves the likelihood of maintaining the well-educated workforce required to keep the U.S. glob-

ally competitive (West, 2012).  Two participants agreed that career improvement and organiza-

tional competitiveness relies on the willingness of their employees to attend college and profes-

sional training opportunities in the fields of technology, marketing, and product development.  

These participants felt limited by their current positions.  Despite years of service and experi-

ence, these participants lacked the college qualifications for advancement.  One participant ad-

mitted he did not want to start in an entry-level position if he were to join a new organization.  

The participant complained that he never understood the importance of attending college.  “Col-

leges need to disseminate more information to high school students so students can understand 

the benefits of taking challenging courses and attending college.  No one in my family had ever 

attended college.  I didn’t know I could be successful in college.” 

The commitment to attend college requires a significant investment of time and money 

and confidence.  Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice (2008) and Tinto (2007) argued that FGS 

can be successful in college.  Six of the participants received encouragement from their families 

to attend college.  Each of these six admitted that their family’s persistent belief was what built 

their self-confidence and compelled them to succeed.  Moreover, the families of these partici-

pants were available to answer questions or suggest others who might help.  These families 

toured campuses with their children to assist with the college selection process. 
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The four nontraditional participants had limited frames of reference to prepare for col-

lege, taking admissions tests, writing essays, filling out applications, or receiving encourage-

ment.  Once participants decided to attend college, the four nontraditional participants discovered 

that finding the right college and applying for admission was difficult.  One participant felt dis-

couraged by the complicated application process at one college but encouraged by the empathy 

another college expressed and its willingness to assist him with the admission process.  This par-

ticipant admitted to feeling embarrassed in terms of how little he knew about the college applica-

tion process and access systems. 

Each of the four nontraditional participants had academic deficiencies that prevented col-

lege admission.  Once these participants had completed the required remedial courses at commu-

nity colleges, they were able to transfer to a 4-year college.  As suggested by Tinto (2007), par-

ticipants’ subsequent success in college demonstrates that FGS must have opportunities to suc-

ceed in college.  The participants agreed that, in the absence of supportive families, they would 

have benefited from improved college mentoring.  The participants admitted that it was unlikely 

they would have attended college after high school. 

Early parental involvement in a child’s education provides the base for future college de-

cisions and builds social capital.  Although Smith and Johnson (2003) found that the influence of 

early educators affects both a student’s preparation and decision to enter college, the participants 

in this study admitted that their families exerted more influence over their college decision.  

Families require more information about early learning and college preparation opportunities.  

Regular parent–teacher meetings during a child’s early education increases family and social 

capital.  Support empowers families to take active roles in high school and college planning 

(Redford et al., 2009).  Better-informed parents possess the confidence to assist their children in 
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making decisions about college (Smith & Johnson, 2003).  With this in mind, educators from 

prekindergarten through college should advocate more strongly for collaborative academic plan-

ning to improve parental understanding of academic language and processes. 

Discussion of the Results in Relation to the Literature 

FGCS study participants discussed the influences on their choices in conjunction with be-

ing Caucasian and FGS.  The researcher bracketed bias in order to avoid predicting responses 

during the interview process.  Using inductive reasoning, the following themes were extracted 

from the data: 

• the urgency to succeed before and during college; 

• the importance of grooming; 

• learning about college preparation programs; 

• the limitations of family support; 

• enumerating the role of friends; 

• the importance of having someone to turn to; 

• a sense of accomplishment in achieving a degree qualification; 

• meeting family or personal aspirations; 

• the challenges facing the FGCS; and 

• the career options and aspirations as significant motivations for college completion. 

The remaining sections of this study will integrate the previously mentioned literature 

with the primary research data of this study to answer the study’s three main questions.  The con-

cluding sections will address the implications of the study’s findings for practice and suggest di-

rections for future research.  Data collected from participants demonstrated that a family’s level 

of support, family capital and social capital, career aspirations, and the participant’s stage in life 
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influenced the participants’ college experiences and issues more than the phenomenon of being 

Caucasian. 

What perception do first-generation Caucasian students have about being more 

privileged than other first-generation students?  The consensus of the participants in this re-

search was that race does not grant FGCS privilege.  Attending college delivers life-changing op-

portunities regardless of the student’s background (Terenzini et al., 1996).  Impoverished Cauca-

sians, like other minorities, can become marginalized due to financial shortfalls (Stuber, 2011).  

Similar to most other students, FGCS face many challenges to attending college.  Hartigan, 1999, 

cited in Stuber (2011) argued that being a poor Caucasian often carries a stigma and leads to 

marginalization of members of this group by other social classes.  FGCS find their “whiteness” 

becomes a liability when accessing programs intended to support students from lower socioeco-

nomic backgrounds. 

Variations in family support.  The research participants’ class breakdown included: one 

from wealth, three living in poverty, and six from middle class families.  Participants’ back-

grounds and family’s attitudes toward education and family capital varied significantly.  For ex-

ample, Tate et al. discovered: 

Studying family influence for students is particularly important, given that the source of 

their difference from traditional students is closely connected to their experience of their 

family.  In other words, being a college student is another way of describing the familial 

context from which a student comes in pursuit of higher education.  Further, past research 

shows conflicting results about what impact family influence has on their career and edu-

cational development. (Tate et al., 2015, p. 431) 
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Six participants, whose families created child-centered home environments and who promoted 

education as an essential endeavor, entered college as traditional students.  As suggested by Go-

rard et al. (2012), in families where education and knowledge are valued the children likewise 

value education have college aspiration because it is valuable for their self- esteem, social mobil-

ity, and future endeavors.  Although four of the six traditional FGCS families struggled finan-

cially, they worked together to meet financial obligations.  Conversely, the four participants who 

received no academic support or encouragement from their families entered college as nontradi-

tional college students.  Family dysfunction or lack of family support limited these participants’ 

higher education aspirations. 

All participants denied experiencing privilege during their college education careers, and 

attributed their academic success to hard work and family support of their college aspirations.  

Although Hughes (2010) suggested, Caucasians experiences benefits and unearned privileges 

based on their because they lack representation which creates and uneven opportunities.  Two 

participants pointed out that recruitment standards may vary by college, but each college’s stand-

ards apply to all students.  One male participant who could afford to attend college, found he was 

ineligible to attend any 4-year college.  He was offered poor academic guidance.  His attitude 

and poor behavior suggested he had no interest in attending college.Significant influences and 

persistence.  Financially disadvantaged students often fail to become engaged in campus activi-

ties unless they can find opportunities to become valued member of college life (Gofen, 2009).  

These may include: 

• the desire to set an example for others; the ability to achieve despite obstacles; 

• making career advancement; 

• degree attainment; 
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• managing expectations of navigating college systems; 

• assisting with college support systems; and 

• meeting family, academic, financial, and social challenges. 

Each participant admitted that financing college represented a family hardship.  Therefore, all 

participants had paid jobs while attending college, ranging from full-time, to on campus, holiday 

or part-time jobs.  One participant worked multiple jobs, while another admitted exhaustion be-

cause he worked full-time and attended night-school after work.  Three participants were recipi-

ents of academic or athletic scholarships, and each participant benefited from lottery tuition as-

sistance. 

Scholarships and lottery assistance did not cover campus living expenses, activity fees, or 

study books and materials.  In addition, all participants originated loans to meet outstanding fee 

obligations.  All four nontraditional participants expressed frustration at completing community 

college remedial courses and spending time and money on additional courses that could not be 

transferred to their 4-year college degree courses. 

Which support made the most significant impact on the participant’s college deci-

sions?  The challenges participants experienced were not limited to issues relating directly to 

college.  Based on the eight participants’ interview responses, significant family or educational 

challenges diminished college aspirations.  The participants acknowledged that issues they expe-

rienced before entering college persisted throughout their college careers.  All participants noted 

that the unfamiliar issues they encountered in college led to substantial frustrations that reduced 

opportunities to spend time with family and friends or engaging in leisure activities.  Nine partic-

ipants found that these challenges interfered with their college experience, reducing enjoyment 

and learning, threatening college completion, and delaying college attendance. 
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Variations in family support.  Many families living in poverty are unaware of the im-

portance of prioritizing education in the early years or of the influence they exert over a child’s 

decision to attend college. 

Given that supportive family interactions can help FGS successfully transition from high 

school to college and positively influence student achievement, the insights gleaned from 

these findings may assist in providing understanding about the unique experiences of 

FGS. Specifically, these findings may help to provide parents of FGS with knowledge of 

these experiences so that they may craft specific advice, instructions, and messages that 

can aid their child in navigating unique educational struggles. (Wang & Nuru, 2016, p. 

166)  

Although the families of six participants actively encouraged their children to attend college, 

four participants admitted that education had not been a priority at home and college attendance 

was not encouraged.  In the traditional families, the child’s academic performance was discussed 

throughout the formal education years and the child was encouraged to aspire to attend college.  

One female participant said, “I didn’t want to disappoint the people who believed in me over the 

years.  It was also a pride thing.  I was the first person from my family to graduate.”  Another 

participant noted, “My family never talked about college.  I now understand the role I must play 

in my students’ lives in the place of their families.  I know, I must encourage my students to at-

tend college.” 

Significant influences and persistence.  Family, finances, self-esteem, academic prepar-

edness all influenced the participants’ decision to persist in college.  One participant commented, 

“I wanted to participate in this study.  I wanted to raise awareness of being a FGCS and highlight 
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their struggles.  I raise student awareness of the importance of attending college.” Sufficient col-

lege funding challenged all 10 participants.  Six participants reported that they were supported 

financially by their families throughout their academic careers.  Ng et al. (2015) noted that at-

tending college places financial burdens on families.  The treat of financial burdens often dis-

courages many FGCS from attending college and places constraints on the college experiences 

when the student cannot afford to participate in campus activities, study abroad, or join campus 

sponsored organizations.  Nine participants to applied for student loans and grants utilizing the 

Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) applications.  Participant received loans, 

grants, and scholarships.  Six participants worked at least part-time throughout their academic 

careers.  Three worked full time while in college and one student was a homemaker.  One partic-

ipant said her parents paid for college, but she had to pay for things she wanted.  Like the other 

participants, she subsidized her college education with loans.  One participant originated loans to 

pay for college and reimbursed his employer upon the successful completion of his course.  

Three of the nontraditional participants worked full-time, and one had full-time parenting re-

sponsibilities.  Four of the participants who attended college as nontraditional students believed 

that attending college immediately after high school would have been less stressful.  

Four of the six traditional participants lived on campus and actively participated in col-

lege activities, while two lived at home to save money.  Kuh et al. (2006) noted that many FGS 

may live at home to save money.  Living on campus provides significant benefits to students.  

Students living on campus have better access to campus services such as remediation, more op-

portunities to network, less commute time, and more time to focus on participating in the college 

experience.  The six traditional participants utilized the FAFSA to access available grants, loans, 

work-study, and worked to fund college.  Four participants received academic scholarships or 



 

158 

academic-athletic scholarships packages from the college they attended, and participants origi-

nated loans to accommodate expenses exceeding college debt.  The Higher Education Act was 

authorized in 1965, which meant, the oldest traditional participant could not benefit from 

FAFSA.  This participant’s mother paid the $500 tuition fee so the student could live on campus.  

Paying the required fees permitted college attendance, but he was still forced to work when not 

attending classes in order to fund college attendance. 

Two of the traditional students lived at home during college to save money.  One partici-

pant attended a private college because her high school academic record and test for academic 

skills (SAT) did not meet minimum requirements to attend a public college.  Although the other 

traditional student qualified to attend a four-year college, she saved money by living off campus 

and attending a community college before transferring to a 4-year college.  Neither student par-

ticipated in college-sponsored events or felt any social connection to the college they attended. 

Another participant received consistent support from his family throughout his academic career, 

but he did not enjoy the college experience.  This participant had to overcome many setbacks 

throughout college.  As Tinto (1975, 2006) concluded students who are well-integrated into the 

social and academic setting and maintain close ties to family will persist in college despite sig-

nificant difficulties students may experience.  During the participant’s freshman year, the college 

placed this participant on academic probation.  The participant lost his baseball scholarship and 

he could not play college baseball until his grades improved.  Losing his scholarship and having 

to attend college an additional semester was both expensive and frustrating.  The participant con-

sidered joining the U.S. Army, but he persisted with college, as joining the Army would not have 

supported his career goals. 
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FGCS often experience otherness while attending college as they lack frames of reference 

for their college experiences (Stuber, 2011).  Hartigan (1999) has found that Caucasian students 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds failed to receive the white privilege experienced by afflu-

ent Caucasians.  An affluent male participant in this research recalled, “I was smart, but I was en-

couraged to take easy classes because I was too playful.  My parents didn’t care what I did.  I 

took the easy classes and made low grades.  I couldn’t get into any college.” 

As suggested by Tinto (2007), increasingly colleges recognize the role they play in en-

couraging students to persevere.  Colleges are committed to actively implementing strategies to 

engage students in academic and college life regardless of the student’s background, but educa-

tors are often uninformed about how to break the intergenerational cycle that limits FGS’ college 

participation (Gofen, 2009).  This research demonstrated that family support throughout the 

child’s educational career increases the likelihood that the child will attend college as a tradi-

tional student.  

Which challenges developed the participant’s awareness of the importance of at-

tending college?  The four nontraditional participants spent a considerable amount of time de-

ciding whether to attend college.  As with the six traditional FGCS participants, the four nontra-

ditional participants attended college later in life having decided that college offered a path to ca-

reer advancement.  The two nontraditional students with families wanted to be role models for 

their children, while the six traditional participants knew from early on that they would attend 

college because their families had supported their education from an early age and had encour-

aged them to participate in college as a means to life improvement. 

Variations in family support.  One nontraditional male participant said he believed par-

ents his parents groomed him for college from an early age.  This grooming included: 
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• teaching respect for others; 

• teaching responsibility for ones’ actions; 

• encouraging self-motivation; 

• encouraging curiosity about learning; 

• supporting learning opportunities; 

• displaying positive attitudes toward learning and education; 

• encouraging excellence at school; and 

• frequently discussing the benefits of college. 

Based on the responses of six of the traditional FGCS participants, the researcher found 

each of these had been groomed by their parents to attend college.  The traditional students indi-

cated that their families undertook the responsibility of grooming their children for college.  The 

families achieved this by encouraged the children to do well in school, encouraged regular 

church attendance and participation, frequently discussed the importance of attending college, 

and helped their children to decide on which college to apply.  Gofen (2009) suggests that the 

outcome of belonging to a child-centered family is that the child valued education.  FGS often 

lack the knowledge and social capital necessary to prepare for college (Karp & Hughes, 2008; 

Schrader & Brown, 2008).  These six participants admitted they entered college as traditional 

students with limited knowledge of college or academic life but endowed with family and social 

capital that supported their educational aspirations.  Gofen (2009) has found that students from 

child-centered families report positive attitudes toward education.  The attitudes and desires of 

parents for their children to succeed increase social capital and self-efficacy in those children. 

Some middle and high schools encourage talented underrepresented students to attend 

federally funded programs that are designed to support college aspirations by preparing these 
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students for college.  The Federal Government funds several college preparation programs 

housed under the umbrella term TRIO–Upward Bound, Talent Search, and Student Support Ser-

vices.  The three original college access programs expanded to eight to provide a wider net of 

support for minorities, individuals from a low socioeconomic background, and FGS.  The U.S. 

Department of Education (n.d.) described the TRIO program as: 

Federal TRIO Programs (TRIO) are Federal outreach and student services programs de-

signed to identify and provide services for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

TRIO includes eight programs targeted to serve and assist low-income individuals, first-

generation college students, and individuals with disabilities to progress through the aca-

demic pipeline from middle school to postbaccalaureate programs. (para. 1) 

The participants in this study were unaware of TRIO programs and could not remember anyone 

suggesting they should participate in any such program. 

Significant influences and persistence.  Educators can encourage students to attend col-

lege by advocating for students who lack social capital and providing support to encourage 

FGCS to persist in college.  Many FGS lack the substantial preparation required to perform well 

and to socially and academically acclimatize to college (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2011).  Further-

more, self-determination, resilience, and persistence play a vital role in assuring that FGS remain 

in their chosen college to the completion of their studies.  One participant suggested colleges 

should disseminate additional information to high school students and participate in early educa-

tion to help students to understand the benefits of attending college and undertaking challenging 

courses.  Stuber (2011) suggested that college mentors who understand the unique needs of 

FGCS play a critical role in FGCS success.  One participant admitted experiencing helplessness 

and giving up in frustration rather than pursuing answers to questions he did not know how to 
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ask.  This participant explained that, while attending college, his success coach supported his 

success and helped him feel empowered to ask questions and actively participate in college deci-

sions. 

Some students experienced isolation, but they turned those feelings into motivation and 

purpose and, ultimately, adjusted to the college situation.  Networking with students allowed 

FGS to understand the experiences of others with similar issues (Stuber, 2012).  One female par-

ticipant said an educator, asked, “Where else can students get the encouragement they need to go 

to college when it’s not expected at home?” Another participant, also an educator, suggested, 

“Colleges should have a presence in public schools and be a good role model [sic] so that stu-

dents believe attending college is the norm for students, not the exception.”  Providing potential 

FGS access to experienced FGS could provide a model to circumvent college issues. 

Knowing that others share similar family, financial, cultural, and academic issues may 

encourage the college aspirations of more students and encourage those already in college to per-

sistence.  One participant suggested that some students are embarrassed that their families have 

never attended college.  Tinto (2006) argued that involvement in college activities matters, as it 

encourages students to persist in college.  Graduating from college drives away the stigma some 

feel about not coming from a family with a history of college attendance. 

Careers advancement.  Individuals who have not attended college will increasingly be 

unable to take advantage of innovative career opportunities.  Havlik et al. (2017) noted that the 

new careers are due to technology advancements.  Many careers did not exist as recently as five 

years ago but are non-the-less skills which can be learned in college and are required for employ-

ment.  Three participants determined that the lack of a college degree limited in their careers.  

Despite their extensive work experience, the participants did not qualify for career advancement 
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due to limited educational attainment.  The participants’ aspirations for career advancement mo-

tivated them to attend college.  One participant had worked for the same company since graduat-

ing from high school—for 23 years.  He wanted to explore career opportunities within other 

companies but he was uninterested in accepting entry-level position with a reduced salary, and 

limited responsibilities.   

Seven of the participants were educators.  In South Carolina, the State Department of Ed-

ucation requires public educators to participate in college education training programs.  Graduat-

ing from a teacher preparation programs qualifies participants to teach in South Carolina public 

schools and continued certification and career advancement require educators to participate in 

graduate and professional development courses. 

Lack of family support.  Researchers have found that students who lack family support 

can benefit from federal support programs.  Contreras (2011) critiqued the effectiveness of pre-

college Federal TRIO programs and suggested they provide critical support from middle and sec-

ondary school for underrepresented students to attain higher education qualifications.  Quantita-

tive research conducted by Sanchez et al. (2016) points to the importance of enrolling at-risk stu-

dents in rigorous federally supported college preparation programs.  Sanchez et al. (2016) and 

Moschetti and Hudley (2015) have found that living and being employed on campus improves 

student integration into campus life and also improves social capital as students have more time 

to participate in campus activities.  Working on campus strengthens student connections to their 

campus and provides opportunities to connect with their peers (Havlik et al., 2017).  Federal 

Work-Study programs provide students with opportunities to find employment on campus.  This 

gives students more opportunities to earn money, build social capital, and connect to campus. 
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Family, academic, financial, and social challenges.  FGCS often feel like outsiders on 

campus this often leads to isolation.  The FGCS in Havlik et al.’s (2017) study admitted they felt 

like outsiders because of their socioeconomic disadvantage that meant they could not afford to 

participate in campus-sponsored events and learning opportunities with their peers.  The feeling 

of otherness frequently led to an inability to adjust to college life (Havlik et al., 2017).  These 

FGCS believed other students lacked empathy for their situation.  Similarly, Oldfield (2012) 

found that disadvantaged students feel isolated due to their financial and social struggles.  The 

two traditional participants in this research who did live on campus lacked the social capital and 

financial capital to become immersed in college activities, and the four nontraditional partici-

pants reported that work and family obligations limited their opportunities to become immersed 

in college life and to avail of the services available to other students.  Difficulties often arise for 

FGS when students are unable to access campus services and activities (Corwin & Citron, 2011).  

Regardless of the quality and benefit of services that college make available to students, the ser-

vices are useless unless the intended recipients can access the benefits the services provide. 

FGCS often struggle to remain in college due to various family, social, or financial is-

sues.  Many FGCS give up rather than persisting and finding solutions to their issues.  Stuber 

(2011) used an intersectional study to explore the factors affecting disadvantaged, first-genera-

tion, Caucasian, working-class students.  The findings from Stuber’s study establish the im-

portance of promoting factors that support resilience, human persistence, and academic persis-

tence in the face of perceived adversity.  Stuber’s research was critical in focusing on and under-

standing the effects of race and class as both assets and liabilities to the persistence of first and 

second-generation college students.  Kuh et al. (2006) suggested that retaining students necessi-
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tates student comprehension of the benefits of remaining in college.  Zimmerman (2014) empha-

sized that extending resiliency can help shield FGCS from the many stressors that can produce 

adverse outcomes.  Finding ways to build resilience as a component of student preparation could 

increase positive college outcomes. 

Limitations 

The research presented in this phenomenological study examined the experiences of 10 

FGCS and reviewed previous studies related to FGS.  Astin’s theory of involvement, Tinto and 

Pascarella’s theory of attrition, and Terenzini’s work related to the positive effect college has in 

FGS lives have helped many educators recognize FGS as a special population of students who 

represent a challenge to college administration related to recruiting and retaining FGS because 

prospective FGS often believe they have insurmountable barriers to college attainment.  College 

recruitment and retention specialists who adopt effective recruitment and retention strategies 

based on sound research strategies can help FGS overcome financial, social, and academic issues 

and improved college outcomes.  Gofen (2009) found that campuses which institute student ac-

climation programs, offering incentives, and articulate the benefits of college, are more likely to 

encourage FGCS enrollment and college completion.  Although the research revealed relevant 

information about FGCS, a research method could have been designed to collect more functional 

data about FGCS experiences.  Within this study, significant differences among participants in-

cluded: 

• the age span was between the early 20s and the mid-80s (four in their 20s; one in his 

30s; two in their 40s; one in her 50s; one in his 70s; and one in his 80s); 

• level of parental support (six received significant support and encouragement; four 

received no support or encouragement); 
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• family capital (six received positive messages about their characters and abilities; 

four did not receive positive messages about their characters and abilities); 

• academic ability and preparation (continual parental and educator messages about the 

importance of education); and 

• six traditional and four nontraditional FGCS. 

This research was designed to investigate whether participants believed race allowed 

them to enjoy FGCS privilege.  The participants unanimously indicated that determination, rather 

than race-based privilege, made college possible. Although the results are not generalizable, they 

indicate that among the FGCS population there are important phenomena and experience yet to 

be studied.  The findings of this research may help educators to better understand FGCS deci-

sions to attend college. 

Although research was limited to FGCS, the responses of the participants indicated that 

experiences within this group vary significantly.  Building on this research design, future re-

search could recruit FGCS with specific characteristics related to, for example, socioeconomic 

background, age brackets, traditional or nontraditional status, academic history, or parental sup-

port.  In this study, the researcher learned, 

• family support influences decisions to attend college upon completion of high school; 

• lack of family support delays college attendance; 

• determination rather than race support college attendance; 

• limited ability can be overcome with parental support; and 

• wealth does not assure an FGCS will attend college. 
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Implication of the Results for Theory, Policy, and Practice 

The research developed through this study fully supports the researcher’s conceptual 

framework which heavily relied on Kellner’s critical education theory.  As suggested by Kellner 

(2010) education must be fluid and relevant to the needs of the evolving population of students 

and their academic growth to be effective.  Applying the methods used in this research in other 

contexts is likely to substantiate that families profoundly impact FGCS decisions to attend col-

lege and support the FGCS subsequent success in college.  The research indicated the need for 

more research designed to investigate family dynamics, the outcomes of which can be used to 

develop strategies to support improved academic preparation within the family and the education 

system.  Future research, based on this design, can be used to develop strategies that educators 

can use professionally and share with families to improve the support families provide to their 

children. 

Over the years the existing research has been utilized by educators to increase the number 

of FGCS graduating from college.  The findings from the researcher’s indicated a need to in-

crease family involvement in education.  Therefore, the researcher from the present study advo-

cates more should be done to get families involved in their child’s education.  The participants 

suggested they benefitted from a nurturing family, building family and social capital, and learn-

ing about funding and other aspects of college from knowledgeable educators.  Many parents do 

want their child to attend college.  Understanding college can help reduce the stress families ex-

perience when encouraging their children to attend college.  Prioritizing the teaching of family 

proactive academic support strategies will improve how families support the academic behaviors 

of their children, increase the number of students recruited into college, and the influence subse-

quent college outcomes.  Social media could be instrumental in connecting families willing to 
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share tips about supporting academic success, developing competitive high school transcripts, 

dealing with college bureaucracy or tackling financial aid problems. 

FGCS represent a diverse population of students who will benefit from the development 

of additional programs and support to assist in meeting their academic goals.  Future research to 

investigate a broader FGCS spectrum will increase the robustness of this study.  Based on infor-

mation collected as part of this research, early preparation and encouraging awareness of college 

may help more FGCS aspire to attend college.  Tinto (2007) noticed that many colleges already 

provide programs to recruit and retain FGS.  Peer mentoring programs have met with great suc-

cess, as they appeal to students who doubt they will find friends with similar FGS experiences, 

and they help with peer tutoring and advise.   

Research should be conducted to collect experiential evidence that supports FGS college 

success.  Developing, applying, and tracking research could suggest effective early intervention 

strategies to support the identification of FGCS, college recruitment, and retention (Gorard et al. 

2012; Rouse & Kemple, 2009; Zhang et al, 2009).  Results from phenomenological studies are 

valuable to educators, as participants who have lived experience of the phenomenon can provide 

autobiographical insight.  The experiences of the FGCS in this study demonstrated that, regard-

less of race, FGS struggle with the transition to college and require support to help make a suc-

cessful transition.  Although preparation programs can effectively support college aspiration, 

many educators are unaware that federally funded programs exist or are unaware of how to pro-

vide students with access to these programs (Sanchez et al. 2016).  Middle and high school edu-

cators must encourage participation and increase awareness of the programs available to un-
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derrepresented students with college aspirations.  Although, such programs can be based on eli-

gibility, they can assist participants in build social capital and provide support interventions to 

students. 

Based on prior research and data collected for this current study, merely recruiting stu-

dents into college is not enough.  Once in college, students require extensive and systematic sup-

port which extends beyond the first year.  Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice (2007) revealed 

that first-generation, working-class students believe that effective retention programs should be 

ongoing and provided beyond the transition phase to help students to become fully immersed in 

college life.  One participant spoke of the benefits of being assigned a success coach to answer 

questions and help keep him on track.  As with Havlik et al. (2017), Longwell-Grice and Long-

well-Grice (2007) found that positive college interactions and faculty relationships are critical to 

retaining students.  Supplying additional professional development to faculty related to mentor-

ing and fostering positive interactions among students and faculty, and developing college 

knowledge would not only build self-esteem but empower students as mentors.  Gofen (2009) 

suggests that developing protective factors such as supportive friendships, participating in cam-

pus life courses, and in campus activities help to build student success and confidence.  One par-

ticipant noted that his success coach had dramatically affected his awareness of what his success 

meant to the college, making him feel well-informed, self-confident, and powerful.  This partici-

pant, in turn, looked for ways to help others. 

This research also found that college is worthwhile endeavor academically, socially, fi-

nancially, and can be used as a springboard into self-actualization.  Similar to Jones and Work-

man (2016), the research presented here found that college profoundly affects family dynamics, 

increases social mobility, improves career opportunities, and supports social networking.  Rouse 
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and Kemple (2009) found that once one member of a family attends college, subsequent family 

members are more likely to attend, thus increasing U.S. competitiveness on the global job mar-

ket.  College may not be for everyone, but each person who aspires to attend college should have 

the opportunity to pursue academic endeavors. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

This phenomenological study provided the researcher with an opportunity to directly 

study the phenomenon of being an FGCS by asking questions about the lived experiences of 

these former students.  Expanding this study to include additional FGS groups will help to im-

prove knowledge about FGCS issues and help to develop the strategies required to increase po-

tential FGCS interest in college.  Additional research is required to learn more about both tradi-

tional and nontraditional FGCS.  Throughout this study, participants strongly suggested that fam-

ily expectations and support were critical to how these students prepared, how they were re-

cruited, and their persistence in college.  Developing longitudinal studies to examine the needs of 

FGCS could provide additional opportunities to address the needs of these students by focusing 

on how to work with families to increase their engagement in supporting their child’s academic 

aspirations.  The study also suggested changes in academic policies which could improve out-

comes for FGCS. 

Participants’ responses to the interview script provided the researcher with useful insight 

into FGCS experience and suggestions for overcoming FGCS challenges.  As suggested in Chap-

ter 4, participant responses provided significant data related to FGCS issues and suggested deter-

mination, rather than privilege, played a more significant role than race.  Replicating this re-
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search in other communities or with additional FCS subgroups could help develop stronger con-

sensus regarding best practices to help FGCS prepare and persist in college.  More importantly, 

participant responses underscored how family support affects academic decisions. 

The number of FGCS entering and completing college grows continually.  Although this 

study provided some insight into the issues FGCS experience, more research could be developed 

to supply educators with strategies to address the needs of students struggling envision the bene-

fits of a college education and support college aspirations.  Furthermore, developing longitudinal 

studies which focus on: 

• identifying and tracking the effectiveness of student preparation programs; 

• providing educators with professional development which addresses preparing FGCS 

for college;  

• supporting FGCS college aspirations;  

• developing early family support programs to support college aspirations; 

• evaluating the effectiveness of linking families to FGCS or FGS mentor families who 

can share the methods they used to prepare their children for college and support their 

children throughout college; 

• the importance of educators and families proactively supporting college aspirations; 

• developing early preschool interventions and strategies educators can provide to fami-

lies who wish to support their child’s college aspirations; and  

• improving college recruitment and outcomes among FGCS. 

The suggestions for longitudinal studies should be applied to all of the groups which comprise 

FGS.  The researcher believes that learning about FGS successes and sharing the successes with 

potential FGS families could an increase the number of FGS meeting their college aspirations. 
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Sharing these findings will educate families by providing the families with relevant strategies to 

support their child’s college aspirations.  Stuber (2011) suggested that higher education research-

ers must explore the ongoing problem of leaving school and that administrators ought to continue 

to seek policy options to mitigate this problem.  Currently, the heavy emphasis on attrition masks 

the extent to which such students continue to be underrepresented on college campuses.  Stuber 

(2011) wrote, “By shifting the focus to those who remain on campus, more can be done to help 

them succeed socially and academically” (p. 117).  Families who have broken the intergenera-

tional cycle of noncollege attendance can mentor others (Gofen, 2009).  Gofen (2009) found that, 

even though most families expect their children to graduate, many are unable to translate expec-

tations into actionable plans for college success.  Helping more potential FGCS enter as tradi-

tional rather than nontraditional students increases the chances of more FGCS graduating. 

Similar to many potential FGCS, the participants selected for this research were, as re-

ported by Falcon (2015), capable of acclimating to college life and overcoming typical first-year 

college stress.  Future research should focus on how to identify potential FGCS during early 

years education and developing education classes to support parental education efforts to encour-

age and support their children to attend college.  This phenomenological study offered insight 

into the lived experiences of 10 successful FGCS.  Despite the large body of FGS research, very 

little of this research focuses on the impact of being a FGCS. 

All the participants discussed the role their families played in their college decision-mak-

ing process, and all attested that high school guidance counselors formulated their high school 

graduation plan.  The six traditional FGCS confirmed that the college expectations of their fami-

lies had a greater influence than race in their college decision.  The other four participants con-

firmed that their family disinterest in education limited their academic interest and that race 
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played no role in subsequent college success.  Even with family encouragement, the six tradi-

tional FGCS struggled to overcome confusion in college.  Only two participants reported that the 

high school counselors provided constructive college advice.  One male participant said his guid-

ance counselor advised him to take fewer challenging classes, while two participants (one male 

and one female) refused to meet with their high school guidance counselors after being told they 

were “not college material.” 

Improved course-to-career articulation policies could likewise reduce the time to degree 

completion and empower more professionals to acquire degrees.  One male participant in this re-

search complained, “My 4-year degree took six years.  Taking so many extra courses was frus-

trating.”  Colleges must improve credit articulation and reduce college expenses.  Such strategies 

will help students remain focused on completing course requirements in order to reduce the time 

and expense of attending college.  Nontraditional FGCS work experiences could be used, in part, 

as internships and micro-credentials.  More than 2,900 colleges now allow students to participate 

in the College Level Exam Program (CLEP).  Passing the five general CLEP exams costs ap-

proximately $400 and replace one year of college (Five ways to get college credit, 2019).  Port-

folios and micro-credentials provide additional alternative methods that colleges can offer to re-

duce the time and cost of college completion and can improve credit articulation. 

Developing resilience starts within the family, but not every family understands the im-

portance of resilience when sending a child to college.  The debilitating otherness of being FGCS 

can be mediated by sharing experiences with other FGS.  Therefore, as one participant sug-

gested, teaching parents about college grooming behaviors will help families to learn how to in-

still proactive academic attitudes and encourage more students to take advantage of available ac-
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ademic programs, networking opportunities, and leadership opportunities.  Future research fo-

cused on comparing the perceptions of groups which comprise FGS including minorities, stu-

dents from varied socioeconomic backgrounds, and traditional and nontraditional students will 

improve strategies used to enhance FGS graduation rates.  FGS regardless of race, socioeco-

nomic background students can experience significant issues during college (Adair, 2005; Havlik 

et al., 2017; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2016; van Manen, 2016).  Educators can share resources 

and strategies with families to motivate and prepare students to attend college. 

Two participants in this research suggested that precollege educators and counselors im-

pacted their decision to attend college.  This indicated that more educators require training to 

provide FGCS with strategies to support their students’ college aspirations.  Preparation plays a 

significant role in whether FGCS enter college as traditional students or delay college recruit-

ment until later in life.  Sharing what FGCS say supported their college decisions and what 

helped them to overcome college issues could encourage more FGCS to attend college. 

The researcher found that participants valued college support that assisted in streamlining 

the financial aid, credit articulation, and the matriculation process.  The participants also appreci-

ated personnel who respectfully answered questions, who seemed to know what they were doing, 

tried hard to get answers to their questions, or provided sound academic planning.  Inkelas et al., 

(2006) and Moschetti and Hudley (2015) have made similar findings, which suggests that stu-

dents want colleges to provide enhanced social support services, transition resources, and in-

creased financial assistance to improve FGCS experiences.  The researcher found that not all 

families consider education essential.  Therefore, neither did their children value education.  

Based on participant responses, family support notably affected academic behaviors and aspira-

tions.  The families instilled values and encouraged their child to succeed in college using grit. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this research was to examine the role race plays in FGCS’s success and to 

explore whether FGCS struggles were similar to other FGS.  The results from this study identi-

fied determination and family support, rather than race, as positive influences on college out-

comes.  The findings suggested that students, regardless of status, must possess grit and determi-

nation to succeed in college.  The findings further indicated that students navigating the educa-

tion pipeline require positive messages and expectations from their families and educators to be 

successful in college.   

This phenomenological study provided credence to the researcher’s suggestion that more 

research should be devoted to understanding FGS groups.  Despite the limited size of this study 

about FGCS the researcher found considerable differences among the participant experiences.  

Learning more about FGCS influences and behaviors will help steer college outcomes in a posi-

tive direction.  Educators at all educational levels need to become advocates for college attend-

ance.  College is a social and financial endeavor that frequently evades students whose families 

have not attended college.  The data from this research suggested that FGCS struggle to complete 

college; however, elements such as family support, expectations, sacrifice, educators, personal 

attributes related to determination, and grit contribute to FGCS college success, not race. 

Throughout this study the researcher noticed the vast differences among the traditional 

and non-traditional FGCS.  The six traditional FGCS suggested they were groomed to attend col-

lege.  Three of the nontraditional FGCS were motivated by career advancement and one nontra-

ditional FGCS admitted her family motivated her to complete college.  Arguably, the phenome-

non of being a traditional or nontraditional FGCS as well as grit impacted participants’ responses 

far more than being Caucasian.  The continued research about FGCS experiences will contribute 



 

176 

to an improved understanding of how to prepare FGCS to attend college and increase the number 

of FGCS graduates.  The collaborative efforts of researchers and educators can be used to de-

velop and implement strategies which will improve FGCS’ family engagement and student prep-

aration, recruitment, and retention.  
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Appendix A: Recruitment Flyer 

Participants Wanted for Study 

Are you the first member of your family to attend college? 

Share the experiences to help educators learn more about first generation students. 

Participants for this study must be: 

• a college graduate or near college completion 

• your parents did not attend college 

Text Lee @ [redacted]  
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Appendix B: Participant Qualification Checklist 

  

Subject to 

change based 

on recruitment. 

FGCS From College 

Grad 

Date 

Sex Major Time (Date) 

2nd interview 

Phone 

Number 

Email 

1. Charlotte               

2. Elizabeth               

3. Jane               

4. Georgiana               

5. Kitty               

6. George               

7. Darcy               

8. William               

9. Bingley               

10. Bennet               
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Appendix C: Preinterview, Interview, and Postinterview Checklist  

Physical Tools. 

• ____Locate a free area for holding scheduled interviews. 

• ____ Locate device for recording interviews and learn to use correctly. 

• ____ Locate physical backups in the field. 

• ____ Purchase refreshments 

• ____ Purchase incentives 

Organizing data 

• ____ Designate secure storage for data when not in use. 

• ____ Create a system for organizing data in physical or virtual files and folders. 

• ____ Designated binder for each participant. 

Data backup 

• ____ Back up data through secured connections? 

• ____ Where will you back up secured data to Google docs?  

• ____ All data saved in Google docs. Completed work transferred to word document. 

Sensitive data 

• ____ Complete protocol for anonymizing sensitive files in the field? 

• ____ Complete IRB approval. 

• ____ Secure all signed consent agreements and data for each participant. 

• ____ Plan to secure field notes when not in use. 

• ____ All interviews recorded using a voice recorder. 

• ____ All transcribed data confidentiality maintained by researcher by assigned pseu-

donym and number.  
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Appendix D: Interview Script 

Welcome to phase two of this study.  As you will recall you have agreed to participate in 

this investigation because you are a FGCS and you are interested in sharing your experiences re-

lated to preparing for and attending college.  Participating in this interview has limited potential 

for harm but could improve practices used to support positive experiences and successful out-

comes for FGCS.  I will record all. 

1. Describe what being a FGCS means to you? 

2. Describe experiences that were pivotal in compelling you to seek a college education? 

3. How did your early education experiences affect your decision to attend college?  

4. How have family, educational, or cultural experiences, impacted your decision to 

continue with your college education?  

5. What does college mean to you?  

6. What has been the hardest part of your college journey?  

7. How have your college experiences changed you thus far?  

8. Explain in detail how your college experiences disappointed, met, or exceeded your 

expectations?  

9. Describe the feelings you had as you navigated the college admission’s process.  

10. Who helped you along the way and how did their help make you feel or were you 

pushed into attending college?  

11. How has college affected how you feel about day-to-day life?  

12. Describe some difficulties you have experienced due to your decision to enter col-

lege. 

13. Describe some triumphs you have experienced. 



 

195 

14. Describe what keeps you going when times are tough?  

15. Describe your reaction when you discovered you had been accepted into college? 

16. Describe how you felt as you told people you were going to college and describe their 

reactions? 

17. What social skills and characteristics do you possess that you believe have influenced 

your academic decisions thus far? 

18. What have you done that demonstrates you would make a good candidate for college? 

19. What do you suggest schools should do to increase college success and increase 

FGCS recruitment? 

20. Which college preparation experiences were the most frustrating? 

21. Describe what could prevent you from attending college? 

22. What can colleges do to ensure people like you go to college or pick one college over 

another? 

Thank you for responding to my flyer and agreeing to participate in this study.  Your re-

sponses to my interview questions have been interesting and enlightening and have the potential 

to influence how educators support FGCS outcomes.  Do you have anything else to add or can 

you tell me what prompted you to participate in this study?  
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Appendix E: Study Synopsis 

First Generation Caucasian Students Wanted for a Research Study

• This research is conducted under the direction of Concordia University-Portland, doc-

toral candidate, Cora Lee Cross. 

• This research is being conducted to learn more about the experiences of first-genera-

tion Caucasian students as they prepared for, were accepted into, and persisted in col-

lege. 

• Individuals interested in participating in this study must be Caucasian students whose 

parents did not attend college. 

• In three phases, the participants will schedule individual face-to-face opportunity to 

share their experiences involving the struggles and triumphs they faced as they navi-

gated college life and discuss what college graduation meant to them.  Interviews will 

be held in designated areas or using Google Hangouts and finally, the participants 

will evaluate transcripts for accuracy. 

• Participants will be entered into a drawing for a $50 gift card for participating in all 

three phases of the interview process.  
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Appendix F: Informed Consent Agreement 

Concordia University-Portland 

Institutional Review Board  

Approved: 8/7/18; will Expire: 8/7/19 

Research Study Title: Examining Experiences Which Support First-Generation Caucasian Stu-

dents’ Decision to Attend College 

Principal Investigator: Cora Lee Cross 

Research Institution: Concordia University-Portland 

Faculty Advisor: Dr. David Kluth  

Purpose and what you will be doing: 

The purpose of this survey is to learn about FGCS.  We expect approximately 10 volunteers.  No 

one will be paid to be in the study.  We will begin enrollment on 8/7/18 and end enrollment on 

8/7/19.  To be in the study, you must be a FGCS.  This means that neither of your parents at-

tended college.  Individuals interested in participating in this study will respond to this flyer by 

completing a brief prescreening interview to determine qualifications to participate, participate in 

the main data collection interview, and complete the final member checking phase to assure the 

reliability of this study.  Completing these tasks should take less than three hours of your time. 

Risks: 

There are no risks to participating in this study other than providing your information.  However, 

we will protect your information.  Interviews will be audio record and recordings will be stored 

on a password-protected computer using password protection software.  All recordings will be 

transcribed by the principal investigator as soon as possible and recordings will be deleted as 

soon as the transcription is checked for accuracy and deemed accurate.  This destruction of re-

search data is allowed specifically for audio recordings, but all other research documents must be 

maintained for 3 years after the completion of the research project.  Any personal information 

provided will be coded so it cannot be linked to individual participants.  Any names or identify-

ing information given by participants will be kept securely via electronic encryption or locked 

inside the principle investigator’s home.  When the data are reviewed by any of the research in-

vestigators, no data will contain any names or identifying information relating to the research 

participants.  Only a secret code will be used to analyze the data.  Participants will not be identi-

fied in any publications or reports.  Information will be kept private at all times and all study 

documents will be destroyed 3 years after completion of the study. 

Benefits: 

Information you provide will help educators to improve strategies used to prepare, recruit, and 

retain FGCS in college.  You too could benefit from this, by having someone to share your expe-

riences with.  This study will benefit FGS overall by adding to a body of knowledge and filling a 

gap in the literature. 
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Confidentiality: 

This information will not be distributed to any other agency and will be kept private and confi-

dential.  The only exception to this is if a participant discloses abuse or neglect that causes seri-

ous concern for the participant’s immediate health and safety.  

Right to Withdraw: 

Your participation is greatly appreciated, please acknowledge that the questions you will be 

asked are personal in nature.  You are free at any point to choose not to engage with or to stop 

the study.  You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer.  This research is not compul-

sory and there is no penalty for not participating.  If at any time you experience a negative emo-

tion from answering the questions, the interview will be brought to an end.  

Contact Information: 

You will receive a copy of this consent form.  If you have questions you can talk to or write to 

the principal investigator, Cora Lee Cross at [redacted].  If you wish to speak to a participant ad-

vocate other than the investigator, you can write or call the director of the institutional review 

board, Dr. OraLee Branch (email redacted or call redacted). 

Your Statement of Consent:  

I have read the above information.  I asked questions if I had them, and my questions were an-

swered.  I volunteer my consent for this study. 

_______________________________ _____________ 

Participant Name    Date 

_______________________________ _____________ 

Participant Signature    Date 

_______________________________ _____________ 

Investigator Name    Date 

_______________________________ _____________ 

Investigator Signature    Date 

Investigator: Cora Lee Cross; [email: redacted] 

c/o: Professor David Kluth, Ed. D. 

Concordia University-Portland 

2811 NE Holman Street 

Portland, Oregon 97221  
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Appendix G: FGCS Connections 

  

 

Family influences are key to becoming  

Traditional or Non-traditional 

 

Building social capital and awareness of shared experiences 

influences positive college outcomes 
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Appendix H: Excerpt of Interview Coding Form  

Interviewer will listen for the following buzz words and note: preparation for college, family im-

pressions, college life, college academics, understanding college, college experience, and col-

lege. 

Describe what being a FGCS means to you? 

  

Response  Initial Coding Focused Coding 
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Appendix I: Statement of Original Work  

The Concordia University Doctorate of Education Program is a collaborative community of 

scholar-practitioners, who seek to transform society by pursuing ethically-informed, rigorously 

researched, inquiry-based projects that benefit professional, institutional, and local educational 

contexts.  Each member of the community affirms throughout their program of study, adherence 

to the principles and standards outlined in the Concordia University Academic Integrity Policy. 

This policy states the following: 

Statement of academic integrity. 

As a member of the Concordia University community, I will neither engage in fraudulent 

or unauthorized behaviors in the presentation and completion of my work, nor will I pro-

vide unauthorized assistance to others. 

Explanations: 

What does “fraudulent” mean? 

“Fraudulent” work is any material submitted for evaluation that is falsely or improperly 

presented as one’s own.  This includes, but is not limited to texts, graphics and other 

multi-media files appropriated from any source, including another individual, that are in-

tentionally presented as all or part of a candidate’s final work without full and complete 

documentation. 

What is “unauthorized” assistance? 

“Unauthorized assistance” refers to any support candidates solicit in the completion of 

their work, that has not been either explicitly specified as appropriate by the instructor, or 

any assistance that is understood in the class context as inappropriate.  This can include, 

but is not limited to: 
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Statement of original work (continued) 

• Use of unauthorized notes or another’s work during an online test, 

• Use of unauthorized notes or personal assistance in an online exam setting, 

• Inappropriate collaboration in preparation and/or completion of a project, 

• Unauthorized solicitation of professional resources for the completion of the work. 

I attest that: 

1. I have read, understood, and complied with all aspects of the Concordia University-

Portland Academic Integrity Policy during the development and writing of this disser-

tation.  

2. Where information and/or materials from outside sources have been used in the pro-

duction of this dissertation, all information and/or materials from outside sources 

have been properly referenced and all permissions required for use of the information 

and/or materials have been obtained, in accordance with research standards outlined 

in the Publication Manual of The American Psychological Association. 

C. Lee Cross 

Digital Signature 

 

Cora Lee Cross 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Name (Typed) 

 

April 13, 2019 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Date 
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