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Definitions are vital starting points for the 
imagination. What we cannot imagine cannot come 
into being. A good definition marks our starting 
point and let us know where we want to end up. 

As we move toward our desired destination we 
chart the journey, creating a map. 

We need a map to guide us on our journey to love-
starting with the place where we know what we 
mean when we speak of love. 

- bell hooks (All About Love)

Starting Point: Charting the Course 



Equitable/Equity-Minded: Perspective or mode of thinking exhibited by practitioners 
who call attention to patterns of inequity in student outcomes. These are people who 
are willing to take personal and institutional responsibility for the success of their 
students and critically reassess their own practices. (USC, Center for Urban Ed). 

Future-Thinking: engaging people in thinking deeply about complex issues, imagining 
new possibilities, connecting signals to larger patterns, connecting the past with the 
present, and the future. (Gorbis, 2019). 

Definitions



Transformative Student Success: Shifts lens towards assets that are often hidden or 
taken for granted. Places necessity of change on the institution to harness students’ 
assets and create an environment that fosters reproducible success. (Morrison, 
p.191. 2017) 

Definitions



Mama Ganda

Collect, 
Collect and 
Then Select 

To whom 
much is given, 
much is 
expected

Collect, Collect 
and then Select 

Lift as You Climb

To Whom Much is 
Given Much Is 
Expected
Charting our paths, grounded by our roots, 
to help us determine what forks in the road 
to take. 
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Dichos 

Sayings 
Reflecting on Ways of Knowing

http://www.state.gov/video/?videoid=60761567001


1. Name 

2. Share the Saying 

3. What’s the root of the saying? (who, 
when, where)

4. How has it helped you on your path 
today?

What is one saying that 
you remember that has 
stuck with you to this 
day?

Reflect and Share



Why this matters

Lived experiences and 
knowledge of first-
generation, college 
students are often 
overlooked, 
misunderstood, or 
exceptionalized. 

Increasing research 
highlights cultural 
mismatch between 
higher education 
institutions and the 
interdependence norms 
common in diverse 
student populations. 

There’s a window of 
opportunity to center 
equity, post-secondary 
value, and futures 
thinking to lead to more 
effective solutions to 
support expansive and 
transformative student 
success.



Equity of Higher Education 
Opportunities Report

If the ladder of educational opportunity rises high 
at the doors of some youth and scarcely rises at the 
doors of others, while at the same time formal 
education is made a prerequisite to occupational 
and social advance, then education may become the 
means, not of eliminating race and class 
distinctions, but of deepening and solidifying them. 

President Truman, 1947
Commission on Higher Education



Reauthorizations over 
the years led to the 
creation of the Pell 
Grant, TRIO and other 
educational opportunity 
programs.

Higher Education Act of 
1965

First-Generation 
introduced as part of the 
legislative lexicon to 
identify underserved 
students without 
referring to race or 
ethnicity.  

H.R. 5192: Education 
Amendments of 1980

First-generation student 
support is more 
commonplace and 
institutionally funded, 
yet complexity of 
definition continues. 

Present Day

Tracing First-Generation History

#trioworks



TRIO Innovations 
(Future Ready for that Time)

Intrusive Advising 

Strengths-Based Language
Culturally Deprived /Culturally Disadvantaged 
/Rurally Isolated

Culturally Relevant and Identity Conscious 
Work 

Historical Underpinnings of Equitable Student Success



First-Gen 
Students: 
Common 
Literature 



First-Gen 
Students: 
Emerging 
Literature 



Our Current Reality: 
Equity of Higher 
Education Opportunities 
Report

USA New 
Jersey 

Percentage of 18-24 year olds enrolled in 
post-secondary education (2017) 43% 46%

Percent of population 25 and older with a 
bachelor's degree or higher (2016) 32% 39%

College participation rates by low-income 
families (2016) 34% 56%

College participation rates by ethnicity 
(Hispanic/Latinx, 2017) 36% 40%

College participation rates by ethnicity 
(Black/African American, 2017) 36% 35%

College participation rates by ethnicity 
(White, 2017) 45% 48%

Source:  2019 Indicators of Higher Education Equity in the United States

http://pellinstitute.org/downloads/publications-Indicators_of_Higher_Education_Equity_in_the_US_2019_Historical_Trend_Report.pdf


Our Current Reality: Is college worth it? 



Beyond Access and 
Completion: 
Post-Secondary
Value

Students experience 
postsecondary value when 
provided equitable access and 
support to complete quality, 
affordable credentials that offer 
economic mobility and prepare 
them to advance racial and 
economic justice in our society. 



What does the future hold? 
Let’s get ready for it.              

The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of th  
Eleanor Roosevelt



Think, Pair, Share

❏ We will split up into new pairs.
❏ Introduce yourselves! 
❏ In your pairs, please use a phone and google “The Future of Higher 

Education” 
❏ Choose a link, read it and discuss it with your partner. 
❏ How could the future of higher education impact first-gen students at 

Rowan University? 

What trends do 
you see?

What’s causing 
changes in higher 

education?

What is possible 
for Rowan?

What should 
student success 

at Rowan look like 
in the future?

Colleague Discussion: Future Thinking, Future Ready  



Recap: 
Possible Futures for a 

Transformative, First-Gen and 
Future Ready Campus



Transformative Practices: What works for First-Gen Students?

Establish 
common 
definition

Institutional 
Change Engage advocates Conduct 

assessment

Dismantle silos
Create systems 

for data & 
research

Asset-based 
culture 

Leverage 
different models 

of support

Intentional First-
Generation 

Involvement 

Consider post 
completion 

Source: NASPA, Center for First-Gen Success Landscape 
Analysis Report



What does the literature tell us?

Practice 1: Promoting an institutional interdependent learning culture. 

Practice 2: Providing explicit support for achieving academic 
learning. 

Practice 3: Creating learning experiences that center 
communal goals. 

(Castillo-Montoya & Ives, 2021)

http://www.state.gov/video/?videoid=60761567001


How we communicate matters

Research Article: 

Unseen disadvantage: How American 
universities' focus on independence undermines 
the academic performance of first-generation 
college students 

(Stephens, et.al, 2012)

What they Did:
Welcome Letter with Independent 
Values vs Welcome Letter with 
Interdependent Values 

Which resonated with first-gen 
students?

https://www.csuchico.edu/freespeech/_assets/documents/access/stephens-2012---campus-focus-on-independence-undermines-first-gen.pdf
https://www.csuchico.edu/freespeech/_assets/documents/access/stephens-2012---campus-focus-on-independence-undermines-first-gen.pdf


What do interdependent learning 
opportunities look like?
● Offering cooperative independent studies so 

students can work collaboratively with faculty or 
peers. 

● Incorporating knowledge students have from their 
lived experiences as valuable knowledge in their 
learning, which entails expanding what counts as 
knowledge.



What does offering explicit support for academic learning look like?

● Developing learning strategies and academic 
confidence through creating multiple 
opportunities beyond standardized measurements 
for students to display knowledge and skills. 

● Scholars recommend instructors communicate 
clear expectations that are co-established with 
students. 

● Reframing the way we think about students 
preparedness and engagement- i.e. first-
generation students think they have to work 
harder on their own and often do not seek help 
until it is too late to improve their grade. 



What do learning experiences which center communal goals look like?

● Creating a sense of community and care 
in the classroom can increase first-
generation college students sense of 
belonging and persistence. 

● Peer interaction is crucial in helping first-
generation college students build 
relationships.

● First-generation students are often 
motivated by pro-social learning- being 
able to give back to their communities.  



The First-Gen Distinction: 
Centering Student Lived Experiences



Photo-Testimonios

Tradition of 
oral history 
and photo 
elicitation

Access 
Voice and 
Reflective 
Dialogue

Overcome power 
imbalances between 

researcher and 
practitioner

Illuminates 
what’s 

wrong and 
urges a call 

to action

(Romasanta & Liou, 2018)



Challenging the Dominant Narrative



Familial & Social Capital

(Romasanta, 2016)



Gratitude for College Opportunity

(Romasanta, 2016)



Work Ethic and Sacrifice

(Romasanta, 2016)



Pay it Forward

(Romasanta, 2016)



Create Create space for feedback, support, and connections. 

Centralize Centralize student voices & visions in student success design. 

Consider
Consider the pivotal role you play in being relevant and 
responsive to equity-minded, future-ready, equitable student 
success support.Consider

Centralize

Create





Lromasanta@ucdavis.edu | www.linkedin.com/in/lindsayromasanta

mailto:Lromasanta@ucsd.edu
http://www.linkedin.com/in/lindsayromasanta
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