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Abstract: The majority of empirical literature on first generation college students (FGCSs) in the U.S.
asserts that because their parents did not attend college, FGCSs are lacking important resources to
be successful in college. However, this results in a deficit-based approach to the study of FGCSs
that tends to highlight the differences between first-generation and continuing-education students.
However, FGCSs possess a wealth of resources from parents and families that make them successful,
and that are often ignored in research. Asset-based approaches to the study of FGCSs are becoming
more frequent in the form of books, book chapters, and white papers; however, published empirical
research has yet to adopt this approach. As a result, a deeper understanding of FGCSs’ experiences
is essential to advancing diversity and equity in higher education. To begin to address this gap, a
systematic literature review of empirical studies following the PRISMA framework was conducted
on first generation college students and family support; the literature was critically reviewed and
future directions for the field were identified. Applying a critical, cultural, and familial lens to the
study of first-generation college students will contribute to reframing the research narrative towards
an asset-based narrative.

Keywords: first generation college students; family support; PRISMA

1. Introduction

College can be a challenging time for any young student, but it can be especially
difficult for first-generation college students (FGCSs) defined as those college students
whose parents did not go to college. FGCSs must navigate the collegiate system without the
knowledge of parents who have already done it. Previous research in the U.S. has found
that FGCSs are more likely to come from low socioeconomic status families, to be an ethnic
or racial minority, and are more likely than non-first-generation students (also known as
continuing education students) to leave college without a degree [1]. Despite families of
FGCSs often having limited information or experience with college, many FGCSs look to
their family as their first source of both emotional (e.g., listening, encouraging, advising)
and instrumental (tangible, physical, financial) support during the transition to college
and throughout college. Research findings on the amount and types of support received
from these relationships have been mixed; some FGCSs have reported that emotional
support from family members and friends from home was one of their main reasons for
not dropping out of college [2], while other research [3] found that FGCSs had less social
support from family and friends than their continuing education peers.

Most research articles on FGCSs begin by highlighting the challenges that make it
look like the odds are stacked against FGCSs. Even when family is recognized as a source
of support and contributing to increased rates of motivation and degree completion, that
is often followed with how higher education peers have different and more support. The
result is that most of the empirical FGCSs literature has done an excellent job highlighting
the differences between FGCSs and their continuing education peers, but using a deficit
approach. As other sources of information such as books, book chapters, and research
reports begin to challenge this approach, research on FGCSs needs to take a deeper dive
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and explore the things that make FGCSs successful. One critical next step is conducting
research on FGCSs family relationships and support. As Gofen [4] suggests, FGCSs succeed
because of their family backgrounds not despite them. Whether chosen or biological,
everyone comes from a family. Families are where individuals are socialized—where they
learn cultural norms, customs, and beliefs. FGCSs gain their status from their family; they
are the first to go to college. While a majority of the previous empirical literature and
discourse may see this as a disadvantage or something that these students are lacking in
the collegiate system, it should instead be viewed as a strength. A critical race perspective
and theoretical models such as the Community Cultural Wealth Model [5] and Family
Capital [4] are key examples of lenses that focus on the strengths families provide to their
FGCSs and more specifically on the cultural wealth students of color possess. This pivot
can help to build an asset-based narrative in research that will contribute to improving
equity and diversity in higher education.

A deeper understanding of FGCSs experiences is undoubtedly essential to advancing
diversity and equity in higher education. To begin to address this gap, the empirical
literature on FGCSs and family support was critically reviewed. Specifically, the aim of
this critical review was to understand how the role of family support for FGCSs has been
conceptualized and operationalized in the published empirical literature and to identify
gaps in the field for future research. Knowledge provided by this critical review can help
social scientists and researchers in identifying potential frameworks, conceptualizations,
and next steps to further the FGCSs literature in the U.S.

2. Search Process

The goal of this critical review was to examine the empirical literature on FGCSs in the
U.S. and the support they receive from their families. This review included empirical, peer
reviewed studies about FGCSs and the support they did or did not receive from family
members during the transition to or during college. Family support either had to be men-
tioned in the study title, abstract, methods, or results/discussion sections. Book chapters,
blogs, and other non-empirical sources were not included. While the authors recognize
that the work in many of these non-peer-reviewed outlets take an asset-based approach
to the exploration of FGCSs experiences, the goal of this review was to critically review
peer-reviewed empirical research; exploring books and grey literature that appear outside
of traditional academic publication outlets is an important opportunity for future work.

A systematic literature review following the PRISMA framework was conducted to
ensure the inclusion of all relevant articles (see Figure 1). Databases that were searched
included PsychInfo, Academic Search Premier, EducationSource, ERIC, Scopus, Social
Service Abstracts, Business Source Premiere, and Google Scholar. Search terms combined
three main categories; FGCSs, family relationships, and support to reveal a total of 550
articles across all sources. See Table 1 for a complete list of search terms and combinations.
The abstracts and full text of the 550 articles were examined based on the inclusion criteria
below resulting in the final 12 article sample. Once the 12 articles had been identified, the
second author as well as two additional researchers met to evaluate the chosen articles.
Articles were reviewed following the inclusion and exclusion criteria below, and approved
by all four researchers.
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Figure 1. PRISMA Model for Article Inclusion.

Table 1. Search Terms.

Combine the Concepts with AND

Combine the search
terms with OR

First-Generation
College Students Family Relationships Support

First in family
students

Family relationships
(parent-child, mother,

father)
Family support

Post-secondary
education Social networks Family inclusion

Low income students Social capital Family engagement
TRIO Networks Family influences

Underrepresented
students Social connections Social support

Network analysis Parental support
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3. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To be included in the critical review several criteria had to be met. First, only those
studies that were conducted with students who attended four-year universities in the
United States were included. Community colleges and two-year associate degree programs
are generally nonresidential campuses, and the experiences of FGCSs are likely to be very
different than the experiences of FGCSs at four-year universities. Limiting the geographic
location to the United States ensures that the participants in these studies were experiencing
some of the same challenges within the educational system. For example, students in a
country that does not have student loans may have a very different experience compared
to FGCSs in the United States. While institutions across the United States may have
different policies and practices, limiting the government policies and systems around higher
education allows researchers the ability to compare FGCSs’ experiences. Additionally, the
United States has a complicated and unique history of ethnic and social class divisions.
Limiting the scope of the research to the United States allows us to better examine these
specific impacts on FGCSs in the U.S. The researchers, however, acknowledge that there is
a wealth of FG studies centered in other countries, including the UK [6]; the field would be
well served by a critical review of this research as well.

Second, articles were only included if they had been published during the past 10
years (from 2010–2019) and included a sample of participants who were current students
during that time frame; studies that only included college counselors or parent samples
were excluded, with the expectation that the experiences of college students are best told
by college students themselves. This timeframe was based on the economic recession that
occurred in the United States from 2007–2009. During the 2011–2012 academic school year,
62% of undergraduate students were either first in their families to attend college or their
parents had some college experience but not a bachelor’s degree [7]. However, the recession
increased the cost of attending college and with it came a more frequent questioning if
college was “really worth it”. Therefore, to obtain a more accurate sense of the current
FGCS experience, the search was limited to the last ten years, after the economic recession.
It is important to note the limitations of publication dates, as data are often collected,
analyzed and conceptualized several years before the official publication date; focusing
this review on recent literature helps ensure it reflects the most current empirical literature.

In this paper, the theoretical approaches utilized in this group of articles will be
examined, followed by a review of the methods and analyses as well as a review of
findings. Critiques and suggestions for future research will be integrated throughout.

4. Personal Interpretive Framework

In order to continue with the critical review of the existing literature, it is important
to first situate both authors’ personal, ontological, epistemological, and axiological beliefs
to set the context for the following critique. The first author who took the lead on con-
ceptualizing and identifying the scope of this review starts from a social constructivist
interpretive framework. Keeping in line with this framework, this critique was conducted
with the ontological belief that there are multiple realities and these realities are constructed
through our lived experiences and interactions with others, the epistemological belief that
this reality is co-constructed between the researcher and participants and is shaped by
individual experiences, and the axiological belief that individual’s values should be privi-
leged [8]. When applied to this critical review of the literature, it is recognized that each
FGCSs’ experience of college is their own reality and is shaped by their personal lived
experience, background, and identities; privilege or oppression based on race or ethnicity,
class, gender, mental abilities, gender identity, and sexual preference directly impact and
shape a person’s experiences and realities [8].

5. Theory

Of the twelve articles reviewed, eight articles utilized or made mention of a theoretical
framework [2,9–14] while two mentioned a specific theory in the literature review but did
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not explicitly state how they applied or were guided by the theory [15,16], and the final
study utilized a guiding framework [17].

5.1. Social and Cultural Capital Theories

Social and cultural capital theories have been widely used across the higher education
literature to examine the various inequalities FGCSs face in the college environment as
compared to their continuing education peers. Social capital is defined as the “networks
together with shared norms, values and understandings that facilitate co-operation within
or among groups” [18], p.103. Cultural capital is defined as the skills, knowledge, and
attitudes of the dominant culture [19]. Applied to FGCSs, the general premise of these
theories is that because the parents of FGCSs did not go to college, and the families tend
to be of lower socioeconomic status, the students are unprepared for college and/or are
“lacking” the support and resources that are needed for a successful college career (because
college is structured by White, middle- and upper-class values and norms).

From a social capital perspective, the more capital a person has, the more successful
they will be. Two of the articles specifically discussed social capital in terms of college
as a form of social mobility [12,20]; however, they did so in different ways. Hinz [20]
utilized cultural capital theory as a rationale for how social classes are culturally distinct
while Lee and Kramer [12] focused specifically on Bourdieu’s [21] concept of Habitus,
which the authors conceptualized as fluid with constantly changing characteristics. In
addition, Hinz [20] attempted to replicate or expand on the class identity reformation
model. Developed by Hurst [22], this model is based on the argument that college students
will have to choose either their working-class identity or their new middle-class identity
because the two oppose one another.

Two other articles utilized social capital theory [13,14]; however, they focused on parental
support (emotional and informational) or the parent’s role during the transition to college.
Interestingly, Nichols and Islas [21] conceptualized cultural capital as an enactment of social
capital and operationalized this as a concerted cultivation parenting style. Although they
mentioned Bourdieu, they used Lin’s [23,24] conceptualization of social capital which focuses on
access to resources through network ties. They examined three forms of social capital: resources
embedded in social structures, accessibility to those resources, and use of those resources.
Sy et al. [14] mentioned social capital theory and used Coleman’s [25] conceptualization to link
social support to social capital theory. However, they only have one sentence on this theory and
no application of social capital theory to FGCSs.

5.2. Atheoretical

Three articles did not use a theoretical framework. The first [15] included three studies
on FGCSs that were integrated into one paper and had no formal theory section. The second
article [3] used the concept of academic acculturative stress to examine the idea that higher
education settings have a certain middle- and upper-middle-class culture that FGCSs do
not have, and the transition to this environment can create stress for FGCSs. However, the
authors do not articulate a theoretical argument to support this claim. The third article [17]
approached the study of family support from a communications perspective and utilized
memorable messages as a guiding framework. This framework highlights the important
messages that FGCSs remembered receiving from family members and provides a glimpse
into family socialization processes.

5.3. Additional Theoretical Perspectives Applied to Family Support

The remaining six articles each used different theories to address varying topics that
surround family support and FGCSs. Roksa and Kinsley [16] utilized Tinto’s [26] theory
on college student departure to make the case for including family support in the college
student literature. In his book, Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of Student
Attrition [26], Tinto identified three reasons for student departure: academic difficulties,
the inability of individuals to resolve their educational and occupational goals, and failure
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to become or remain immersed in the intellectual and social life of the institution. In 2006,
Tinto revised his theory to integrate family support, consequently removing the expectation
from the model that students need to separate from family to be successful [27]. Roksa and
Kinsley [16] utilized this theory to argue that those students who integrate more fully into
college and have more family support will have stronger commitments to their educational
goals and the institution. These strong commitments would in turn increase students’
wanting to complete their degree.

Irlbeck and colleagues [11] tested Astin’s [28] involvement theory and the Input
(previous circumstances; e.g., parental/family encouragement)–Environment (current
experiences during college)–Outcome (satisfaction with the college and university) model
to examine motivations for enrollment and students’ support systems. This theory is
very similar to Tinto’s [26] in that both suggest that the more involved students are in
college and the more support students have, the more successful they will be. School
involvement, such as participating in clubs, groups, or other university activities has been
linked to increased retention and better academic outcomes for FGCSs [29]. For example,
RTI International [1] found that one of the main reasons for FGCSs dropping out was
lacking a sense of belonging on the college campus. The finding that FGCSs often lack a
sense of belonging on campus has been supported by other studies that suggest that FGCSs
are less likely than their continuing education peers to be involved in campus groups and
clubs such as recreation sports teams, sororities and fraternities, as well as other on-campus
social clubs [30].

Covarrubias and colleagues [10] utilized cultural mismatch theory to examine family roles
and two forms of independence for FGCSs. Cultural mismatch theory states that when the
cultural norms of college do not match the norms of the institutions’ underrepresented social
groups, inequality is produced. This theory is similar to some of the tenets of cultural capital
theory as well as Tinto’s theory of student departure. For example, all three contend that there
is a dominant culture of the academic system that FGCSs are not a part of, and this mismatch
between the academic culture and students’ home culture leads to disparities (such as higher
dropout rates and less student engagement) for this underrepresented group.

Azmitia and colleagues [2] used Erikson’s [31] lifespan theory of identity development
and social identity theory [32]. Erikson proposed that young adults are in a transition
period, as family, friendships, and romantic relationships begin to shift. These transitions
are impacted by culture, group membership, and historical context. Social identity theory
examines the portion of an individual’s self-concept that is derived from their membership
in a social group [33]. Azmitia and colleagues [2] utilized these theories together to
highlight first generation status as a social identity and argue that college is a critical
transition period in terms of shaping this identity. They further explored how this identity
influenced feelings of belonging on campus and persistence to degree completion.

Finally, Covarrubias and colleagues [9] extended Piorkowski’s [34] theory of survivor
guilt to FGCSs by examining achievement guilt. Achievement guilt is the guilt FGCSs feel
when becoming more educated than their family members; this guilt may be more salient
in groups that place high value on the family. Covarrubias and colleagues [9] argued that
the family context is important for the adjustment and success of FGCSs. Of the studies
which used theory to inform our understanding of family support, Covarrubias et al. [9] is
one of only three articles that begins to look specifically at the family context as a source of
support beyond students inheriting the FGCSs label from their parents.

5.4. Theory Critique

Each article in this review addresses a different issue that FGCSs face, from social
mobility and achievement guilt, to family support and changing family relationships.
However, the common theme among them is that the structure of the higher education
system is culturally and financially different from what FGCSs or their parents have
previously experienced. Despite recognizing the family as an important support system,
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source of motivation, and also a source of potential stress, only three of the twelve articles
integrated a theory that put family at the center of analysis.

FGCSs gain their status of first in their family to attend college from their parents.
Their values, morals, and culture are also learned from their family. Therefore, it is
important for researchers to place the family in a more central role when examining the
experiences of FGCSs. However, the theories applied in this group of articles are not
specific to college or to family systems. Tinto’s model of institutional departure and Astin’s
Input–Environment–Outcome Model were the only theories mentioned that originated to
specifically examine the college experience. While achievement guilt is applied specifically
to FGCSs, it is not a formal theory but instead a concept extended from the larger survivor
guilt theory. This extension of theory, however, is a model of how scholars can use
theoretical perspectives and conceptual models to place FGCSs and their families at the
center of research questions, and data analysis. In their article on memorable messages,
Wang [17] utilized a communications framework in order to center FGCSs and their families.
Wang [17] examined the important messages that FGCSs remembered receiving from family
members about college and demonstrated how critical family socialization processes are
for FGCSs.

Finally, a number of studies utilized social and cultural capital theories. However,
a major disadvantage of using social and cultural capital theories is the wide range of
ways in which social and cultural capital have been theorized, conceptualized, and applied
throughout the higher education literature. These frameworks have been critiqued as being
too simplistic in their explanation of inequalities between FGCSs and their continuing
education peers as they ignore the structural and systemic issues of prejudice in the
collegiate system [5]. A further critique is that some conceptualizations of social capital
do not account for student’s own resilience and agency. Applying a systemic or critical
race lens in conjunction with these theories may be a first step towards understanding the
family strengths and supports of FGCSs. For example, utilizing a critical race perspective,
Yosso [5] critiqued the way Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital has been conceptualized
in education research. While the general premise may be that the more capital a person
has, the more successful they will be, Bourdieu contends that the collegiate system is ruled
by White, upper-middle-class values and ideals. Yosso [5] states that “his [Bourdieu’s]
theory of cultural capital has been used to assert that some communities are culturally
wealthy while others are culturally poor. This interpretation of Bourdieu exposes White,
middle-class culture as the standard, and therefore all other forms and expressions of
‘culture’ are judged in comparison to this ‘norm’” (p. 76).

Using this lens, students who are not White and middle class are inherently lacking
in some way. To begin to create a counter narrative, Yosso [5] developed the Community
Cultural Wealth model compromised of six different types of capital: aspirational, naviga-
tional, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant. This alternative approach to thinking about
capital highlights the “knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts possessed and utilized
by Communities of Color to survive and resist macro- and micro-forms of oppression”
(p. 77). In this model, familial capital is a form of cultural wealth defined as “those cultural
knowledges nurtured among familia (kin) that carry a sense of community, history, mem-
ory, and cultural intuition” (p. 79). Utilizing a theoretical framework that is centered on
the wealth students of color possess shifts the focus of research away from a deficit-based
model towards research that can transform the educational system to create and sustain
diversity and equity in higher education [5].

Despite articles published prior to 2010 being excluded because they were considered
to not be representative of the current challenges FGCSs face given the current economic
state, all the theories presented date back at least twenty years. So much has changed in the
last twenty years in terms of our thinking and understanding of culture, family, diversity,
and society. As the COVID-19 pandemic continues, the impacts and implications on college
education are only just starting to come into view; post-2020 will perhaps be another critical
area for study. For example, Jaschik [35] reported that preliminary data from The Common
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App suggests that while undergraduate acceptances for the Fall 2021 semester are up at
the larger competitive institutions, applications from FGCSs and fee waiver students are
down, even with several big universities having waived college admission fees, as well as
not requiring SAT or ACT scores. If we are committed to diversity and equity in higher
education, particular attention will need to be paid to the gaps the COVID-19 pandemic
has widened.

In searching for studies on family support, these twelve articles were identified as
focusing on family, and all twelve used a different theory or different conceptualization of
the theory. Theory is crucial to research because it guides the researcher. Once tested and
proven, a theory not only helps to explain a phenomenon or behavior but also informs the
researcher on what to pay attention to in future studies in terms of selection of concepts
to study, use of validated measures, and expected associations. Placing FGCSs and their
families at the center of theoretical consideration may provide the missing link to help
unify studies so that results may be more easily compared across studies. Explicitly, this
would mean, first, centering the family (and opening family to include family beyond
parents, including kin). Second, an agreed upon definition of FGCSs (discussed further in
the sampling critique section) is needed. Third, studies and conceptual models must be
built around the contemporary higher education context, which includes an urgent need to
advance diversity and equity in higher education and consider how the current pandemic
may be systematically disadvantaging low income FGCSs of color.

6. Methods
6.1. Study Design

Five of the reviewed studies were qualitative [10 (n = 34); 20 (n = 16); 11 (n = 10); 15;
17 (n = 30)). Longwell-Grice et al. [15] used a collection of three separate studies that all
included qualitative methods (n = 9, n = 14, n = 40) for a total of seven qualitative studies.

Of the seven qualitative studies, six utilized face-to-face semistructured interviews
[10,11,15,17,20]. Irlbeck et al. [11] conducted two interviews via telephone due to schedul-
ing conflicts while study three in the Longwell-Grice [15] collection utilized focus groups
and follow-up individual interviews. Qualitative approaches, when mentioned, included
grounded theory [10], case studies [11], an interpretive paradigm [17], symbolic interaction-
ism [15] (study 2), and a naturalistic constructivist paradigm [20]. One-time interviews and
focus groups ranged from 30 min to three hours, with one study including two, three, or
four 30–45-min interviews with participants [15] (study 2). While each type of qualitative
method has its strengths and weaknesses, in general, qualitative studies can be extremely
useful for research exploring an underexplored topic without established measures or a
body of research to inform future work, for research designed to center participants’ voices
or experiences or their understanding of their experiences, or to gather rich and detailed
information about a phenomenon. The utilization of case studies, focus groups, and indi-
vidual interviews provides researchers with rich detail and the ability to ask participants
follow-up questions to clarify their responses and researchers’ understanding rather than
make assumptions or reduce participants’ experiences to a quantitative mean. Qualitative
data has frequently been used by FGCSs researchers in order to understand FGCSs diverse
and individual unique experiences.

Four studies were conducted using cross sectional quantitative methodologies [2,9,14,16]
of which three conducted online surveys [2,9,14]. Roksa and Kinsley [16] utilized secondary
data from the Wisconsin Financial Aid Study (WicAid). Cross-sectional data examines data
at one time point, limiting the ability of researchers to be able to determine causality and
the possibility of bidirectionality in relationships. However, specifically examining FGCSs
family relationships using cross sectional quantitative data begins to illuminate the possible
relationships between FGCSs and family support and provides important directions for
future research.
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6.2. Sampling

All studies utilized convenience sampling but approached it in different ways. Conve-
nience sampling is a nonrandom type of sampling that is popularly utilized in the study of
FGCSs due to researchers’ ease of access to student samples at their own institutions; it
enables researchers to collect data quickly and at a very low cost. Recruitment occurred
in undergraduate psychology or other courses [2,9,10,13], through university listservs or
admissions records [11,15] (Study 2), [14,17], and a FGCSs organization [20].

Though convenience sampling has its benefits, it is not without its disadvantages;
samples recruited for convenience are not chosen at random. It is unlikely that a conve-
nience sample will be representative of the population being studied and would certainly
not be representative of FGCSs. This impacts the generalizability of findings. In addition,
sampling from only one university further limits the generalizability of findings to other
institutions. While studies in this critical review represented both public and private insti-
tutions, few studies used national samples, and the majority instead settled on convenience
sampling. While it is impossible for every study to have a nationally representative sample,
more attention needs to be paid to the geographic distribution of FGCSs studies. For
example, only one of the 14 articles examined results from the Southern United States while
the vast majority sampled from California, the Midwest, and the upper east. There are not
enough studies to know if geographic location or going out of state may influence FGCS
experiences; admissions processes and supports available for FGCSs certainly differ across
the country. Therefore, it is important for researchers to consider the location and types of
institutions sampled and the potential generalizability of study results.

Although sampling is more typically considered in quantitative research and the goal
of many types of qualitative research is not to be generalizable across all populations,
qualitative FGCS researchers have unique sampling challenges. FGCS researchers should
pay particular attention to the limitations in their sampling to ensure sampling allows them
to capture the diversity of FGCS experiences and supports research questions/aims/goals
that address gaps in the literature.

6.3. Sample Characteristics
6.3.1. First Generation Status

FGCS status was defined a number of ways across these studies. Four studies defined
FGCSs as students whose parents did not have a college degree [14–16,20]. Five studies
defined FGCSs as those students whose parents had earned a high school diploma or less
or those students with parents who did not have a 4-year college degree [10,11,13,17]. The
remaining two studies defined FGCSs as the first person in one’s immediate family to
attend college [2,9]. However, Covarrubias et al. (2015, [9]) reported that if participants
answered no to being the first person in their immediate family to go to college, students
were prompted with which parent went to college, suggesting they did not include siblings
in their criteria of immediate family.

Lee and Kramer [12] never refer to their sample as FGCSs. Instead, they use the term
“nonelite” to describe three groups of participants; low income (family made less than $40,000
a year and neither parent had a 4-year college degree), working class (family made above
$40,000 a year, neither parent had a 4-year degree, and parents worked blue collar jobs), and
lower-middle class (income below $80,000 and only one parent had a 4-year degree).

How studies define FGCSs is important not only to the interpretation but also to
the implications of a given study. In the FGCSs literature, there is some debate among
researchers on how group inclusion should be determined. Some believe the term applies
to those whose parents have never gone to college while others define it as those whose
parents never received a 4-year college degree. Others argue it does not apply only to
parents, but to be a FGCS you must be the first person in your family (sometimes specified
as immediate) to complete college. Many studies use definitions set by federal programs
such as TRiO, and acceptance and eligibility for Pell Grants, both programs define FGCSs
as those whose biological parents did not complete a four-year college degree. In 2018
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Toutkoushian and colleagues [36] analyzed eight different definitions of FGCSs and found
that, depending on the definition, the percent of FGCSs in the full sample of the Education
Longitudinal Study varied from 22% to 77%. The inconsistency in definitions of FGCSs
makes it difficult to compare results across studies or even know who is a FGCS. For
example, in this critical review, this inconsistency means that a potential FGCS participant
in the Roksa and Kinsley [16] study may not have been eligible to participate in the
Hinz [20] study if their parent had an associate’s degree, and would not have been eligible
to participate in the Jenkins et al. [2] study if they had an older sibling who went to
college. Unless research can show that these various definitions produce statistically
insignificant differences and differences that do not impact the FGCSs experience, it is
crucial researchers create one consistent definition of FGCSs in order to further the field of
FGCSs. Additionally, one study did not define their sample as first generation and instead
used the term “nonelite” even though grouping was determined by parents’ education level
and Pell Grant financial status [12]. Labeling a group of students as “nonelite” suggests
a deficit approach and what is perhaps an unsupported distinction between groups of
students. This brings to light the issue of researchers not labeling FGCS samples as such
and begs the question of what the FGCS label really means.

6.3.2. Age and Grade Level

Only two of the seven qualitative studies provided the mean age of participants and
ages ranged from 19–22 [10,17]. Participant ages for the quantitative studies ranged from
18–20, with one study not reporting participant ages [16]. None of the mixed methods
studies reported the age ranges of participants. One study [13] reported the age range of
all students at the university where the study was conducted as between ages 18–22.

Across the seven qualitative studies there was representation of all collegiate grade
levels including first year students, sophomores, juniors, seniors, 5th year undergraduates,
graduate students, and one recent college graduate. All four quantitative studies sampled
undergraduate FGCSs. Two quantitative studies as well as one mixed methods study [13]
specifically focused on first-time, first-year students [14,16]. The other two quantitative
studies did not mention the grade level of participants. All mixed methods studies were
longitudinal [2,12] with the baseline being when students were in their first year of college.

FGCSs report higher dropout rates than continuing education students after the first
year and are more likely to be older students and students who are returning to school [37].
Therefore, knowing the age and grade level of study participants is essential to being able
to apply findings to other FGCSs samples, and to understanding the support needs of
FGCSs who are a demographically diverse group of students. For example, many studies
on FGCSs tend to focus on the transition to college and the first year of college. This makes
sense because FGCSs are more likely to drop out after the first year [37]. Examining what is
happening during this transition and first year is a crucial first step in understanding how
to increase FGCSs retention and degree completion. However, more studies are needed
that explore beyond the first year of college because the college experience is undoubtedly
different depending on the grade level of the student. There are also very few studies
on FGCSs after degree completion and throughout their transition to work. Only one is
presently known to the authors [38]. If the final years of college are mentioned, it is usually
only statistics reporting graduation rates and time to degree completion. There are very
few studies examining the life experiences of FGCSs after college. As the cost of tuition
continues to rise, FGCSs are likely considering the costs (literal and figurative) and benefits
associated with going to college. When people go to college, it is with the expectation/hope
of “better” employment and so considering trajectories through college and to the post
college experience is important to determining if it is “worth it” for FGCSs. Understanding
more thoroughly the goals of college for FGCSs would aid in helping to develop specific
supports for FGCSs both during and after college. A first step in achieving this aim is to
move beyond the transition to and the first year of college and implement longitudinal
studies on the entire college experience of FGCSs.
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If the field of FGCSs is to move forward and improve strategies for supporting
FGCSs then research needs to use an asset-based approach that does not center on the
deficits of FGCSs but on the strengths. Having a deeper understanding of the assets that
enable FGCSs to succeed will help universities, counselors, and families better support
FGCSs not just during that critical transition to college and during the first year but also
throughout college.

6.3.3. Race/Ethnicity and Gender

FGCSs are more likely to be racial and ethnic minorities than their continuing ed-
ucation peers. However, three of the qualitative studies included predominately White
samples. A recent report from The U.S. Department of Education [39] found that 49% of
FGCSs were White as compared to 70% of continuing education students. Black students
represented 14% of FGCSs, compared to 11% of continuing education college students, and
Hispanic students represented 27% of FGCSs, compared to 9% of continuing education
students. This means that there are fewer White FGCSs than White continuing education
students, and the majority of FGCSs are ethnic minorities; however, White FGCSs make
up the majority of the FGCSs samples in the literature which is counter to advancing
diversity and equity in higher education. There were two exceptions to this: one study
focused specifically on Latin American men [15] (Study 3) and one study was conducted
at a Hispanic serving institution [10]. Study 2 in the Longwell-Grice collection [15] and
Irlbeck et al. [11] did not report demographic information on participants. In addition, only
four of the seven qualitative studies reported participant gender [10,15] (Study 3, 17, 20),
and of these studies, only one reported more male than female participants [15] (Study 1).

All four quantitative studies utilized both continuing education and FGCSs samples
and had more female than male participants and were split on race and ethnicity with
two including predominately White samples and two including predominately Latina or
students of Mexican descent. Sy and colleagues [14] had an all-female sample (N = 339);
25% were White, 49% Latina, 19% were Asian American, and 7% were other. Jenkins and
colleagues [2] had N = 1647 participants with n = 368 being FGCSs. Of those 368 FGCSs;
70% were female, 52% were White, 15% African American, 5% Asian, 24% Hispanic,
and 4% other. Covarrubias and colleagues [9] had N = 255 participants and 195 were
female. Covarrubias et al. [9] reported 49 participants were FGCSs but did not provide
the specific gender breakdown for the FGCSs; there were 14 White FGCSs and 35 Mexican
descent FGCSs. Covarrubias et al. [9] reported overall race and ethnicity as 102 Mexican-
descent students (40%) and 153 White students (60%). Roksa and Kinsley [16] had N = 728
participants in their sample; however, the reported statistics for gender and race were
uninterpretable (a mean and standard deviation for gender and race in which they grouped
together African American, Hispanic, Southeast Asian, Native American, and multicultural
students). Means and standard deviations are not the appropriate statistics for reporting
gender or race and ethnicity. There was no additional information outside of the table with
participant demographics; therefore, the gender and race distribution of the sample could
not be determined.

For the mixed methods studies, Lee and Kramer [12] did not provide any demographic
information on interview participants but the quantitative data consisted of participants
with the following demographics: 27.8% White, 25.7% Black, 12.2% Hispanic, 19.9% Asian,
14.4% multiracial; 59.8% female. Nichols and Islas [13] reported an interview sample of
43% male participants: 34.1% European American, 31.7% Latino/Hispanic, 29.3% Asian
American/Pacific Islander, 0% African American, and 6.8% multiracial participants. Azmi-
tia and colleagues [2] reported a primarily female sample with their 6-year study of 214
students; 79 FGCSs; 67% female; 35% White, 21% Latinx, 17% Asian Pacific Islander, 20%
Black, and 4% Native. Their cross-sectional study [2] consisted of 361 FGCSs; 60% female;
48% Latinx, 19% Asian, 15% White, 10% Pacific Islander, 5% mixed, and 3% other.

Yosso [5] conceptualizes a culture of wealth by highlighting previous research that
has utilized a critical race lens to center the cultures of students of color. She discusses
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research that has been conducted to demonstrate the ways in which culture can nurture
and empower students of color [40,41] and ways in which extended family members
provide critical access to community knowledge [42,43]. For example, African American
students have access to community strengths including solidarity, family traditions, and
“the deeply spiritual values passed from generation to generation in most African American
communities” [44], p. 123.

While it is important to study every group’s experience, the college experience of
each group is markedly different, as highlighted by Yosso. For example, many FGCSs are
from lower-income families and minoritized racial and ethnic groups and, as a result, may
have experienced more stressful situations (e.g., discrimination) while growing up and also
different barriers to higher education because of race and gender as compared to White
FGCSs and their continuing education peers [2].

In order to better develop and enact change that is beneficial for students, research
needs to include a representative sample of the FGCSs population. Specifically, this means
that FGCSs have multiple identities other than their first-generation status, including
gender and race. One way that researchers may be able to better understand the FGCSs
experience is to oversample students with intersecting identities. Oversampling is the
recruiting of respondents to participate in a study so that a group makes up a larger share
of the sample than they do in the population. By weighting the oversampled groups in
analyses, statistics reflect trends in the larger population; this approach helps ensure results
are more representative while limiting the potential for bias [45]. Study 3 in Longwell-Grice
et al. [15] and Covarrubias et al. [10] are examples of purposeful oversampling; Latin
American men and students from a Hispanic serving institution were sampled. However,
these results cannot be generalized outside their specific institutions as these institutions
provide very different contexts for college students than primarily White institutions. Other
researchers must also begin to recognize the intersecting identities of FGCSs as central to
their research questions and interpretation of results.

While purposeful sampling is one strategy for improving research on FGCSs, it is not
the only approach needed to understand the various barriers facing FGCSs. Nguyen and
Nguyen [46] caution researchers against “using the FGS term as a proxy for social class or
conflating it with another category of analysis not only diminishes the complicated nature
of social inequality [47], it also wipes away the multiple, intricately tied paths of other
categories of analysis that operate across time and space, hindering the opportunity to
effectively address students’ challenges” (p. 164). For example, a White male continuing
education student will face fewer barriers and challenges to his college education compared
to a Latina female. Therefore, it is important researchers begin to ask more sophisticated
research questions and use measures that capture the complexity of students’ experiences
to understand how the intersecting identities of FGCSs impact their varied experiences.

Research participants recruited from college campuses using convenience sampling
tend to include samples that are primarily White and female [48]. Consistent with this,
most of the articles in this review contained more female than male participants, unless
a male sample was specifically sought out. Research has shown that first generation
students are not only more likely to be female [49], they are also less likely to persist to
graduation [50] and more likely to experience higher levels of stress compared to their
male counterparts [14]. However, none of the studies included genders other than male or
female. We know gender is not binary and is instead a fluid spectrum. Studies that only
include response options for sex assigned at birth (i.e., male and female) fail to recognize
the experiences of transgender students. Room must be made for students to be able to
report their gender identity. It is important for researchers to ensure that all populations’
experiences are being heard and examined; therefore, it is essential that research studies
provide accurate and descriptive information on their research participant samples as well
as consider other recruitment methods to recruit more diverse samples. FGCSs are not a
homogenous group, and therefore, they should not be treated as such.
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Several studies did not report or accurately report the race/ethnicity or gender of
their sample. This is particularly alarming for several reasons. At its most basic level,
researchers should provide enough information in their articles that others can replicate
their method. If basic descriptive information on the sample is not provided or the wrong
statistics are reported, resulting in confusion or uncertainty regarding participants, then it
is not meeting the very base level qualifications of research. Second, if research is to inform
practice, policy, or contribute to equity and diversity in higher education, it is crucial that
the characteristics of the sample be accurately provided so that researchers, community
leaders, universities, and policy makers know what populations the given results apply
to. Journal editors and reviewers must ensure that the research that is being published
and disseminated includes the essential component of participant demographics and is
inclusive of all gender identities.

6.4. Measures of Family Support

Due to the broad scope of this critical review, a wide range of family supports were
measured. Wang [17] examined the memorable messages FGCSs remember from parents
and family about college. Sample interview questions included, “Describe a memorable
message you received from a parent or parental figure about the role that a college education
should play in your life” and, “Describe a memorable message you received from a parent
or parental figure about the role that family should play in your life”. In Study 1 and Study
2 in the Longwell-Grice et al. [15] collection, participants were specifically asked about the
FGCS experience and changes to family relationships. For example, in Study 1, participants
were asked, “Can you describe how being the first in your family to go to college has
changed your relationship with your parents and siblings?”; while in Study 2, participants
were encouraged to tell the researcher about their family and describe what it is like being
the first person in their family to attend college. Hinz [20] asked participants to “give a
holistic view of their undergraduate experiences including family issues”. Although Study
3 in the Longwell-Grice et al. [15] collection of articles did not provide sample questions
related to family, the nature of semi-structured focus groups and individual follow-up
interviews is such that not all interview questions are set ahead of time and come up as
topics emerge. Therefore, it is likely that the topic of family emerged naturally from the
conversations and data.

Three of the four quantitative studies examined a range of parental supports, including
emotional, informational, financial, and perceived social support. Sy and colleagues [14]
examined parent emotional and informational support. Parent emotional support was
defined as the degree to which parents understand their child’s college experience. It was
measured with five items (α = 0.82) with an example question being, “My parents under-
stand what I will need to succeed in college”. Parent informational support was defined as
the help or guidance a parent provides with college decisions and preparations for college.
It was measured with seven items (α = 0.85) that asked how much help the participant
received from either of their parents in preparation for college. Example items included
learning about college requirements, searching for a college, and preparing college applica-
tions. Roksa and Kinsley [16] also examined family emotional support, but they used a
single item measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale which asked participants to rate “the
extent of emotional support they received from family since the start of the academic year”.
In addition, Roksa and Kinsley [16] examined parent financial support using three items on
a 5-point Likert-type scale (α = 0.87) that asked participants to “rate the amount of financial
support they received for college tuition and fees, rent or college housing costs, and books,
a computer, or other supplies for college”. Jenkins and colleagues [2] examined perceived
(subjective) social support using the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support
(MSPSS). The MSPSS contains 12 items separated into three subscales (friends, family,
significant others) measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale (α= 0.92 for the FGCSs family
subscale). A sample question includes, “I can talk about my problems with my family”.
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Finally, Covarrubias and colleagues [9] examined family achievement guilt. Fam-
ily achievement guilt was measured with 3 items adapted from the Interpersonal Guilt
Questionnaire (IGQ) using a 4-point Likert-type scale (α = 0.70 for FGCSs). Questions
included, “I conceal or minimize my academic success around my siblings or parents”,
“I feel uncomfortable if I am more successful than my siblings or parents”, and “I feel
uncomfortable because I have more academic opportunities than my siblings or parents”.

Due to the many different types of support that parents and family members can
provide their students, as well as the many ways to measure these types of support, it
is difficult to summarize exactly where the FGCS literature stands on family support for
FGCSs. Support from family can be emotional (e.g., listening, encouraging, advising) or
instrumental (tangible, physical, financial). Individuals, however, determine subjectively
and based on individual perception if the support they are receiving is the type of support
they need. Things become even more challenging when you consider capital. There is a
body of FGCS literature that conceptualizes familial support as different types of capital;
either social, cultural, human, or familial capital. However, even this literature is divided,
with conceptualizations of these terms varying greatly. In addition, most of these scales
and questions pertained to support from parents. Researchers could begin to examine in a
more nuanced way the support families provide from previously identified categories of
support (such as emotional versus functional). In addition, in order to take an asset-based
approach, researchers should also utilize measures that include potential supports from all
family members (not just parents but including kin and chosen family) that are culturally
relevant and relevant to diverse family systems.

7. Analysis
7.1. Qualitative

Depending on the research questions/aims and approach taken by the researchers,
data analysis of qualitative interviews and focus groups can vary. Of the seven articles that
used qualitative methodologies, two reported using grounded theory [10,11], and Hinz [20]
reported specifically using a constructivist approach to grounded theory. Grounded theory
is a widely used method for qualitative analysis and enables researchers to develop theory
from the data itself using a specific coding method that includes open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding. Study 2 in the Longwell-Grice et al. [15] collection of articles utilized
a symbolic interactionism approach recognizing that participants make meaning of their
experiences through interactions.

Wang [17] conducted a thematic analysis and followed Owen’s [51] method of theme
interpretation. Thematic analysis is a coding method that allows for the identification and
analysis of themes within qualitative data. It requires a detailed record of the coding and
interpretation process in order to ensure quality and trustworthiness of results.

7.1.1. Critique

Qualitative methods can provide rich and insightful data into the lives and perspec-
tives of FGCSs. Qualitative methods allow researchers the ability to get at the deeper
meanings and realities of what family support means to FGCSs and to their lived experi-
ence. While the majority of the extant FGCS literature is either partially or fully qualitative,
only three of the seven qualitative articles provided thorough and detailed information
regarding coding processes or the identification of paradigms of biases. Accurate and trans-
parent reporting of these processes are essential not only to the validation of the qualitative
methodology and data but also to the continuation and extension of the FGCSs literature.

7.1.2. Reflexivity

No one person is free from bias; therefore, the transparent declaration of these biases by
researchers can aid in the validity of study findings. Statements of reflexivity are important
in that they help reviewers, stakeholders, and other readers understand the context of
the study (research questions, motivations, choice of participants) and help ensure that
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the researcher has addressed or considered how their background and own biases may
have impacted the study and/or findings. Though not a FGCS herself, Wang [17] provides
a detailed description of being an outside member as well as her process for checking
results and creating the interview protocol. Covarrubias et al. [10] provide a similar
paragraph disclosing her FGCS status and how her personal background and experiences
influenced interview questions. Hinz [20] disclosed that her association with the university
may have influenced her interpretation of results and that because she was not a FGCS
herself, she felt “as if (she) were standing on the periphery of their experience, looking
in” (p. 290). Irlbeck et al. [11] included a sentence stating that the researcher established
and monitored bias throughout the research process. However, Irlbeck and colleagues [11]
did not describe what the potential bias was, which researcher reported their bias, or
how bias was monitored throughout the research project. None of the studies in the
Longwell-Grice [15] collection included reflexivity statements.

7.1.3. Credibility and Transferability

While not bound by formulas and numbers like quantitative data, there are still sys-
tematic methodological and analytic processes qualitative researchers can follow to ensure
their data, findings, and implications are as credible as quantitative methodologies [52].
Clear and transparent reporting of methods used to determine themes, oftentimes known
as audit trails [53] can help in establishing the trustworthiness of findings and of the re-
searcher. Irlbeck et al. [11] reported using audit trails as well as creating thick descriptions
of the data in the transcripts and field notes.

Hinz [24], Longwell-Grice (2016, [15]; study 2 and study 3), and Wang [17] utilized
member checking to establish the validity of findings. In member checking, the researcher
brings the findings back to the participants and allows them to determine if the results
accurately reflect or match their experiences [53]. Covarrubias et al. [10] utilized multiple
researchers to strengthen validity through analyst triangulation.

Two other methods that were utilized to improve the credibility and validity of results
were negative case analysis and prolonged engagement. In negative case analysis, researchers
go back through the data looking for information that disconfirms results and ensures that
these negative cases do not outweigh the support for a theme [53]. Prolonged engagement
or working with people for an extended period of time was utilized by Hinz [20] when they
attended a weekly FGCSs group throughout the semester. This prolonged engagement with
participants increases validity of the findings by not only developing rapport with participants
but also allowing time for researchers to examine the phenomenon. Hinz [20] used extended
engagement as a tool to overcome her outsider perspective.

7.2. Quantitative

The four quantitative studies used a variety of statistical methods/techniques to
compare the means of variables of interest between groups. More specifically, as previously
mentioned, all quantitative studies in this collection included both first-generation and
continuing-generation college student samples, so it is no surprise these methods were
chosen for analysis. For example, one study used t-tests to test for differences between
family achievement guilt by generation status while another utilized MANOVAS to test
for differences in mental health (depressive symptoms and life satisfaction) by generation
status and gender.

The remaining six studies utilized a variety of association analyses; correlations were
conducted as preliminary analyses. Multiple linear hierarchical regressions were used to
test hypotheses such as, “at higher levels of family achievement guilt FGCSs will report
significantly more depressive symptoms than non-FGCSs and Mexican descent students
will report significantly more depressive symptoms than White students” [9], p. 2033.
Logistic regression was used to examine the influence of family emotional and financial
support on academic outcomes such as grades, credit accumulation, and persistence.
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Critique

The quantitative methods used in the four articles were appropriate to answer the
desired research questions or test the presented hypotheses. Due to the cross-sectional
nature, more sophisticated techniques could not be used. Testing the differences between
continuing education students and FGCSs adds to the literature by continuing to find and
bring attention to the factors that may prevent FGCSs from succeeding at the same rates as
their continuing-education peers. Further dissecting those differences by race, ethnicity,
and gender are important in understanding how intersecting identities are interacting
with collegiate systems. In order to move past identifying factors that differentiate FGCSs
from their continuing education peers and towards exploring the different pathways
through college for FGCSs, more asset-based cross-sectional studies as well as longitudinal
studies are needed. Longitudinal data would provide an opportunity to examine students’
experiences at various points during their college career and after college to determine if
the benefits of college outweigh the potential costs. This would aid in the identification
of key intervention points and in identifying what factors matter more than others for
student success.

In addition, there has been an ongoing debate about the relevance of reflexivity in
quantitative studies. Reflexivity involves the researcher reflecting on their own personal
roles within a given study, examining their biases and motivations; reflexivity is common
in qualitative research. While none of the quantitative studies reviewed included reflexivity
statements, some researchers have argued that as quantitative data moves from a positivist
to interpretive paradigm, reflexivity may be helpful in shedding light on potential biases
in quantitative data. Some examples of reflexivity in quantitative studies are the trian-
gulation of results from multiple reporters and statements related to the manner of data
existence [54]. Interpretive quantitative research studies with reflexive methods can help to
make results “more meaningful, more understandable and more applicable (from a policy
standpoint) than those achieved through conventional positivist approaches (p. 453)” [54].

7.3. Mixed Methods

The three mixed methods studies included both qualitative and quantitative method-
ologies. Similar to the quantitative studies in this collection, the three mixed-methods
studies utilized correlations, frequencies, t-tests, regressions, and ANOVAs. Unlike the
qualitative studies, however, only one mixed methods study included an articulation of
their coding method. Following Lareau’s [55] parenting typology for deductive and open
coding, Nichols and Islas [13] utilized deductive content analysis.

Critique

Despite two of the three mixed-methods studies using large longitudinal datasets,
quantitative analyses were relatively simple and qualitative results seemed to be the main
focus of the studies. In these studies, the quantitative data were used mainly to identify
differences between FGCSs and continuing education students, reinforcing the deficit
approach so often taken in FGCSs studies. Even with a main qualitative focus, two of
the three studies provided little to no information related to coding procedures. It is
crucial for researchers to report exactly how results are extrapolated from interview data as
previously mentioned in order to establish credibility. None of the three mixed methods
studies discussed how credibility, transferability, confirmability, or dependability of results
were maintained.

Mixed-methods studies can be particularly useful by ensuring study findings are grounded
in participants’ experiences [56]. The use of large longitudinal datasets presents researchers with
the ability to conduct more advanced analyses and ask different types of research questions.
However, mixed-methods studies often require an interdisciplinary team and are more time
intensive compared to quantitative or qualitative studies alone. Additionally, no research is
free of ethical considerations and research biases. Although most frequently used in qualitative
studies, reflexivity was not mentioned in any of the mixed methods studies. Walker et al. [57]
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suggests the use of reflexive diaries specifically in mixed-methods studies as a way to document
researcher biases as well as maintain credibility.

8. Findings

This critical review revealed several gaps in the published empirical literature on
FGCSs that, if addressed, would greatly improve the research being conducted on the
FGCS experience. This research can in turn inform institution and policy changes that
assist in the success of all FGCSs. Research must move beyond a deficit-based approach,
develop a consistent definition of FGCSs, place the family at the center of analysis, apply a
critical race perspective, and examine not only the transition to college and the first year
but the entire college experience as well as the transition to career.

The majority of the literature on FGCSs examined in this review uses a deficit model,
assuming that because parents did not attend college, FGCSs are inherently lacking or
missing something important. In contrast to this perspective, findings from this collec-
tion of articles revealed that FGCSs simply look different than their continuing education
peers. FGCSs reported significantly higher levels of family achievement guilt [9], higher
levels of PTSD and depressive symptoms [2,9], less effective social support from family
and friends [2,14] perceived less emotional and informational parental support [14], and
benefited less from family financial support (Roksa & Kinsley, 2019, [16]). However, just
focusing on what students are missing does not contribute to solutions. Researchers, aca-
demics, practitioners, and policy makers could benefit from understanding the strengths
that make FGCSs successful, including how the intersecting identities of FGCSs give stu-
dents the skills and strengths to be successful. For example, FGCSs described surmounting
numerous challenges and results of several studies demonstrated their resilience, persis-
tence, self-reliance, and independence. Clegg [58] suggests that in order to transform the
education system and support students of color, “we need curriculum, pedagogies and
approaches that go beyond neoliberal aspirations towards mobility and employability and
towards a recovery of the values of critical pedagogy found in feminist and critical race
theories” (p. 94).

Parents are undoubtedly a source of support for college students and are often strong
motivators for FGCSs to want to attend college. FGCSs described family as one of the most
important support systems in deciding to enroll and persist in college; family emotional
support has been found to be beneficial in terms of academic outcomes, psychological
well-being, and student engagement. Nichols and Islas [13] described family emotional
support as what pushes FGCSs through college. Researchers should consider the family as
the place to start, focusing on family as a source of resilience and strength. By reframing the
dominate narrative (that families of FGCSs are not equipped to provide support), research
can better contribute to the success of FGCSs. For example, just because the parents of
FGCSs did not attend college does not mean that they do not value a college education. It
is possible that parents could not afford college, or simply chose a different path in life that
did not require a four-year degree but still hold a college education as important for their
child. Theories specifically designed for exploring family and the college experiences in
today’s world are essential to understanding how we can improve satisfaction with and
sense of belonging during the college experience, and ultimately rates of degree completion.

However, there is evidence that for some FGCSs, relationships with parents are not
always supportive [59]; FGCSs may also feel unsupported by friends and family back home
because of social mobility, cultural transitions, and feeling like being part of two separate
worlds that are often conflicting. Thus, when considering the family, it is imperative that
researchers not only consider parents and siblings as sources of support for FGCSs but also
include extended and chosen family as potential sources of familial support. In a recent
study, Capannola and Johnson [60] interviewed eight FGCSs and explored their family
experiences as they transitioned to and navigated college. Capannola and Johnson [60]
found that students talked about their parents, siblings, and extended families as important
sources of support (both financial and emotional). When FGCSs find support outside
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immediate family, this demonstrates resilience, perseverance, and self-determination in
finding the support they need to achieve their dreams.

A challenge and perhaps the greatest weakness of the FGCS literature is the lack of a
universal definition of who is considered a FGCS in the United States. As demonstrated in
this critical review of 12 articles, the same students would not qualify as a FGCSs for all
12 studies. Determining who is a FGCS will help bring the literature together and allow
results to become more representative of the FGCS population. Standardizing a definition
of FGCS would also create space for recognizing the different pathways students will take
through college.

Previous literature shows that the first year is critical for FGCSs. For example, if FGCSs
are going to drop out they tend to do so after the first year [37]. However, researchers need
to look past the over studied first year and the transition to college and examine the entire
college experience as well as the transition from college to career. From a methodological
standpoint, a longer time period of study would allow researchers the ability to detect
not only individual- but also group-level changes in experience and trajectory throughout
college. The challenges and struggles FGCSs face likely do not end after the first year; there
could be other opportunities for university and policy improvement that are not detected
in examining the first-year experience alone.

Despite the anticipated benefits of a college education, research is mixed as to whether
FGCSs benefit from the degree as much as their continuing education peers. For example,
a primary benefit of a college degree is access to higher paying jobs and more employment
opportunities. Some studies find no differences in the income or employment rates of
continuing-generation and first-generation students [61,62] whereas others find that FGCSs
actually have lower levels of income and employment upon college graduation as com-
pared to their continuing education peers [63,64]. In fact, Manzoni and Streib [65] found
that 10 years after graduation, FGCSs were still earning less than their continuing education
peers. It may be that FGCSs need continued support or mentoring after college around
job possibilities, the job application process, and negotiating salary. Lower earnings after
graduation could also be confounded by gender and race, as women and people of color
tend to be less likely to negotiate salary or other benefits [66], further highlighting the need
for research to pay particular attention to the intersecting identities of FGCSs. If research
fails to address the post-college trajectories for diverse students, it will be much harder to
articulate the real costs and benefits of college for diverse students—and ultimately harder
to diversify college campuses.

9. Conclusions

Whether they are a source of stress or support, families of FGCSs play a critical role in
their enrollment, completion, success, and well-being during college. Therefore, a major
shift in the FGCS literature should be toward understanding the role of family in supporting
college student success. The current critical review highlights a number of ways in which
family can be considered theoretically and methodologically in future research.

Still, this critical review is not without its limitations. In searching such a broad topic
as family support, strict inclusion and exclusion criteria were set that may have resulted
in missed articles. As more FGCSs enroll in college, this field should continue to expand,
providing institutions and families with critical information to make sure every student is
successful. Although FGCSs may not have the same resources as continuing educations
students, that does not mean they are arriving at college with nothing. By exploring the
family support of FGCSs, we can gain a better understanding of the specific resources that
FGCSs bring with them to college and take a strengths-based approach to FGCSs’ success.
The articles presented in this critical review of the literature suggest that the road to college
completion involves more than academic and financial support and that peer and family
relationships play a critical role in college retention and success.
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