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Executive Summary

Even before the onset of COVID-19, college degree attainment in the United States was necessary to acquire 
white-collar careers and financially stable earnings. Unfortunately, not all students obtain degrees at equal rates. 
Students whose parents never attained a degree (first-generation) and students from low-income backgrounds 
struggle to access college. Even if they eventually enroll in a post secondary institution, most do not complete 
their degrees. Many drop out with significant loan debt and no benefits from the credits they did obtain. 
COVID-19 has only exacerbated the inequities between these students and their more affluent and formally 
educated peers.

Various federal, state, and local programs exist to address these college attainment inequities and have existed 
since the 1960s. Additionally, copious research explores the challenges that first-generation and/or low-
income (FGLI) students face in accessing and succeeding in college. Unfortunately, despite all the interventions 

available, FGLI students still struggle to attain college degrees and positive 
experiences while in college, relative to their more privileged peers. 

Much research emphasizes the students’ deficits and fails to acknowledge 
the unique assets they bring to the realm of higher education. Furthermore, 
existing research only focuses on the role of the student or programmatic 
interventions. Little research has focused on practitioners’ knowledge, 
perceptions, and experiences with FGLI students and their educational 
journey.

This study explored practitioners’ perceptions of barriers that FGLI students face in five areas of need: access, 
financial, academic, social/personal, and professional. Using a qualitative survey, the study gauges the 
perceptions of 149 practitioners who work with FGLI high school students (access) and compares them to 
practitioners who work with FGLI students at the college level (success).

Using qualitative methods, perceptual disparities emerged between groups in these categories. Future research 
should explore the disparities in-depth to more closely examine the experiences of practitioners with FGLI 
students. I also recommend more interaction between access and success communities to better understand 
students’ needs throughout their educational journey.

Student success is not a lone feat. Practitioners and policymakers must know students’ needs to serve the next 
generation effectively. We—as practitioners and institutional leaders—can no longer afford to be siloed, and our 
attention cannot be limited to the classroom. We must cultivate authentic relationships with the students we 
serve beyond the classroom. If we do not know who our students are, we cannot help them.

Change starts with examining our own experiences, identities, and perceptions. The assumptions we make 
about students influence our interactions with them. If we design interventions based on flawed or incomplete 
information, we may ineffectively support them or inadvertently harm them. Practitioners and policymakers must 
understand students’ needs at secondary and post-secondary levels before designing and implementing policy 
and program interventions.
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Introduction

It is estimated that over 65% of jobs today require some form of post-secondary credential (Carnevale et 
al., 2013). Furthermore, in a 2020 newsletter from the Chronicle of Higher Education, the reporter shared an 
updated statistic from Carnevale at Georgetown’s Center on Education and Workforce Development. Carnevale 
predicted that by 2027, 70 percent of all jobs will require some education beyond high school (Blumenstyk, 
2020). While efforts to increase college access at national and local levels have improved in the past 50 years 
for first-generation and/or low-income (FGLI) students, degree attainment rates are still abysmally low for 
this population. Overall, only 11% of students that identify as both first-generation and low-income obtain a 
bachelor’s degree within six years (Engle & Tinto, 2008).

FGLI students often face many challenges when transitioning into post-secondary institutions that impact their 
ability to continue their studies. The rising costs of college, paired with inadequate financial aid packages, or 
heavily subsidized with loans, force students to work excessive hours to subsidize their academic costs and 
living expenses (Jones-White et al., 2014; Ziskin et al., 
2014). Many FGLI students may have attended high 
schools that did not challenge them academically. 
When they arrive at college, they may feel unprepared 
for the increased academic rigor of college curricula 
and fall behind in their studies (Stebleton & Soria, 2013). 
Even those who adjust to the rigor may feel a sense of 
separation from their faculty and peers, leading to a lack 
of support and mental health challenges (Stebleton, 
Soria, & Huesman Jr, 2014).

While these students face challenges, the research (and 
programmatic interventions based on research) too often 
discount the various assets these students bring to academia when adequately supported (Baldwin et al., 2021). 
Reflexivity, optimism, academic resilience, goal orientation, civic-mindedness, and proactiveness are traits that 
their experiences and identities provide (Hands, 2020).

These students cannot persist, let alone thrive, without support. Currently, most of the previous research focuses 
on the individual student’s experience or the impact of interventions on their success. Few studies examine the 
role and impact of working with these students at the K-12 (access) and post-secondary (success) levels.

It is well known that mentors, especially practitioners who work with students, play an integral role in students’ 
success (Kraft et al., 2021). What is unknown is how much practitioners know about the barriers their students 
face in accessing and succeeding in college and how this knowledge (or lack thereof) influences their interactions 
with students. This exploratory study examines this cognitive gap between access and success professionals.

The literature review will showcase the research on challenges students face in post-secondary education, 
primarily within four specific categories: Financial, Academic, Personal & Social, and Professional. The former 
three are often determinants of persistence and success in college (Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005). The last category 
(professional) may not be necessary for graduation but may be important for successfully transitioning into the 
workforce or graduate school after graduation.
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Literature Review

Demographically, students that are the first in their families to attend college represent a large population in 
post-secondary education. As of 2016, 56% of all college undergraduates, including students at both public 
and private universities and four-year and two-year institutions, were considered first-generation—where neither 
parent holds a bachelor’s degree (RTI International, 2019).

The proportion of first-generation students enrolled in college changes based on institutional type. First-
generation enrollment is higher in public community colleges, with 64% of students identifying as first-
generation. Furthermore, first-generation students are highly overrepresented at 4-year for-profit institutions, 
with over 72% of the student body being first-generation students. Representation at private non-profit schools, 
including the most prestigious and highly selective institutions, is remarkably lower, with only 43% of students 
identifying as first-generation (RTI International, 2019). This is important because first-generation students 
are less likely to attend selective institutions and less likely to attain a bachelor’s degree (Engle & Tinto, 2008; 
Executive Office of the President, 2014). They are also more likely to come from low-income backgrounds and 
identify as non-white (Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007).

Financially, FGLI students rely less on their parents to finance college and more on grants and loans (Mehta, 
Newbold & O’Rourke, 2011), may have lower levels of financial literacy skills such as budgeting and understanding 
credit cards (Lyons,2004), and are more likely to work excessively while in college to finance their education 
(Engle & Tinto,2008). Overall, financial aid can be a large determinant of college success.

Academically, first-generation and/or low-income (FGLI) students are less likely to be prepared for the rigors of 
college. They are less likely to take Advanced Placement (AP) or Dual Enrollment (DE) classes in high school 
(Cataldi, Bennett, & Chen, 2018), more likely to take remedial classes in college (Chen, 2016) and more likely 
to struggle with adequate studying and preparing for class (Stebleton & Soria, 2013). Additionally, the cultural 
stigma associated with accepting any type of support (financial or otherwise) may prevent them from asking for 
help. This could include financial support, academic support such as tutoring, or even emotional support such 
as counseling (Chaplot et al., 2015).

FGLI students also face challenges outside of the classroom when interacting with their peers and family. They 
are more likely to support their family while in college, face conflict with family, or feel guilty for leaving home 
(Engle, 2007; Covarrubias, Romero & Trivelli, 2015). They are also more likely to report feeling different from their 
more advantaged peers (Stebleton, Soria, & Huesman Jr, 2014) and experience Imposter Syndrome (Ward et 
al.,2012). While many people, regardless of background, have experienced Imposter Syndrome, it has a higher 
association with stress for first-generation students (Holden et al., 2021).

In other words, when first-generation students encounter stressful situations in or outside of class, they can feel 
like they don’t belong in academia. Imposter Syndrome has many definitions depending on the field, but one 
definition is, “the phenomenon of feeling like a fraud and like your successes aren’t really yours.” (Slank, 2019). 
Feeling inadequate combined with a perceived lack of support from peers, faculty, and family can lead to issues 
with mental health (Stebleton, Soria, & Huesman Jr, 2014), and those who feel inadequacy are more likely to leave 
college before earning a degree (Ishitani, 2003).”

Professionally, FGLI students often cite access to rewarding careers and financial stability as reasons for 
attending college (Bui, 2002; Gable,2021; Tate et al.,2015). However, these students often struggle connecting 
majors to specific career paths (Shelton, 2013; Levine & Aley, 2021; Toyokawa & DeWald, 2020) and are more 
likely to switch majors (Gable,2021). These students tend to pursue practical majors such as business and are 
less likely to pursue careers in the arts and humanities (Manzoni & Streib, 2019). Even if they attain a bachelor’s 
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degree, they are more likely to be underemployed after graduation (working in a job that does not require a 
degree) (RTI International, 2021).

While it is true that FGLI students face various challenges navigating post-secondary education, much of the 
focus of the research is deficit-based, focusing on what students lack and how they should adapt to the system 
instead of considering the unique value their experiences bring to their institutions and adapting the system to 
the student (Martin, Smith & Williams, 2018; Yosso, 2005).

One prominent example of a deficit-based approach is assuming that these students do not possess the 
necessary ‘cultural capital’ to navigate post-secondary education and that programs must help them accrue 
it. Cultural capital can be defined as “the distinctions that develop between individuals and groups due to 
differences in access to education, family background, occupation, and wealth, giving them advantages and 
serving as a signifier of an individual’s status within a group or society.” (Bell, 2013) Examples within higher 
education of cultural capital include knowing how to use office hours, change classes, declare a major, 
networking, and many others.

Other research addresses the systemic barriers within post-secondary education instead of trying to change 
the student. Sarah Goldrick-Rab’s research at the Hope Center (2016) emphasizes the rising cost of college that 
makes it unaffordable for even middle-class families and often leads to widespread food and housing insecurity 
among today’s college students. Colleges are encouraged to shift away from traditional academic methods, 
such as lectures, and implement more interactive, student-centered pedagogical methods (Knight & Wood, 
2005). Furthermore, higher education is charged with considering and supporting the needs of students beyond 
the classroom and in their social and emotional development (Conley, 2015). Collectively, the institution has a 
role in reforming its practices instead of focusing on individual change.

Kaye Monk-Morgan, Assistant Vice President of Academic Affairs at Wichita State University, captures this idea 
effectively, emphasizing the importance for colleges to be ‘student-ready’ instead of pushing students to be 
‘college-ready’:

“We’re sending students into environments that were not created with them in mind. We don’t have 
to hold their hands, but we have to walk beside them. Not because they’re at a deficit, but because 
the institution is not agile enough to effectively give them what they need to be successful.”1

While copious literature focuses on students or educational practices, few studies focus on the knowledge and 
backgrounds of practitioners—those who serve students in any capacity. There is some research on general 
staff within student affairs or with advisors in academic affairs, but not much on individuals who work specifically 
with FGLI students.

A recent case study explored the role of “practitioner-educators,” often those within student affairs, and their 
interactions with students of color in STEM disciplines. The study found that while these students more often 
sought out faculty for mentorships, practitioner-educator staff members were critical to supporting their needs 
outside of the classroom, such as securing housing or food resources, as well as connecting them to staff within 
the STEM fields of their interest (McCoy et al., 2020). However, the study focuses on the students’ perspectives 
and outcomes and does not analyze the practitioners’ qualities or knowledge of these students.

Another study focused on the role of advisors regarding the success of students of color at predominately 
white institutions (PWIs). They found that advisors who were perceived as proactive, authentic, and who 
holistically served students in multiple areas of need (academic, financial, social) were seen by students as more 

1	 Center for First-Generation Student Success, n.d.
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effective (Museus & Ravello,2021). While likely to help support FGLI students, these qualities do not indicate the 
knowledge of the barriers these students face both pre-college and during college.

Given the increasing research and policy focus on FGLI students, it is surprising that few studies focus on the 
practitioners’ knowledge regarding the challenges that FGLI students face within college access and success. 
The Center for First-Generation Student Success conducted a landscape survey of practitioners in 2018, but 
their results were limited to educational attainment level and their corresponding department placements: 

“Across practitioners, the most common level of education was the master’s degree with 65 
percent, followed by the doctoral degree with 27 percent. Survey respondents most commonly 
work in a division of student affairs (47 percent) followed by academic affairs (25 percent), student 
success (15 percent), enrollment management (7 percent), and diversity and inclusion (6 percent).” 
(Whitley, Benson, & Wesaw).

The same center recently published an annotated bibliography of all peer-reviewed research conducted 
between 2008-2019 on FGLI students. While there were various best practice recommendations (what 
practitioners should do), no research focused on practitioners’ knowledge, perceptions, and experiences 
(Baldwin et al., 2021).

Related to this is a case study conducted in 2021 that explored the institutional pressures university leaders 
placed on overworked practitioners, specifically academic advisors, when serving FGLI students. While this 
study offers an approach to better understanding the unique challenges that FGLI students face and the 
constraints that universities place on individual practitioners, the research does not explore the practitioners’ 
identity, perceptions, or knowledge regarding the FGLI experience (Hartley & Hayes).

In addition, a recently approved dissertation did investigate the impact of self-disclosure between FGLI 
career counselors and FGLI students. Specifically, it explored the effects of practitioners disclosing personal 
experiences related to their FGLI identity to support students better. The findings suggest that self-disclosure 
(i.e., hearing personal stories) benefited the student, particularly when choosing a major and planning a career 
(Cohen,2018). This study is perhaps one of the few that focuses on the knowledge and experiences of the 
practitioners but only explores career center professionals who identified as FGLI.

Given the lack of research on practitioners’ knowledge, beliefs, and identities, this study sought to examine 
practitioners’ perceptions regarding the challenges that FGLI students face in both accessing and succeeding 
in college. Using a qualitative survey design, we asked participants about specific characteristics regarding 
their position and identity (title, FGLI identity, TRIO work affiliation, access vs. success positionalities.). Finally, 
participants were asked to describe challenges they perceived that FGLI students faced in 5 categories: Access, 
Financial, Academic, Social & Personal, & Professional.
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Research Design & Methodology

Approximately 764 emails with the survey link were sent to individuals employed at various non-profit 
organizations, secondary schools, and colleges (see Appendix). Emails were also sent out to 7 group listservs;  
five targeted TRIO practitioners and two targeted practitioners that work with first-year and transfer students. 
While the number of subscribers to those listservs is unknown, it is estimated to be over a thousand 
practitioners. Emails were sent out over one week in late September 2021, and the survey closed in October.1

Email recipients were asked to complete a 10 to 15 minute survey to capture the perceived barriers that FGLI 
students face in accessing and persisting in college. Recipients were also asked to share with colleagues, 
coworkers, and friends who met eligibility criteria.

The following populations were eligible to take this survey: 

•	 High school teachers, counselors, and administrators
•	 College access staff (work with getting FGLI high school students into college)
•	 College success staff (work specifically with current college FGLI students)
•	 University faculty and staff that regularly interact with students

Participants were asked various questions to ascertain the exact nature of their role in working with FGLI 
students. The following factors were assessed:

I.	 TRIO or Local Institution Affiliation

This question determined the funding source and organizational approach to working with FGLI 
students. TRIO is a federal grant administered by the Department of Education (DOE) and constitutes 
some of the oldest college access and success programs in the U.S. These programs originated in the 
1960s and 1970s under Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty Initiative. Funding was provided for the three 
original programs: Upward Bound, Talent Search, and Student Support Services (SSS). The former two 
focus on college access while SSS supports current college students.

These competitive grants are awarded primarily to universities or non-profit organizations that administer 
them. Federal Legislation regulates the appropriate usage of funds, student eligibility, and program 
evaluation criteria.

Programs that are non-TRIO or locally funded often have greater flexibility in defining criteria for 
participation and how to best use their funds and other organizational resources. 

II.	 Work with FGLI students actively vs. passively

This aspect differentiates those who work with students of all backgrounds (passively), such as 
teachers, school counselors, professors, advisors, etc. Compared to those that work specifically with 
FGLI students (actively). The former would passively work with FGLI students, meaning FGLI students 
must seek support. The latter actively serves FGLI students as an intentional goal of a program or 
initiative.

III.	FGLI vs. Non-FGLI Identity

Did practitioners identify as first-generation and/or low-income (FGLI) while in college? Participants were 
asked to choose from one of the following four categories of identity below:

1.	 First generation (neither parent has a bachelor’s degree from a U.S. college)
2.	 Low income (qualified for need-based aid, such as Pell Grants)

2	 In addition, emails were obtained from a previous spreadsheet created for a previous independent study.
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3.	 Both first-generation and low-income
4.	 Neither first-generation nor low-income

Individual characteristics were also obtained, including:

1.	 Name
2.	 Email address
3.	 Title
4.	 Name of employer
5.	 State

Participants were informed at the beginning of the survey that all submissions would remain confidential to 
protect the individual identities of those responses. Definitions of the population were given as follows: 

“We define first-generation as those whose parents do not hold a bachelor’s degree from a U.S. 
College. We define low-income as a student who has lived below the poverty line. For high school 
students, this could be those who are eligible for free and reduced lunch. For college students, this 
could be students who receive need-based financial aid, such as Pell Grants.” 

Participants were then asked to share in a text box the perceived barriers they believe FGLI students face in  
five categories: 

1.	 Accessing college
2.	 Financial challenges in college
3.	 Academic challenges in college
4.	 Personal and/or social challenges in college
5.	 Professionally (preparing for life as a professional after graduation) in college

A total of 148 responses were acquired, yielding a very low response rate out of the possible thousands 
that potentially received recruitment emails. The COVID-19 pandemic may be an attribute of a low response 
rate because many practitioners may be wary of additional online interactions outside their already online 
work scope. Additionally, this study is exploratory, and more research will be needed to examine the role of 
practitioners on FGLI student success more robustly.

Of the 148 responses, three were not practitioners but were considered “expert researchers” in the population 
studied. Unfortunately, since researchers had too few responses, they were omitted due to the small sample 
size. Two responses were not practitioners or researchers in the field and were omitted as well. A total of five 
responses were removed from the analysis, leading to 143 participants that fit the study criteria: 
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Types of Respondents

Final Response Breakdown

A detailed breakdown of the remaining 143 responses is captured in the table below:

TYPE TRIO-FUNDED NON-TRIO ACTIVE PASSIVE FGLI NON-FGLI

Access: 14 22 31 5 32 4

Success: 63 44 61 46 80 27

Total: 77 66 92 51 112 31

A disparity means any variation over 10% in the responses to perceived barriers and challenges between the 
groups mentioned above.

Access
Practitioners

Success
Practitioners

Researchers
(excluded)

Not Researchers or
Practitioners (excluded)
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Analysis

Responses were first disaggregated into access and success practitioners to be analyzed separately. Identifying 
information, including name, title, employer, and email was hidden to provide anonymity to participants by 
separating their responses from their identities. 

Responses were first coded using an open coding format. Keywords or phrases from larger responses were 
separated and highlighted. This method was applied to all responses of a particular support category (access, 
financial, academic, social/personal, professional) for access and success before moving to another support 
category. 

Axial coding took place after all responses in all support categories were separated and openly coded. This 
helped find patterns or relationships between codes within each support category and develop key themes.  
This study found between 6-7 sub-themes for each of the five support categories defined below:

1.	 Access - Any barriers and challenges that students face with accessing college. 
These are challenges that students face before arriving on campus.

2.	 Financial - This category relates to students’ perceived financial challenges in 
college (once they arrive on campus).

3.	 Academic - This category relates to any perceived academic challenges or barriers 
students encounter in college.

4.	 Personal & Social - This category relates to any perceived personal or social 
challenges students encounter in college. 

5.	 Professional - This category relates to any perceived challenges FGLI students 
encounter professionally or during transition to a career or graduate school while  
in college.
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I.	 Access Sub-Themes

Among this category, six sub-themes emerged from the data:

ACCESS SUB-THEMES EXPLANATION

College Applications
Understanding how to complete college applications or 
anything regarding college admissions requirements.

Financial Aid & Affording College
Understanding Financial Aid Forms, Financial Aid Options, or 
unaware of costs incurred during college.

Family Support & Influence
Family not encouraging college attendance or the child feeling 
pressured to support them financially.

Institutional Barriers & Support
Not having access to programs and support in high school 
or college to aid in the college-going process, including 
counselors, mentors, field trips to colleges, teachers, etc.

Intersectional Identities
Race or class micro/macro-aggressions from high school 
personnel or peers; stereotype threat, Imposter Syndrome, etc.

College Exposures
Navigating the unspoken rules of Higher Ed; Not understanding 
whom to talk to or resources available.

II.	 Financial Sub-Themes

Within this category, six sub-themes emerged:

FINANCIAL SUB-THEMES EXPLANATION

Cost of Attendance (Survival)  
Expenses (COA)

Food, Housing, Transportation, Tuition, Books, Supplies,  
Fees, etc.

Thriving Expenses & Opportunities
Expenses beyond the COA to fund participation in 
Extracurriculars, Internships, Break Programming, Study 
Abroad, etc.

Working
Working to support self and/or family that interferes with 
college experience.

Understanding Financial Aid Options/
Requirements

Understanding Scholarship, GPA, or Major requirements for 
Financial Aid; Non-renewable Scholarships (ex: Freshman only 
scholarships).

Budgeting
Understanding how to manage money from Financial Aid & 
Manage Loans.

Family Influence Pressure to use money to provide for one’s family.
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III.	 Academic Sub-Themes

Within this category, six sub-themes emerged:

ACADEMIC SUB-THEMES EXPLANATION

Academic Preparation
Lack of High School Preparation & Opportunities before 
college, including study skills.

Seeking Support Asking for Help; seeking support or advice.

Imposter Syndrome & Mental Health Not feeling good enough; Challenges with mental Health.

Understanding Hidden Curriculum Unspoken rules of college relating to cultural capital.

Lack of Institutional Support
Lack of formal support systems and structures or personnel  
on campus.

Competing Demands
Managing obligations in and outside of the classroom, including 
work and family.

IV.	 Personal/Social Sub-Themes

Within this category, seven sub-themes emerged:

PERSONAL/SOCIAL SUB-THEMES EXPLANATION

Imposter Syndrome Feeling like they are not good enough or cannot achieve a goal.

Race Differences/Stigma
Differences due to race for people of color, including racism, 
microaggressions, or differences in cultural practices and 
needs due to race.

Self-worth & Belonging
Feeling alienated due to differences attributed to Socio-
economic, Parental Education Attainment, or Income; General 
Lack of Sense of Belonging; Difficulty making friends.

Finances & Working
Not being able to afford the Cost Of Attendance or expenses to 
socialize, like clubs, or having to work instead of socialize.

Pre-college Identity Separation
Homesickness; Losing Friends from high school; Feeling 
different from past friends and family due to college 
attendance.

Mental Health Self-Esteem, Anxiety, Depression; General Mental Health.

Family Support & Influence
Having to support family financially or family not supporting 
child educational endeavor.
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V.	 Professional/Career Sub-Themes

Within this category, seven sub-themes emerged:

PROFESSIONAL/CAREER SUB-THEMES EXPLANATION

Social Capital & Networking
Lack of professional connections; not knowing how to network 
and form professional relationships.

Job Search, Resume & Interview 
Preparation

Skills related to looking for jobs, writing resumes and cover 
letters, and preparing for interviews.

Understanding Career Pathways
Lack of connecting academic majors to career pathways or 
being unaware of the various professional pathways that exist.

Cultural Capital & Access to Thrive 
Opportunities

Related to knowing and using the hidden rules of higher 
education and affording opportunities for success, including 
internships, study abroad, extracurricular, etc.

Structural/Systemic
Being unaware of or unable to access current institutional 
supports, such as mentors, career centers, advisors, other 
supports, etc.

Transition

Being able to afford materials necessary to successfully 
transition from college to career or graduate school, such as 
professional attire, security deposits, relocation, rent, student 
debt, etc.

Imposter Syndrome & Lack of Skills  
for Success

Lack of confidence or lack of skills like technology, public 
speaking, etc.

Limitations

This study relied on convenience sampling and lacked a robust representation of all possible types of 
practitioners. Thus, findings are exploratory and should be interpreted with caution. Sample sizes varied greatly 
between groups, limiting analysis and comparisons. For example, only five responses were collected from 
passive access practitioners, compared to 46 passive success practitioners, which would limit any potential 
comparisons between the groups.

Another limiting factor is the repetition of issues among multiple categories. For instance, many respondents 
mentioned imposter syndrome and mental health in academic and social categories. Some may have 
misunderstood the question and mention the challenges students face in college within the access question. 
A few respondents mentioned all the issues in access and then did not answer the remaining questions. 
Mentioning all of the challenges students face in only one question or category (access or success) made it 
difficult to determine which issues most pertained to a certain category.

pellinstitute.org 13



Findings & Results

Practitioners who work with FGLI students in high school (access) may have different perceptions of the barriers 
and challenges these students face in post-secondary education than practitioners who work with FGLI 
students at the college level and vice versa. 

This study is a mere glimpse of a trend between access and success. More research is warranted to fully 
understand the differences in perceived challenges between the access and success community and its 
practical implications on student support.

Access Disparities

Of the six sub-themes mentioned above, significant variations (>10%) were found within only two: Family 
Support & Influence and College Exposure.

ACCESS DISPARITIES
% OF ACCESS PRACTITIONERS 

INDICATING BARRIER (n=36)
% OF SUCCESS PRACTITIONERS 

INDICATING BARRIER (n=107)

Family Support & Influence 44% 21%

College Exposure 31% 47%

More access practitioners mentioned Family Support & Influence issues than success practitioners (23% more). 
The opposite occurred for College Exposure, where success practitioners more frequently mentioned this as a 
challenge than access practitioners (16%).

Below are directly quoted examples from study participants. The letters A or S denote their status as a practitioner 
within access or success. The number denotes the particular respondent within each group in the data.

Family Support & Influence

The first quote from an access practitioner captures more of the nuanced challenges students face regarding 
family support or lack thereof. Moreover, this quote explicitly mentions the financial responsibility that many FGLI 
students have within their families and the perceptual guilt that students internalize when leaving families. Finally, 
the first quote mentions the challenges students face when obtaining financial documentation from families to 
complete financial aid documents, such as the FAFSA, a challenge not mentioned in the other two quotes from 
success practitioners.

The latter quotes in this theme from success practitioners also allude to these challenges but focus more on 
the physical caregiving responsibilities these students assume within their families and the financial fragility of 
families that may impact students while in college. Overall, family responsibilities is often an important detriment 
to an FGLI student’s post-secondary success (Engle,2007; Covarrubias, Romero & Trivelli, 2015). 

[A-8]: I believe that FGLI students experience personal hardships/challenges such as homelessness, lack 
of stability and sometimes lack of assistance from their parents/guardians-inability to provide financial 
documents for the FAFSA/TAP Applications. Family conflicts and guilt of leaving their families and financial 
responsibility at home if they have one.
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[S-60]: Family support is often very unstable for FGLI students. One small live event can snowball into crisis 
or financial hardship.

[S-75]: Lack of (constructive) family support, family expectations to contribute to eldercare/childcare/family 
business responsibilities.

College Exposure

The first two quotes focus more on the process or mechanism of college (How), alluding to college applications, 
deadlines, declaring majors, financial aid, etc. Had these students received more exposure to colleges, whether 
through parents, schools, or non-profits, they may have navigated these entry systems more effectively. The final 
quote focuses on the philosophical debate over the value of college (Why). The ‘How’ and ‘Why’ of college are 
central questions often unaddressed for FGLI students. College Exposure is a form of cultural capital mentioned 
in the literature review. 

[S-84]: Knowing processes, deadlines, required steps, resources available, and how to access them.

[S-92]: Lack of knowledge about choosing a major or accessing the university enrollment system.

[S-103]: Long-term benefit (post-secondary degree) vs. short-term outcome (going right into the workforce 
and getting a paycheck).

Financial Disparities

Of the six sub-themes, significant variations (>10%) were found within only two: Thriving Expenses & 
Opportunities and Working.

FINANCIAL DISPARITIES ACCESS RESPONSE RATE SUCCESS RESPONSE RATE

Thriving Expenses/
Opportunities

28% 13%

Working 19% 36%

More access practitioners noted Thriving Expenses/Opportunities issues than success practitioners (15% 
more). This disparity between the access and success groups was reversed for Working, where more success 
practitioners noted this issue than access practitioners (17% more).

Thriving Expenses/Opportunities

The first quote emphasizes activities that build student relationships and opportunities that build cultural 
exposure and social capital. The second quote focuses on self-comparison to more affluent college peers’ 
financial influence on FGLI students, who often want to belong. What is noteworthy about the final quote from a 
success practitioner is that most types of financial aid do not cover any of these activities.

The three quotes below allude to the various reasons students need funds beyond their Cost of Attendance 
(COA). It benefits themselves, society, and their more affluent peers by allowing them the opportunity to build 
relationships with those who come from different backgrounds than their own.
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[A-10]: Money to do some of the relationship building activities that support future professional networking. 
Also, if we believe opportunities like study abroad or alternative spring breaks are important to cultivating an 
engaged citizenry.

[A-33]: I think they feel like sometimes that they have to “keep up” with other college kids and they feel like 
they have to live that lifestyle. 

[S-53]: Money to socialize, study abroad, unpaid internships, and other extracurricular activities that are not 
always covered by scholarships or financial aid.

Working

The first quote alludes to the culture of work FGLI students often embrace out of necessity. The finding that many 
must work to pay for school is echoed in previous research (Engle & Tinto, 2008). The second quote highlights that 
many FGLI students have to work off-campus to earn more, which leads to working for employers who sometimes 
do not consider their educational pursuits and may even force them to prioritize their work over their education. 
As noticed, the first two quotes from access practitioners are relatively vague. The final quote from a success 
practitioner provides more detail and articulately captures these students’ dilemma in balancing work and school. 
They are often unaware of the more rigorous nature of college compared to high school and are often unable to 
balance school with work. Often, students may forgo some of their basic needs to afford supplies such as books.

[A-7]: Most have been brought up to work hard and they both NEED to work in order to stay in school, and 
they have been brought up to work, and to work hard. 

[A-27]: They can’t work on campus because the wages are too low so they work off campus for employers 
who want them to work more hours.

[S-72]: These students have to make difficult decisions when it comes to their finances. Sometimes they 
have to decide if they should pay a bill or buy their textbooks. Students are often unrealistic about the 
number of classes they can handle and the number of hours they can work. It quickly catches up with them, 
and they begin to question whether they will handle college because their grades start to suffer. These 
decisions trickle over to the hard decision of dropping classes or reducing the hours they work. It may seem 
like an easy decision, but not for students who depend on their income to finance their academic careers.

Academic Disparities

Of the six sub-themes, significant variations (>10%) were found within only two: Imposter Syndrome & Mental 
Health and Understanding the Hidden Curriculum.

ACADEMIC DISPARITIES ACCESS RESPONSE RATE SUCCESS RESPONSE RATE

Imposter Syndrome & 
Mental Health

19% 6%

Understanding Hidden 
Curriculum

25% 35%

More access practitioners noted issues related to Imposter Syndrome & Mental Health than success 
practitioners (13% more). This was reversed for Understanding Hidden Curriculum, where more success 
practitioners noted this as an issue than access practitioners (10% more).
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Imposter Syndrome & Mental Health

As expressed in the first quote from the access perspective, FGLI students often feel pressure from families 
and communities to succeed. They feel that pressure, but they also do not feel like their families understand the 
struggles they face in college and may often keep it to themselves. They also do not want others on campus 
to know about their struggles from home for fear of being judged. The second quote focuses more on the 
academic struggles they encounter and the feeling of academic inadequacy. The final quote generally alludes 
to their overall confidence in themselves, affecting their mental health. As mentioned earlier, the lack of support 
from peers, family, and faculty and feeling like they do not belong contribute to higher levels of stress and 
Imposter Syndrome, which can deteriorate their mental health (Ward et al.,2012). 

[A-10]: I think, in order for first gen students to make it as far as they have, they have had to excel and be 
somewhat extraordinary - they have the weight of their family and community expectations on their backs - 
so any failure is devastating. And they often feel like they can’t share their struggles with their families back 
home because they will be disappointed or the folks on campus because they will ‘discover’ that they don’t 
belong there.

[S-53]: Mental health and family stress, and they might not believe in themselves academically if they 
struggle with a subject, exam, or several classes, meaning they need to believe they are capable of 
bouncing back.

[S-84]: Mental health as it relates to their level of confidence (i.e. imposter syndrome).

Understanding Hidden Curriculum

The first quote discusses the challenges of the hidden curriculum, both in applying to college and securing 
academic support resources during college. The second quote continues this narrative and expands the 
challenges to include communication with faculty and staff as well as understanding career pathways and 
majors that lead to them. The final quote focuses more on understanding adequate academic preparation for 
class. These are all challenges that are ‘unwritten’ and not directly communicated to students. The assumption 
is that they should know what services are available, how much to study, how to communicate with college staff, 
and know how to connect majors to career pathways. Again, Hidden Curriculum would be a close relative to 
Cultural Capital mentioned in the literature review. Students who do not have parents that have college degrees 
are less likely to have the “cultural capital” to help their children navigate the hidden curriculum of college.

[S-23]: First Generation students don’t usually have the same type of support that a student would have if 
their parents attended university. University structures are constantly shifting in how they onboard students 
and review applications, and so First Gen students will walk into the process with no knowledge of how to 
work through the documentation or process of applying to colleges. Additionally, they likely won’t have the 
same knowledge of how to get support or resources for their academics.

[S-27]: Navigating higher ed lingo and processes; how to communicate with faculty; choosing a major; 
understanding career options and career information; understanding campus and community resources.

[S-31]: Lack of institutional knowledge (hidden curriculum), really knowing basic college strategies such as 
studying two hours for every hour in class, and even...’ what should I be doing when I study?’ Does that 
mean reading, homework...looking at notes? It really is a lot of throwing darts at the figurative academic wall 
unless guidance can be offered.

pellinstitute.org 17



Social/Personal Disparities

Significant variations (>9%) were found among the seven sub-themes within only two. While this is technically 
under the 10% difference threshold, Imposter Syndrome was so close to the threshold and was mentioned in 
other categories that was important to include:

Imposter Syndrome & Race Differences/Stigma

PERSONAL & SOCIAL  
DISPARITIES

ACCESS RESPONSE RATE SUCCESS RESPONSE RATE

Imposter Syndrome 31% 21.5%

Race Differences/Stigma 14% 4%

More access practitioners noted issues related to imposter syndrome than success practitioners (9.5% more). 
More access practitioners noted race-related challenges than success practitioners (10% more).

As a reminder, the following examples are directly quoted from study participants. The letters “A” or “S” denote 
their status as practitioners within either access or success. The number denotes the particular respondent 
within each group in the data.

Imposter Syndrome

Both the first and second quotes allude to a lack of self-confidence in one’s abilities in college. However, as 
evident in the second quote, they are genuinely shocked that an academic term expresses their insecurities. In 
the final quote, imposter syndrome has a more normative component: secret knowledge and information that 
everyone else knows except them. Imposter syndrome can take both forms, not feeling good enough and not 
being like everyone else.

[A-8]: I believe that some FGLI students do not initially envision themselves as capable of attending college.

[S-43]: The Imposter Syndrome is so real. When we have a grad student or professor present about 
Imposter Syndrome, students come up to me afterwards and are shocked at how much they identified with 
Imposter Syndrome. They feel like they are not good enough, smart enough, etc.

[S-90]: Feeling like they’re already behind, that there’s a secret everyone knows but they don’t.

Race Differences/Stigma

Being FGLI alone in college is difficult, but the challenges can be insurmountable for those who are also people of 
color. In the first quote, we see that they often immediately feel out of place on campus if most of their peers are 
white. College may be their first experience attending school with so many white students. Being a racial or ethnic 
minority on campus can lead to tokenization when conversations arise regarding race. White peers and staff may 
continually ask about their racialized experiences and assume that their opinions represent an entire race or culture. 

The second quote shifts the conversation from tokenization to microaggressions, covert words, and actions 
that seem innocent but are harmful and confusing to people of color and can quickly lead to a lack of sense 
of belonging. The final quote does not explicitly mention race, but the language barrier for parents can serve 
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as a proxy for racial and cultural differences. Students of color may feel the need to educate their peers on 
their experiences. Still, they may also be responsible for translating their lives to their families, living in different 
languages and cultures. Tokenization, microaggressions, and supporting family members can be a lot for a 
young college student, especially one who is both FGLI and a person of color.

[A-10]: I work with young people of color who come from communities where almost everyone looks like 
them or where they are not an anomaly. College is a traumatic experience in this way - where they are 
visually outsiders - but then often put in positions to educate the other young people around them about 
their experience and history as people of color. Whereas they are all just young people trying to figure 
themselves out.

[S-18]: Sometimes they are people of color on a very white campus and can struggle with microaggressions 
or just being treated like they don’t belong.

[S-83]: Many of these students are primary in their family structure - the family is depending on them either 
to work and contribute to the family, to take care of younger siblings, to support parents who may not speak 
the language etc.

Professional Disparities

Of the seven sub-themes, significant variations (>10%) were found within two: Cultural Capital & Access to 
Thrive Opportunities and Structural/Systemic:

PROFESSIONAL 
DISPARITIES

ACCESS RESPONSE RATE SUCCESS RESPONSE RATE

Cultural Capital & Access 
to Thrive Opportunities

36% 50%

Structural/Systemic 25% 9%

More success post-secondary practitioners noted issues related to Cultural Capital & Access to Thrive 
Opportunities than secondary practitioners (14% more). However, more secondary practitioners noted structural/
systemic challenges than post-secondary practitioners (16% more).

Cultural Capital & Access to Thrive Opportunities

[A-10]: The funds to attend conferences and pay membership fees. Information about internship grants if 
the internship is unpaid. Informal networking and relationship building opportunities.

[S-64]: Not having the financial means to afford to be able to travel to grad schools to see if they will be a 
good fit. Not having enough time to visit career services/career fairs/workshops because they are working 
part or full-time in order to be able to attend college.

[S-98]: For many, they have been told the college degree is the golden ticket and they just have to get a 
college degree and life will be better. As a result, emphasis is placed on academics (understandably) and 
being successful in college.

[S-100]: I think there is an increased likelihood that FGLI students don’t have people they talk with routinely 
about the steps they took in professional life. It may be stressful to confront the future, since college is a way 
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of putting that phase of life off. It may feel oddly disrespectful to your guardians to aspire to earn more or 
do more in a career. It may be that there’s just nobody telling them a degree alone won’t guarantee them a 
satisfying career.

The first quote identifies the capital accrued from experiences at conferences and internships and the potential 
social capital built when networking. The second quote mentions very similar challenges to the first quote and 
challenges to successfully enrolling in graduate school. The second quote describes an additional factor that 
often impedes FGLI engagement: time. The third quote alludes to a less acknowledged type of cultural capital in 
post-secondary institutions — life after college.

Few FGLI students are informed that college success requires more than just good grades. The final quote also 
identifies this cognitive barrier and speaks about the lack (and need) of professional mentorships. Families may be 
unable to or unwilling to (or both) provide career guidance to FGLI students. Cultural capital can come from many 
sources and many opportunities: family, peers, mentors, professors and in the form of experience.

Structural/Systemic

[A-6]: Many schools have support systems for freshman but these seem to disappear as they become 
upper classmen.

[A-14]: Inadequate exposure to internships, inadequate exposure to mentors and professionals in their 
chosen field, lack of sponsorship.

[A-20]: I also think there’s just a push to get to college, but then no one knows what to do after that. They 
may not have access to mentors and support systems in the same way as students who have a family 
history of college-going.

[S-7]: Finding role models among faculty and alumni.

[S-46]: Being in the wrong field. No Career Assessments, or discussions. Career Centers need to reach out 
more to these populations.

Focusing on structural challenges institutions face to adequately serve FGLI students, three quotes were 
included to capture this theme. Much of the focus has been on the student’s struggles rather than a lack of 
systemic support. The first quote speaks of a lack of systemic support in the later years of college, whereas the 
second quote specifically defines supports such as mentors and sponsors and lack of exposure to internships. 
This narrative opposes presents a counter perspective to one in which a student cannot find an internship. Here, 
the burden is placed on the university as a system. 

The third quote implies that students must inherit family knowledge to secure college support and mentors. The 
fourth quote emphasizes the importance of ‘role models’ among faculty and alumni. Sharing similar experiences 
and cultural backgrounds is important for FGLI students to look up to someone, especially in a position of 
authority. The final quote centers around the lack of career support and guidance. This respondent specifically 
placed that responsibility on career centers rather than attributing it to student deficiency. 

This category is important because it shifts the burden of responsibility from the student to the university, 
which should have a vested interest in the success of all students. The quotes above highlight the need for 
direct support, such as career and intern services and mentors, and indirect: hiring faculty and staff that share 
backgrounds and experiences with FGLI students.
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Discussion

The findings of this study may prompt practitioners, researchers, and policymakers alike to consider the 
influence of practitioners’ perceptions on student interactions when creating new programs or innovating 
established ones. Positionality, identity congruence (sharing FGLI identity), and role are all factors that inform 
and limit our perspectives when working with youth, FGLI or not. Below is an examination and discussion of the 
implications related to each category (Access, Financial, Academic, Social/Personal, Professional).

Access. In this study, access and success practitioners held differing perceptions of Family Support & Influence 
and College Exposure. Various theories are possible, but access practitioners may be more aware of the influence 
of family because they need this information to correctly complete college applications and financial aid forms. 
Conversations with the student about family experiences are likely to occur. Similarly, success counterparts may 
be more likely to notice the lack of exposure to college once students arrive due to their daily interactions with 
other students, faculty, staff, and college norms. Their access counterparts may not interact with FGLI students 
after enrollment and are less likely to notice the effects of ‘college knowledge’ on student outcomes.

The challenges mentioned by practitioners from both communities echo findings from previous research. FGLI 
students are more likely to provide financial support for their families and caregiving responsibilities to younger 
siblings or elderly members. They were also more likely to experience a sense of ‘survivors’ guilt’ for obtaining 
more opportunities than their parents (Engle,2007; Covarrubias, Romero & Trivelli, 2015). Similarly, lacking 
knowledge related to college applications, financial aid, ‘best fit’ and other terms related to college exposure or 
“college knowledge” is a predominant challenge for FGLI youth (Engle, 2007).

Financial. More access practitioners noted thriving expenses/opportunities issues than success practitioners. 
The opposite occurred when talking about issues related to working while in college. Perhaps success 
practitioners are more concerned with students being able to afford costs related to their cost of attendance 
(COA) since they were more likely to indicate working as an issue for FGLI students. Students who struggle to 
afford their COA expenses are unlikely to consider expenditures that may impact their experience beyond the 
classroom. Access practitioners may not see these challenges if they do not interact with students once enrolled.

It is no secret that FGLI students often work exorbitant hours to subsidize expenses not covered by their 
financial aid (Engle & Tinto,2008). Working too much can impede their ability to fully engage on campus within 
and beyond the classroom (Glass et al., 2017). Much of the recent literature focuses on affording basic needs 
such as housing, food, and other costs associated with living expenses while in college (Chaplot et al., 2015; 
Goldrick-Rab, 2016). These costs are needed to attend or ‘survive.’ Students often encounter costs beyond their 
basic needs necessary to ‘thrive’ or fully participate in activities such as studying abroad, socializing with peers, 
and participating in extra-curricular and professional development (Gable, 2021).

Academic. More access practitioners noted imposter syndrome and mental health issues regarding academic 
barriers than their success counterparts. Success practitioners were more likely to cite barriers related to 
the hidden curriculum (35%) than their access counterparts. Perhaps at the college level, students may be 
encouraged to discuss issues related to mental health with on-campus healthcare providers like student health 
rather than discuss these topics with success practitioners. Moreover, perhaps students are less likely to talk 
to practitioners housed within student affairs if they perceive their challenge as academic. Access practitioners 
may be more likely to hear phrases such as “I’m not smart enough” when discussing issues related to college 
applications, such as GPA and test score requirements, and thus more likely to note Imposter Syndrome as 
a perceived issue. Understanding the hidden curriculum seems more apparent once in college and more 
noticeable to those working with them. Working with students currently enrolled in college and navigating this 
hidden curriculum may be why success practitioners were more likely to cite challenges related to understanding 
the hidden curriculum.
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Research supports the perception that FGLI students do not feel ‘smart enough’ and lack confidence in their 
academic abilities compared to their college peers (Ward et al.,2012). Lack of support from family, peers, or 
faculty & staff coupled with feelings of inadequacy in their abilities can contribute to challenges with mental health 
and ultimately affect their academic performance, ability to graduate, and experience while in college (Stebleton, 
Soria, & Huesman Jr, 2014). While these students face challenges adapting to the increased academic rigor of 
college classes compared to the high school academics, much of the challenge is adapting to the hidden rules 
of academia, referred to as the “hidden curriculum” (Gable,2021). These rules are often not explicitly conveyed to 
students, such as the use of office hours, the purpose of a syllabus, and expectations of classroom participation.

Personal & Social. When asked about personal and social barriers FGLI students faced while in college, 
Imposter Syndrome emerged as a dominant issue. Again, more access practitioners noted this as an issue 
than success practitioners, but with a narrower margin (9.5%). Another theme that emerged was race-related 
challenges, with access practitioners more likely to note race differences and stigma as a challenge than 
success practitioners. There is no plausible explanation for more access practitioners mentioning issues related 
to Imposter Syndrome in college than success practitioners. Perhaps ‘not feeling good enough’ may be more 
prominent when discussing college options at the access level. Whatever the reason, further research should 
explore the perception of Imposter Syndrome between the two communities.

Fifty-four percent of first-generation students are also 
racial minorities, specifically Black or Latinx (Skomsvold, 
2014). These students are more likely to face challenges 
related to mental health, academic and social adjustment, 
and discrimination due to their race. For first-generation 
students of color who attend PWI, the racial differences 
often increase the marginalization and discrimination they 
face, further impeding their ability to graduate and have a 
positive college experience (Havlik et al., 2020).

Professional. More access practitioners noted Cultural Capital & Access to Thrive Opportunities regarding 
career development than success practitioners. The same is true for barriers that are systemic or structural in 
nature. Perhaps career development and transitions are more salient in college, and perhaps why more success 
practitioners note career and professional development challenges than their access counterparts. For structural 
or systemic issues, perhaps access practitioners might not know all of the college resources or supports 
available. Fewer success practitioners note these challenges because they are actively employed to address 
systemic issues at their institutions.

A 2010 study found that first-generation graduates struggled to navigate unfamiliar aspects of post-college life, 
such as choosing professional attire, 401k retirement plans, and managing finances. This knowledge is often 
unfamiliar to FGLI students and not taught in college. Unfortunately, there has not been much research on the 
professional challenges FGLI students face beyond graduation (Olson, 2014). However, there are programmatic 
efforts that help students develop cultural capital and be prepared for life after graduation. Programs like the 
Georgetown Scholars Program offer a professional development fund for FGLI students to purchase professional 
clothing for interviews and attend conferences or other events for professional development. Students are also 
mentored by alumni who help them prepare for and successfully transition out of college and into the professional 
world or graduate school following graduation. The program also addresses structural challenges students face by 
advocating for their needs to other staff and offices that interact with these students, including the career center, 
financial aid, and student affairs (Model | Georgetown Scholars Program, n.d.).
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Recommendations For Practice

Since practitioners perceive FGLI youth’s challenges in higher education differently, increased collaboration and 
professional development between the access and success communities are recommended. One suggestion 
could be for school districts to collaborate with colleges and universities to create an accessible, online 
curriculum that details FGLI students’ challenges in accessing and succeeding in college. This curriculum could 
become available to anyone that works with students, including teachers, school counselors, administrators, 
paraeducators, college faculty and staff, financial aid advisors, admissions officers, etc. Additionally, federal 
programs such as TRIO could create transition agreements and programs between TRIO Talent Search or 
Upward Bound programs and TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) programs at eligible institutions. 

When developing professional development material, it is important to consider the needs and assets of 
students ‘holistically.’ Consider their situations in each of these domains – financially, academically, personally/
socially, and professionally. In these conversations, it may be helpful to consider the perspectives of the 
admissions office, which often serves as intermediaries between the access and success communities.

Recommendations For Future Research

Future research should include more participants to obtain more robust data on the disparities between 
practitioners regarding student barriers, especially in the five support categories in this research. Using more 
qualitative methods, such as interviews or focus groups, may also provide a more nuanced understanding 
of practitioners’ barriers. Future research could collect more data on practitioners’ identities, including race, 
FGLI status in school, education experiences, and work experiences, to better understand their influences on 
practitioner perceptions of student challenges and ultimately, their interactions with students. This research 
did not examine their responses to previous professional experiences of practitioners, such as working with 
students at both the access and success levels. Institutional contexts (size, geography, governance) and 
demands may influence practitioner perceptions and interactions and warrant further research.

Engaging students directly to understand any potential disparities between their interactions with practitioners 
(teachers, counselors, principals, non-profit staff, etc.) at the secondary level compared to post-secondary 
practitioners may also be worth exploring. Students may receive varying messages and advice from 
practitioners at the secondary versus post-secondary level.

Future research should also discuss the barriers students face and ask practitioners what solutions they 
believe are necessary to mitigate these challenges. Finding solutions that both communities agree on may 
aid in developing interventions that support the entire life cycle of the student, both in secondary and post-
secondary education. While the lack of research on practitioners’ experience warrants further investigation of 
the role of practitioners, it is essential to note that future findings and solutions must be integrated into both the 
wider programmatic practices and policies of schools and institutions, as well as the local, state and federal 
agencies that support them. Solely changing the practices of student-facing practitioners without addressing 
the perceptions and beliefs of educational leaders, policymakers, foundations, and community leaders may be 
ineffective at influencing student success.
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Conclusion

College access (and later success) has been a desired destination for society since the 1960s. Over 50 years 
later, this dream remains elusive for millions of first-generation, low-income, and racially marginalized students. 
COVID-19 has taught us that grades, test scores, and attendance are not the only factors influencing student 
success, both in K-12 and post-secondary education. Students have needs beyond academics that must 
be addressed. Affording basic living expenses, caring for family, belonging with peers, and finding fulfilling, 
financially stable careers, are all daily challenges that cannot be ignored.

As practitioners and educational leaders, we cannot adequately serve these students if we do not take the 
time to understand the various financial, academic, social/personal, and professional barriers they continually 
encounter. The work of colleges and universities cannot be independent of their high school counterparts. 
Practitioners at the secondary level, including teachers, counselors, non-profit staff, and school districts must 
intentionally collaborate with practitioners at post-secondary institutions, including professors, financial aid 
advisors, admissions offices, student affairs staff, and non-profit professionals, to understand the challenges 
students face after leaving their care (and vice versa). 

The U.S. population is becoming increasingly racially and ethnically diverse. As more individuals immigrate to the 
U.S., the next generation will likely be the first generation to attend a U.S. college. The next generation needs 
and deserves a better educational system that holistically knows them, supports them, and provides a seamless 
transition between K-12 and higher education. The emerging post-pandemic era provides the educational 
sector a unique opportunity to rebuild itself on a newer, more intentional educational and social foundation. 
Students’ needs and voices must be centered in this new foundation, which is only possible when both realms 
of education collectively agree on their purpose and how to collectively support future generations.
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Appendex: Survey
3/16/22, 2:51 PM First Generation & Low Income Student Awareness Survey

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1RHDx3ldrEvJUKxRGNdcwO7jol7-JvYRXmZrdYosFWqk/edit 1/5

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

In conjunction with the Pell Institute, we are seeking to understand the challenges that first-
generation and low-income (FGLI) students face, both in accessing college, as well as 
persisting and transitioning out of higher education. We are looking to understand these 
barriers through those that regularly interact with students at both the secondary and post-
secondary level. Please use your experience interacting with students to complete this 10-15 
minute survey. All answers provided will remain confidential. If you have any questions, please 
feel free to contact me at jlf9mf@virginia.edu

* Required
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6.

Mark only one oval.

Other:

I am a High School Counselor

I am a High School Teacher

I am a College Access Program Official-work with getting high school students into
college

I am a College Success Program Official-work specifically with current college FGLI
students

I am A University Faculty or Staff Member

I am A Research Expert on FGLI students

7.

Mark only one oval.

Yes

No

8.

Mark only one oval.

First Generation (neither parent has a bachelors degree from a U.S. college)

Low Income (qualified for need based aid, such as Pell Grants)

Both First Generation & Low-Income

Neither First-Generation nor Low-Income
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9.

Mark only one oval.

Other:

LinkedIn

Empowering First Generation Facebook Group

Email

Coworker/Colleague Referral

Please answer the following questions as it relates to your knowledge and/or 
experience working with first-generation and/or low-income students. We define first-
generation as those whose parents do not hold a Bachelors degree from a U.S. College. 
We define low-income as a student that has lived below the poverty line. For high school 
students, this could be those that are eligible for free and reduced lunch. For college 
students, this could be used for students that receive need-based financial aid, such as 
Pell Grants. 

10.

11.
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12.

13.

14.

15.

Check all that apply.

I would be interested in speaking about these issues via interview

I would be interested in participating in a focus group with others in my field
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