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Preface 

This dissertation finds its roots in unusual soil.  Many researchers choose to study 

that which is quite personal and familiar.  The participants in this study are the first in 

their families to succeed at obtaining a college education, yet this is not a characteristic I 

share with them.  Indeed, my maternal great-grandmother attended a two-year teacher’s 

college; her educational attainment trickled down to my parents – my mother has a 

bachelor’s degree and my father bachelor’s and master’s degrees – and then on to my 

siblings and me; we all have obtained doctorate degrees and my brother is a double 

doctor – a Ph.D. and an D.V.M.  From this angle, I am quite distant from my participant’s 

experiences, though the educational trajectory of my own family helps me to appreciate 

the trail the students in this study are blazing.  My way in to this study did not open 

through first status, therefore, but through my chosen theoretical framework. 

I first came across intersectionality in a course on gender and the law, and I was 

immediately intrigued – its core ideals regarding the multiplicative nature of identity and 

the way aspects of identity could engender both privilege and marginalization spoke to 

my own experiences as white, middle class woman, and I knew the theory would be 

useful in my research and that it would be stimulating and challenging.  From there, I 

explored possible student populations who might benefit from an intersectional analysis.  

The first generation college student category became immediately engaging due to the 

way the category has been socially constructed as a deficit.  I knew, however, from 

experiences working in high school settings and working in the Longhorn Center for 

Academic Excellence – a program that served many firsts – that these students had a 

great deal to offer to higher education; however, the literature focused on their 

weaknesses rather than their strengths.  I knew intersectionality could aid me in 
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understanding this diverse population and could contribute to the way firsts are studied as 

a group.   

The reader will notice, for instance, that I do not use the common research 

nomenclature “first generation college student.”  This is a conscious choice due to the 

way the category has been reified as a characteristic of deficit, lacking, and risk.  Instead, 

I am appropriating the language to re-frame students who claim membership to this group 

from a non-deficit stance. I use the term “first” or “first status,” which emphasizes 

students’ trail blazing positionality as well the immense pride these students take in their 

accomplishments.  For themselves and for their families, they are the first but not the last. 
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“First-generation college student” is a category ubiquitous in higher education 

literature due to the social mobility this group has the potential of deriving from 

educational attainment.  However, the first category is comprised of a diverse group of 

students who do not share any other common research construct, such as race/ethnicity, 

culture, immigrant status, or socioeconomic status.  In addition, the literature often 

conceives of firsts from a deficit standpoint, blaming the students for lack of success 

attaching low expectations to students’ identity.  In addition, although the literature 

implies that an intersectional approach would be appropriate for understanding this 

population, no work to date has attempted to apply an explicitly intersectional framework 

or considered probing the boundaries of the category itself.   

The goals of this study, therefore, were to understand the narratives of successful 

firsts at a highly selective institution in order to understand how students’ intersectional 

identities shaped their educational trajectories, and to understand the impact of utilizing a 

socially constructed and deficit-oriented category in research and practice.     

To achieve these aims, this study utilized a visual narrative analytic method.  

Seventeen successful participants self-identified as firsts and participated in two one-on-

one interviews and took or found pictures relating to their pre-college and college 
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experiences.  I found that firsts made meaning of their multiple, intersecting identities in 

diverse ways.  Although students had internalized conceptions of first status as a 

detriment to their educational opportunities, they were able to reframe this deficit as 

success through the American dream storyline.  In addition, students’ multiple identities 

intersected and informed their educational trajectories in unique and individualized ways.   

These identities flowed through the constructs of personal characteristics, familial 

characteristics, and characteristics that were negotiated in personal and familial contexts.  

Students conceptualized success being intrinsically linked to learning, contributing to 

future generational success, and saw themselves as making contributions to the academy 

via the ideas of service and diversity.  Students were able to reframe negative societal 

expectations, focus on learning as a goal in and of itself, and associate success with self 

in way that suggests that examining firsts through any single identity frame limiting in 

understand the ways they navigate and make meaning of their experiences.  In addition, 

students saw themselves as making unique contributions to the academy via service and 

diversity.  The present study offers conceptual maps to explain how students talked about 

their identities as well as the notion of success.  I also offer suggestions for research, 

theory, policy, and practice. 



 xii 

Table of Contents 

Preface .................................................................................................................. viii	  

List of Tables ....................................................................................................... xiv	  

List of Figures ....................................................................................................... xv	  

Chapter One: Introduction, Purpose, and Relevance .............................................. 1	  
Purpose ........................................................................................................... 5	  
Relevance of Study ........................................................................................ 7	  
Definitions ...................................................................................................... 9	  

Chapter Two: Literature Review .......................................................................... 10	  
Students who are first in the family ............................................................. 10	  
Student Success ............................................................................................ 50	  
Theoretical Framework ................................................................................ 95	  
Literature Review Summary ...................................................................... 106	  

Chapter Three: Methodology .............................................................................. 108	  
The Narrative Turn .................................................................................... 110	  
Why the University of Texas at Austin? .................................................... 114	  
Participants and Recruitment ..................................................................... 118	  
Data Collection .......................................................................................... 120	  
Data Analysis: A Layered Approach ......................................................... 124	  
Interpreting the Data .................................................................................. 126	  
Researcher Positionality ............................................................................. 129	  
Limitations ................................................................................................. 129	  

Chapter Four: Student Narratives ....................................................................... 131	  
Zamir – The American Dream Realized .................................................... 131	  
Drew – Success is Granted ........................................................................ 139	  
Samuel – The Herculean Outcast ............................................................... 151	  
Summer Lee – Self-Made .......................................................................... 162	  



 xiii 

Monica – The High Achieving Feminist ................................................... 173	  

Chapter Five: Thematic Narratives ..................................................................... 188	  
First-in-the-Family Status .......................................................................... 194	  
Identity ....................................................................................................... 205	  
Success ....................................................................................................... 223	  
Summary of Findings ................................................................................. 238	  

Chapter Six: Discussion ...................................................................................... 240	  
Overview of the Study ............................................................................... 240	  
Discussion of Key Findings ....................................................................... 245	  
Implications for Research, Theory, Policy, and Practice ........................... 255	  
Conclusion ................................................................................................. 267	  

Appendices .......................................................................................................... 269	  
Appendix A: Recruitment Materials .......................................................... 269	  
Appendix B: Consent Form ....................................................................... 272	  
Appendix C: Demographic Questionnaire ................................................. 275	  
Appendix D: Interview Guides .................................................................. 277	  

References ........................................................................................................... 280	  

Vita  .................................................................................................................... 307	  



 xiv 

List of Tables 

Table 1. Participant personal and college demographics .................................... 189	  

Table 2. Participant family demographics .......................................................... 191	  

Table 3. Family, negotiated, and personal identity constructs ............................ 249	  



 xv 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. Drew with children in Florida ............................................................. 142	  

Figure 2. Drew as tiger mascot ........................................................................... 149	  

Figure 3. Images that Samuel used to illustrate his younger life ........................ 153	  

Figure 4. The image Samuel chose from Googling “outcast” ............................ 158	  

Figure 5. Hercules ............................................................................................... 161	  

Figure 6. Summer Lee’s family adventures ........................................................ 164	  

Figure 7. Summer Lee’s fictive college families ................................................ 166	  

Figure 8. Summer Lee at her high school job ..................................................... 167	  

Figure 9. Monica’s pictures of her study and time-management techniques ..... 185	  

Figure 10. Adrian and father work late at night .................................................. 199	  

Figure 11. Ethan’s sister playing in the family’s driveway ................................ 203	  

Figure 12. Adrian’s family makes tamales for Christmas .................................. 209	  

Figure 13. Tyler conducting research with a jackhammer .................................. 216	  

Figure 14. Barbara Jordan statue ........................................................................ 228	  

Figure 15. Orange tree in the family backyard ................................................... 235	  

Figure 16. Marine rappel tower .......................................................................... 236	  

Figure 17. UT tower, lit orange to indicate a victory .......................................... 238	  

Figure 18. Conceptual map of first status ........................................................... 245	  

Figure 19. Macro conceptual map of firsts’ identity ........................................... 248	  

Figure 20. Conceptual map of firsts’ success ..................................................... 258	  



 1 

Chapter One: Introduction, Purpose, and Relevance 

American higher education has profoundly expanded access throughout the last 

60 years (Lucas, 2006).  However, gaps in access and attainment remain for many 

groups, limiting their current and future options and earnings (Bowen, Chingos, & 

McPherson, 2009).  Furthermore, attaining a postsecondary degree not only derives 

personal but also societal benefits (Perna, 2005).  Individuals are more likely to have 

gainful employment and earn more median wages per year (Aud, Hussar, & Kena, 2011; 

Carnevale, Rose, & Cheah, 2011), while all levels of government derive increased tax 

revenues from college graduates while simultaneously avoiding costs associated with 

support programs and incarceration (Baum, Ma, & Payea, 2010).  

There are also non-economic benefits associated with degree attainment, such as 

decreased likelihood of smoking and accessing public assistance as well as increased 

likelihood of having health insurance and employee-related benefits as well as greater job 

satisfaction (Perna, 2005) and an increased likelihood of volunteering and voting (Astin, 

Sax, & Avalos, 1999).  Given these myriad societal and personal benefits, it is vital to 

focus efforts not only on access but also on degree attainment, which is also in line with 

national completion imperatives (College Board, 2010).  One group whose access and 

success still lags behind their more traditional peers is students whose parents never 

attended college (Sáenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007; Warburton, Bugarin, & 

Nuñez, 2001).  They are the first in their family to venture into the world of higher 

education, and they face myriad challenges along the path to success.   

The access, experiences, and persistence of these students have found a solid 

foothold in the research literature for the last 40 years.  In some ways, we know a great 
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deal about first-in-the-family students (firsts)1.  We know much about their demographic 

characteristics (Bui, 2002; Sáenz et al., 2007), where they are likely to choose to go to 

college (Hossler, Schmidt, & Vesper, 1999; Striplin, 1999), the general challenges they 

face in college (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, 

& Nora, 1996; Wang & Castaneda-Sound, 2008; Zwerling & London, 1992), and their 

likelihood of obtaining the degree desired (Ishitani, 2006; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; 

Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).  Despite this robust empirical base, 

however, “surprisingly little is known about their [firsts’] college experiences” (Pike & 

Kuh, 2005, p. 276) and “few studies have examined this group beyond the simple 

distinction of first-generation status” (Lee, Sax, & Kim, 2004, p. 2).   

Furthermore, despite the evidence that first-generation students differ from their 

non-first peers in background characteristics (Choy, 2001; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 

1998; Sáenz et al., 2007) and college experiences (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Martin 

Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Richardson & Skinner, 1991, 1992; Strage, 1999) as well as 

research showing that firsts navigating multiple cultures and multiple identities through 

an arduous college transition (Orbe, 2008; Rendón, 1995; Zwerling & London, 1992), no 

research to date has examined how firsts’ multiple identities intersect meaningfully to 

inform their college experiences.  Indeed, the group “first-generation college students” is 

a socially constructed category encompassing a very heterogeneous group of students, yet 

much of the quantitative research surrounding this group must combine subcategories 

such as race and ethnicity due to small numbers, or cannot parse differences between 

individual students based on multiple aspects of their identity, thereby masking within 

group differences. 

                                                
1 I have purposefully chosen not to use the common nomenclature “first-generation” due to deficit rhetoric 
commonly attached to the term.  
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In fact, a good deal of the work on firsts tends to “essentialize the phenomena 

with little attention to the impact of other cultural markers namely race/ethnicity, gender, 

age, abilities, or system economic status” (Orbe, 2003, p. 2).  Firsts are more likely to be 

from an ethnic minority group, come from a low socio-economic status background, be 

male, and be underprepared academically (Sáenz et al., 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2005), suggesting they “inhabit intersecting sites of oppression 

based on race, class, and gender” (Martin Lohfink & Paulsen, p.  418).  Furthermore, 

although there is evidence of strong associations among race/ethnicity, socio-economic 

status, and educational attainment (Aud, Hussar, & Kena, 2011; Carnevale, Rose, & 

Cheah, 2011; Ramani, Gilbertson, Fox, & Provasnik, 2007) as well as evidence that 

individual characteristics (e.g., race, class, gender) influence college experiences and 

outcomes (Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, & Pascarella, 1996), particularly for firsts (Choy, 

2001; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Sáenz et al., 2007), little work on first attempts to 

understand the way these characteristics intersect meaningfully to shape the experiences 

of firsts.  The few studies that do examine multiple identities explicitly do so 

quantitatively, thereby masking the voice and lived experiences of the participants, and 

the few qualitative studies that examine (implicitly or explicitly) multiple identities tend 

to focus on a narrow intersection of identities (e.g., low-income, high achieving Latinas), 

or do not make the intersection of identities the primary focus of the research (e.g., Orbe 

& Groscurth, 2004). 

In addition, most of the research on firsts employs quantitative methods, painting 

a picture of broad brushstrokes, lacking nuance and detail (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  

Traditional quantitative methods also claim objectivity, meritocracy, color blindness, and 

neutrality; however, this approach can cloak the power and privilege of dominant groups 

(Solórzano, 1997).  Indeed, while  
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sophisticated statistical analyses can reveal some of the conditional and group 
specific effects…they cannot tell us why certain students experience college the 
way they do or provide multiple, deeper, and accurate interpretations of what 
seem to be similar events in students’ lives that individual students experience 
very differently.  (Harper & Kuh, 2007, p. 6)  

What is clear from the research, therefore, is a need to examine firsts from a qualitative 

perspective, privileging student voice and subjective experiences. 

Much first research also focuses on students’ disadvantages, deficits, and at-risk 

characteristics rather then their success (Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & Chen, 2000; Dumais & 

Ward, 2010; Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Striplin, 1999).  Studies have 

continually emphasized that “first-generation students suffer from a ‘cumulative 

disadvantage’” (Collier & Morgan, 2008, p. 445).  This deficit perspective can lead to 

blaming the victims of systemic oppression (Ryan, 1971) and can cause students to 

develop “dysfunctional opposition culture,” an internalization of oppression (Foley, 1991, 

p. 67).  To put it simply, framing students in deficit reifies and naturalizes low 

achievement based on personal characteristics for both students and institutional agents 

(Valencia, 1997).  This dangerous mix ill-serves students and misinforms policy and 

practice. 

There has been a small, recent resurgence of qualitative inquiry regarding firsts 

(e.g., Speirs Neumeister & Rinker, 2006), but there is still a dearth of work focusing on 

students in a fine-grained capacity and only one study has examined firsts by taking a 

retrospective approach (Richardson & Skinner, 1992) in order to understand students’ 

educational trajectories.  Such work is needed to better understand this extremely 

heterogeneous group’s experiences (Orbe, 2004; Strayhorn, 2006).  By focusing on 

individual experiences and narratives as well by utilizing an intersectional framework, 

this study is situated to fill this gap in the literature. 
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Narrative research, in particular, is well situated to provide a fine-grained and 

nuanced account of student experiences, identity, and negotiation.  However, excepting 

two autobiographical accounts already mentioned, only two studies have utilized a 

narrative approach in studying firsts (Orbe, 2004; Phinney & Haas, 2003) and no studies 

have integrated a visual component.  This study seeks to fill this gap in the literature by 

providing a visual narrative analysis of students who are both educationally successful 

and the first in their immediate family to attend college, with a focus on how students’ 

multiple, intersecting identities inform their experiences. 

PURPOSE 

This study has several purposes.  The first and main goal of this project is to 

contribute to the knowledge of first-in-the-family students and their college experiences.  

This study is unique in several ways from prior research on firsts.  This study will add to 

the small but growing body of qualitative research on firsts, but, unlike other qualitative 

research on firsts, it will is not focused narrowly on a particular subgroup of firsts (e.g., 

high-achieving Latinas).   In addition, this study employs a feminist framework, which 

will help in understanding how students’ multiple, intersecting identities shape their 

experiences.  Also unique to the present work is the use of students’ retrospective 

accounts of their lives to understand and contextualize their successful matriculation; this 

approach will enable me to better understand students’ educational trajectories and 

pipeline experiences from a non-deficit stance.  Furthermore, by utilizing narrative 

inquiry, I will be able to understand students’ unique, lived experiences in a detailed and 

nuanced manner, coming as close to their mimetic, or remembered, experiences as 

possible (Riessman, 2008).  Finally, this study uses visual methods to enhance the 

narrative inquiry space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  
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A second purpose of this study is to problematize the socially constructed 

category “first-generation college student.”  Although these students share one common 

trait, parental education, they are diverse across many other categories, including those 

associated with differences in college access, experiences, and attainment (e.g., race 

class, and gender).  The chosen framework, intersectionality, is robust enough to allow 

me to not only understand individual (i.e., non-essentialized) responses to challenges but 

also to theorize across the category.  Parental education has been used ubiquitously in 

higher education research; however, if the category is not cohesive as a research construct 

due to within-group diversity, researchers need better ways to interrogate and understand 

student experiences. 

This leads to the third goal of this study, which is develop an integrated visual-

narrative framework for examining individual experiences while also theorizing beyond 

the local population for use in policy arenas.  Qualitative approaches do not and cannot 

produce generalizable findings; however, understanding the local and particular can 

provide insight to phenomena and can impact policy and practice meaningfully by 

helping the audience to understand experiences beyond their own (Clandinin, 2007).  The 

method employs both textual and visual elements to give me access to students’ multiple 

worlds and situated lives, but the analysis is also layered, interpreting individuals’ 

experiences and also deriving themes across individuals.  This will provide analysis that 

can inform practitioners’ work with firsts as well policies affecting firsts.   

To achieve these aims, I am asked three research questions: (1) what are the 

narratives of successful first-in-the-family college students at the University of Texas at 

Austin?  (2) how do students’ intersectional identities shape their experiences? and (3) 

considering the within-group diversity of the category, what are the implications of using 

“first-generation college student” as a construct?  
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RELEVANCE OF STUDY 

This study is relevant for multiple stakeholders, including researchers, 

practitioners, and policy-makers.  Higher education researchers have used the category 

“first-generation student” ubiquitously since the 1970s; however, its utility has been 

assumed valid rather than rigorously interrogated.  This study contributes to future 

research by providing an analysis of the category itself and an evaluation of its utility.  In 

addition, little higher education research uses visual narrative (e.g., Tucker & Dempsey, 

1991; Wells, 2003); therefore, this study will also contribute to the development of a 

research methodology that integrates narrative and visual for higher education 

stakeholder consumption.  This study’s application, therefore, reaches beyond the 

population of firsts to higher education research at large. 

Practitioners will also be able to use the findings of this study productively.  

College recruiters, advisors, faculty, and student affairs professionals are in daily contact 

with firsts, and this study will serve to inform their interactions and practices.  In 

addition, practitioners seeking to raise awareness of the challenges firsts confront and 

create interventions will find this work useful in informing their work and the work of 

others.  Practitioners who are not first in the family themselves may find this work 

particularly helpful as they will have window into firsts’ lives that is impactful, 

compelling, and personal. 

The last point bears reiteration for policy-makers, who often come from more 

privileged backgrounds.  Though narrative research is not generalizable, it has the 

potential to impact policy by influencing the people who make policy.  Narrative is, after 

all, “simply there like life itself” and, as such, has the power to influence thoughts, 

perceptions, beliefs, and actions (Barthes, 1988, p. 95).  Narrative work, therefore, can 

affect how an audience views a particular topic as viscerally as a novel – for, example, 
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the way Ralph Ellison (1947) highlighted the detrimental impact of systemic racism by 

bringing to life the anguish of the Invisible Man or the way Mrs. Dalloway portrayed both 

quiet desperation and burgeoning independence to develop a story of women’s potential 

for empowerment (Woolf, 1925).  Narrative is how we story the world (Mischler, 1995) 

and, thus, has a universality, a complexity, a simplicity, a lyricism, and a potential impact 

that can touch the hearts and minds of policy-makers, practitioners, and researchers in a 

way the sterile language of numbers sometimes cannot by providing access to 

positionalities beyond the scope of personal experience. 

Visual is, likewise, a powerful tool for communicating knowledge and 

experience.  For example, would we feel the majesty and brutality of cold mountains 

without Ansel Adams?  Or would we feel the beauty and shock of distant cultures were it 

not for the photography of National Geographic?  The participants in this study are not 

professional photographers, of course, but that does not diminish the potential impact of 

the view we will get into their worlds through their photography.  Narrative and visual, 

therefore, are two primary modes for how humans interact with and portray their worlds; 

thus, they are also ripe for understanding students’ experiences and impacting the people 

who create policies, design research, and enact practices. 

This study, by utilizing visual narrative to focus on successful firsts through an 

intersectional framework, will be a unique contribution to the study of firsts and the field 

of higher education research.  Before sharing the narratives of the participants, I will 

provide a review of the literature on firsts, the study of student success, identity 

development theories, and an account of the methodology. 
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DEFINITIONS 

As the reader has no doubt noticed, I have avoided using the common language of 

the literature, first-generation college student (FGCS).  This is a purposeful choice; the 

term FGCS had been associated with myriad deficit characteristics; therefore, I have 

chosen to appropriate this language in order to reframe students from a success, 

strengths-based perspective.  However, my choice to appropriate this language does not 

negate the ubiquity of FGCS term or its incumbent definitions.  Three definitions are of 

particular note, two from the U.S. Department of Education and one from the site 

institution.  Though I do not use these definitions in my sampling, they are important for 

understanding the institutional and national landscape firsts must navigate. 

The U.S. Department of Education has offered two definitions for FGCS.  In their 

reports for the National Center for Education Statistics, Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin 

(1998) and Warburton, Bugarin, and Nuñez (2001) define FGCS as students whose 

parents have no education beyond high school.  For TRIO programs2, however, first-

generation refers to students whose parents did not complete baccalaureate degrees; for 

single-parent homes, only the parent providing support for student must qualify under 

this definition (Higher Education Opportunity Act).  The University Texas at Austin also 

uses a more flexible definition, offering a First Generation Scholarship to “students from 

select Texas high schools who were the first in their family (includes parents and 

siblings) to go to college or to complete a college degree” (The University of Texas at 

Austin, 2009).  Though I do not use these definitions in my sampling, they are useful 

tools for understanding students’ perceptions of their generational status. 

 
  
                                                
2 Federal outreach and student services programs targeted to assist individuals from disadvantaged 
backgrounds (e.g., low socio-economic status, FGCS, students with disabilities). 



 10 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In any research endeavor, it is important to conduct a review of the literature to 

have a comprehensive understanding of how the chosen topic has been studied in order to 

inform the present work.  This literature review is comprised of three broad areas: (1) 

students who are the first in their family to attend college (firsts), (2) student success, and 

(3) the theoretical framework, intersectionality.   

STUDENTS WHO ARE FIRST IN THE FAMILY 

There is some question as to what, exactly, “first-in-the-family” or, more 

commonly in the literature, “first-generation” means.  The broadest definition is students 

whose parents have not attained a postsecondary degree or have a high school diploma or 

less.  Of these parents, some may have experienced a postsecondary environment without 

completing all degree requirements.  The narrowest definition of first-in-the-family is 

students whose parents have had no college experience.  This definition, popularized by 

national reports (Bui, 2002; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998), is the most commonly 

used.  Some researchers (e.g., Ishitani, 2006), however, provide more nuance by 

including three categories of generational status: first-generation or no-college 

experience, some-college, and second- or continuing-generation students, which includes 

students who have at least one parent with a college degree of some kind.   

More recently, there has been a call to expand these categories even more.  Lee, 

Sax, and Kim (2004) argued that while there is a robust literature base regarding firsts, 

“few studies have examined this group beyond the simple distinction of first-generation 

status” (p. 2).  The researchers found significant differences based on five categories of 

generational status; therefore, traditional definitions may be inadequate.  Combined with 
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the heterogeneity of this group by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, geographic 

location, etc., this suggests a need to closely examine differences within this group.   

Regardless of the definition, however, students who are the first in their family to 

experience postsecondary education have been the focus of research since the 1970s, 

when access to higher education dramatically expanded and student bodies became 

increasingly diverse in areas such as race, class, gender, geographical region, religious 

affiliation, and sexual orientation.  As campuses became more diverse, researchers 

became interested in who first-in-their-family students were, how they experienced 

higher education, and what contributed to their success or dropout behavior.  As the first 

of these generational pioneers matriculated to become members of the academy 

themselves, they found opportunity to reflect on their experiences and offer insight from 

their lives.  Some of the first light shone on firsts, therefore, is that cast by researchers 

who were, themselves, the first in their family to attend college. 

In an autobiographical account, Rodriguez (1974) discussed his journey from 

being the son of partially literate Mexican-Americans to obtaining a Ph.D. in English 

literature.  His movement to the realm of scholarship came with cultural costs, however, 

such as a sense of alienation from his childhood culture, language, and parents.  In 

addition, he articulates conflicting feelings over his accomplishments as a “scholarship 

boy” and the complex and sometimes paradoxical way in which he navigated the world 

(p. 24).  In her article reflecting on Rodriguez’s pathway and her own journey from a 

Texas barrio to a Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration, Rendón (1992), echoes 

Rodriguez’s sense of a painful separation from past culture to become part of the 

academy.   

The early research on first-in-their-family students (firsts), therefore, is intensely 

personal, with themes of colliding cultures, struggle, and searches for identity.  Little 
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subsequent research is as personal as these two autobiographical accounts.  In fact, what 

distinguishes almost all of the work to follow from the previous two studies of firsts are 

three characteristics: the absence of the lived-experiences of students and a lack of 

attention to the multi-dimensionality of this heterogeneous group.  The research on firsts 

is comprised of several methodologies—though quantitative work predominates—and 

can be grouped into three key areas: (1) pre-college characteristics and college choice, (2) 

college transition and experiences, and (3) student outcomes.  

Pre-College Characteristics and College Choice 

The story of first-in-their-family college students commences with understanding 

who they are and their college-choice processes.  In terms of demographics, the one 

consistent thing said of firsts is that they are consistently different.  In other words, the 

boundary of the “first-generation” category is a single, shared characteristic, that 

students’ parents have had little or no college experience; however, this boundary crosses 

many other demographic boundaries common to higher education research.  The students 

within the category “first-in-the-family” are extremely diverse, coming from different 

ethnic and racial backgrounds, socioeconomic statuses, religions, nationalities, first-

languages and language proficiencies, regions, sexual orientations, the list keeps going.  

In other words, this is an incredibly heterogeneous group that has become a single group 

only because researchers needed a way to bound, or define, students entering higher 

education institutions.  There are trends within this heterogeneity worth noting, however. 

Background Characteristics 

Utilizing survey data from a single community college system, 41.9% of whom 

were the first in their immediate families to attend college, Inman and Mayes (1999) 

found that first-generation students were more likely to be female and older.  Although 
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first-generation students had more personal income, they had lower family income due to 

more dependents; they were also more likely to work longer hours.  

Lee, Sax, and Kim (2004) also focused on a single community college system and 

included a more nuanced description of generational status.  They defined generational 

status through five categories based on the highest education of either parent: junior high 

school or less, high school, community college, four-year college, and graduate school.  

The researchers found greater income disparities existed between junior-high-educated 

and high-school-educated parents as well as between community-college-educated 

parents and four-year-college-educated parents; these disparities were greater than the 

disparity between traditionally defined firsts and non-firsts.  In addition, Lee, Sax, and 

Kim found that being Mexican/Mexican-American or Latino/a indicated a higher 

likelihood of being a first with the opposite effect for Black/African American, Pacific 

Islander, and Asian Indian students.  Mexican/Mexican-American and Latino/a students 

tended to have less educated parents, and African-American students were almost three 

times more likely to have high-school-educated parents.  This study suggests that within-

group differences of firsts extend to the boundary of the category itself. 

Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, and Nora (1996) corroborate these trends 

at four-year institutions; they found that firsts were more likely to come from lower-

income families, have Hispanic family origins, be women, and be older.  In addition, the 

researchers found firsts to have lower initial critical thinking abilities, lower degree 

aspirations, receive less family encouragement to attend college, spend less time 

interacting with peers and teachers while in high school, be more confident in their 

choice of major, and have more dependent children.  In sum, firsts differ from their peers 

in multitude of ways. 
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In another nationally representative study, the Higher Education Research 

Institute (HERI) of University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) sponsored a report 

(Sáenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf & Yeung 2007) utilizing 35 years of HERI data to profile 

firsts at four-year institutions.  One persistent trend was that non-whites continued to 

represent more firsts than whites; whites represented 37.3% of firsts in 1971 and only 

13.2% in 2005.  Bui (2002) also found that firsts at UCLA were more likely to self-

identify as an ethnic minority, to come from a lower socio-economic background, to 

speak a language other than English at home, and to have a lower SAT score. 

Two significant changes in trends have occurred during these 35 years, though 

(Sáenz et al., 2007).  First, pre-1981, more women were firsts while, after 1981, men 

represented the greater proportion.  Second, in the 1970s and 80s, non-firsts were more 

likely to report parental encouragement, while in the 1990s and 2000s, firsts were more 

likely to report parental encouragement as a very important reason for going to college. 

The story of firsts, therefore, has difference as a key theme.  They differ from 

their non-first peers along several axes, including race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 

age, gender, and family composition, suggesting that more nuanced and multi-

dimensional definitions of the attributes of firsts are needed.  These students also differ 

from their peers when it comes to the college choice process. 

College Choice 

Before college entrance, firsts must choose which institution to attend.  Stage and 

Hossler (1989) examined the college choice process of Indianan ninth graders.  The 

researchers utilized the model of Hossler and Gallagher (1987), which identified three 

stages of the college choice process: predisposition, which focuses on student aspirations; 



 15 

search, which focuses on the process of identifying possible postsecondary options; and 

choice, which indicates selection of an institution.   

Some researchers have applied all three stages; for example, Fallon (1997) argued 

that counselors have the ability to have profound impact through the three stages of 

college choice.  Stage and Hossler, however, focused on factors influencing the 

predisposition stage.  The factors considered included family income, parental levels of 

education, student academic achievement/ability, gender, race and ethnicity, and parental 

encouragement.  Since prior research (e.g. Carpenter & Fleishman, 1987; Marini & 

Greenberger, 1978) suggested differential effects of family environment factors on males 

and females, the researchers conducted separate analyses for these two subgroups. 

The researchers found that three family background characteristics (father’s 

education, mother’s education, and family income) had significant positive effects on 

parents’ expectations for student educational attainment for both males and females, 

although father’s education had the strongest influence.  Stage and Hossler (1989) 

concluded that the influence of parental education varied for male and female students 

and that subtle differences within families differentially affected males and females. 

Ten years later, Hossler, Schmidt and Vesper (1999) conducted a nine-year 

longitudinal study of the college choice process, also with Indiana high school students.  

This study revealed that while 86% of students whose parents had a college degree or 

higher aspired to postsecondary education as of ninth grade, only 75% of students whose 

parents had only a high school diploma or some college and 59% of students whose 

parents had some high school education had those aspirations.  In addition, parental 

education had a profound impact on whether or not the child would actually attend; while 

almost 75% of the children of college-educated parents attended college, only half of the 

children of high school or some-college educated parents attended.  Income status 
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complicates this picture since the children of low-income families were more likely to go 

to work after high school.  Since educational level was associated with income level, 

socioeconomic status and parental education status intersected meaningfully for firsts, 

who are often both.  The researchers further contended that the intersection of race, class, 

and gender put firsts at risk of not persisting through high school or matriculating to a 

postsecondary environment due to risks associated with these intersectional demographic 

characteristics.  

Scholars have also focused on student reasons for attending college.  Inman and 

Mayes (1999) found that firsts were very motivated by geographic and financial 

constraints and placed more emphasis on the ability to take certain courses as well as the 

teaching reputation of the college.  Firsts had a goal of increasing self-confidence; they 

also reported they were less prepared for college than their peers.  This contrasted to non-

firsts, who were more concerned with transferring and improving poor academic records.   

Bui (2002) further found significant group differences between firsts and non-

firsts regarding reasons for pursuit of postsecondary education.  Compared to students 

whose parents had attained a bachelor’s degree, firsts ranked higher than their peers the 

importance of gaining respect/status, bringing honor to their family, and helping their 

family financially after completing college.  Ceja (2006) further found that firsts felt 

supported and encouraged to attend college even though parents were only able to 

support them emotionally and financially, not with college knowledge. 

Logan (2007) specifically examined psychosocial influences (e.g., race/ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, family, high school, friends/peers, environment) on college choice 

for firsts and non-firsts.  For all students, family influence, particularly that of women, 

was the most salient factor in the decision to attend college, suggesting that 

understanding students’ backgrounds is critical to understanding college choice.  In 
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addition, these family influences may reflect or have helped to produce the gender trend, 

which changed from more men to more women being firsts (Sáenz et al., 2007). 

Sáenz et al. (2007) also found firsts more likely to report encouragement from 

relatives, high school guidance counselors, and teachers as affecting their institutional 

choice.  These students are increasingly looking to academic reputation, the likelihood of 

being placed in a top graduate/professional school, and—to a lesser extent—college 

rankings to inform their decision.  Playing a more important role in college choice for 

firsts is finances, with low tuition and offers of financial assistance affecting the decision 

more for them than their peers, which is reflected in firsts’ aversion to debtload, which 

may, in turn, relate to limited family knowledge regarding debt and loan processes 

(Somers, Woodhouse, & Cofer, 2004).  In fact, in 2005, while all students reported 

financing their education as a major concern, firsts were twice as likely as their peers to 

report major financial concerns.  In addition, firsts cited living close to home as an 

important consideration; this preference has increased over time for both groups but has 

increased faster within the firsts population.  

Sáenz et al. (2007) suggested rising tuition and board costs as well as the state of 

family finances might play a more prominent role in college choice for all students, 

though firsts are more affected since they are more likely to come from a low-income 

home (Choy, 2001; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Sáenz et al., 2007).  This is 

reflected in the greater likelihood of firsts to live at home compared to their peers, an 

approximate 15% gap that remained consistent from 1975 to 2005.  These more recent 

findings suggest that families and schools are playing a more active role in encouraging 

the college attendance of firsts but also that cost is an increasing concern for these 

students given their backgrounds and the current economy.  
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In terms of where firsts tend to go to college, Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and 

Terenzini (2004) found firsts more likely to attend less selective institutions, even after 

controlling for precollege cognitive development, high school grades, ethnicity, and 

parental income.  Nuñez and Cuccaro-Alamin (1998) further found firsts to be more 

likely to attend part-time and attend less than four-year institutions (e.g, two-year, and 

private, for-profit institutions), while Inman & Mayes (1999) found that community 

college was the first or only opportunity for post secondary education for some firsts. 

The research on college choice, therefore, similarly to research on demographics, 

reflects variation.  The narratives of firsts, therefore, is a storyline quite divergent from 

their peers; they have different aspirations and goals, are influenced by different people 

and experiences, have diverse financial situations and considerations, and have 

geographical preferences distinct from their peers.  All of these dissimilarities are 

inextricable from students as they choose a college, enroll, and arrive on campus.  

College Transition and Experiences 

The story of first-in-their family students (firsts) continues with research that 

explores students’ first-year transition, cognitive development, financial considerations, 

the influence of family and peers on the college experience, coping mechanisms and 

strategies, communication orientations, and the negotiation of identity.  To put it simply, 

these studies are concerned with understanding what happens to this group of very 

diverse students while they attend college.  The theme of this portion of the literature 

review is best characterized as a story of struggle, with firsts facing myriad challenges in 

their pursuit of a postsecondary education.  
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First-Year Transition 

The earliest work on the transition experiences of students who are first-in-their-

family focuses on affective dimensions.  Piorkowski (1983) used the work of Lifton 

(1967, 1979) and Erikson (1976) to argue that low-income, urban firsts face survivor 

guilt and psychic numbing due to emotional and psychosocial trauma.  Frustration, 

isolation, and criticism grow from the family viewing the college attendance as a desire 

to escape family.  Furthermore, students can feel conflicted and guilty about succeeding 

where friends and family failed, causing difficulty in transition and performance as since 

study skills, concentration, and emotional health (e.g., depression) are impeded.   

Whitten (1992) extended the discussion of survival guilt to African-American 

youth and argued that students who matriculate to higher education must become skilled 

at negotiating multiple cultures, sometimes resulting in students feeling they 

compromised part of their identity.  Whitten does not link her discussion to firsts, 

however, the intersection of race and generational status is important to consider since 

many firsts are from a racial or ethnic minority group. 

Taking another theoretical perspective, Brooks-Terry (1988) viewed the 

adjustment period of college students as mediated through family processes, similar to 

retirees due to the unique circumstances of firsts (e.g., conflict among family, work, and 

school; the view of education as the means to a secure future; and low campus 

involvement).  Brooks-Terry concluded that firsts needed specialized attention due to 

their unique circumstances and posited that the position of firsts is constituted by the 

intersection of multiple subcultures that must be renegotiated recursively as students 

move from home to campus and back.  This analysis provides a multi-dimensional 

perspective of firsts; it is theoretical, not empirical, though.  
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Rendón (1995) further cited the importance of transition as a critical retention 

phase.  Rendón described the transition of firsts as involving breaking ties from family 

traditions as well as family codes of unity and loyalty, developing identity, leaving old 

friends behind, being perceived as different, and living between two worlds.  Rendón also 

noted that not all students connect easily due to, for example, lack of academic and/or 

psychological preparedness, absence of college culture experiences, and non-supportive 

and non-validating experiences.  These more theoretical works show that firsts face many 

difficulties and need additional support as they embark on their college-going journey.   

Striplin (1999) further corroborated the need for additional support among 

community college students.  He contended firsts face many challenges, including 

alienation from their culture of origin, susceptibility to self-doubt, and non-supportive 

families.  Poor academic preparation, low socioeconomic status, and poor 

counseling/advising compounded these challenges, and Striplin (1999) concluded that 

firsts were high-risk for not transferring to four-year institutions.  Striplin also argued for 

community colleges interventions to help students reach their degree, career, and social 

mobility goals.  In addition, support programs with small learning communities at a four-

year university have been shown to help students persist to the third semester and attain 

higher GPAs than peers not in the program (Folger, Carter, & Chase, 2004).  

Also concerning academics, Riehl (1994) found that firsts had significantly lower 

SAT scores, high school GPAs, GPA expectations, degree aspirations, third-semester 

persistence rates, and higher dropout rates.  Furthermore, Bui (2002) found that firsts felt 

less prepared for college, put more time into studying, feared failure more, and felt they 

knew less about the social environment than their peers.  These findings suggest firsts not 

only face different challenges than their peers but also perceive and make meaning of 

their college experiences in different ways from their peers.   
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Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, and Nora (1996) also studied firsts’ 

transition experiences and found that most of the differences between firsts and their 

peers linked to academic performance and persistence.  Using the National Study of 

Student Learning (NSSL), the researchers found firsts less likely to have validating 

experiences and out-of-class experiences associated with college success and persistence.  

Firsts were also more likely to experience discrimination and less likely to perceive 

faculty as concerned with their development or receive encouragement from friends to 

persist.  In addition, firsts worked more hours per week off-campus, contrasting Hertel 

(2002), who found that while firsts reported less social adjustment and lower household 

incomes, they did not report more hours of paid employment per week than their peers.  

Hertel’s sample, however, was quite homogeneous, with most respondents being white 

and female, which masked between-group differences. 

Terenzini et al. (1996)’s work shows that not only do students differ based on 

their background characteristics and precollege experiences, but also their personal and 

educational experiences differ in terms of interactions, perceptions, and cognitive 

outcomes.  While this study makes headway in understanding differences between firsts 

and their peers, firsts were aggregated into a monolithic group, essentializing their 

experiences and masking within-group differences.  Given the multiple ways firsts differ 

from their peers (e.g., gender, age, work status, etc.), more nuanced analysis accounting 

for these multiple, intersecting identities is needed. 

There are a few qualitative studies providing more detail.  One large-scale effort 

sought to understand the high school/work to school transition.  As part of the National 

Center on Postsecondary Teaching, Learning, and Assessment’s Transition to College 

Project, Terenzini et al. (1994) utilized involvement theory (Astin, 1984) to understand 

students’ transition from high school or work to college.  The researchers conducted 
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focus groups with 132 new students from diverse personal and academic backgrounds 

entering a community college, a liberal arts college, a comprehensive university, and a 

large research university.  Terenzini et al.’s overarching finding was that “the transition 

from high school or work to college is an exceedingly complex phenomenon” with much 

variation based on the student’s background, personality, education, career goals, 

institutional context, and people encountered (p.  61).  A few scholars took this meta-

finding to heart and conducted more fine-grained analyses. 

Wallace, Abel, and Ropers-Huilman (2000), for example, created a case study.  

They examined 20 students’ perceptions of their experiences in a formal, federally 

funded TRiO program, which serves low-income firsts and uses mentoring to help 

students acculturate to higher education emotionally, environmentally, and academically.  

The researchers reported that students expressed an interest in obtaining a faculty mentor; 

however, informal relationships did not form spontaneously.  Many students also 

expressed that their mentors were multiple, assisting them through a network and 

sometimes resulting in students feeling a greater sense of obligation to persist.   

Framing the discussion of student transition in terms of the educational pipeline, 

Engle, Bermeo, and O’Brien (2006) conducted focus groups with Texas firsts who 

participated in pre-college programs and either were currently or about to enroll in Texas 

postsecondary institutions.  The authors identified three crucial steps in the education 

pipeline necessary for a successful transition: raising student aspirations for college, 

helping students navigate the college admissions process, and providing support 

throughout the college transition process.  Precollege programs helped fill gaps 

concerning lack of familial college knowledge and academic preparedness and also gave 

the students needed experiences concerning diversity, structure, and commitment.  



 23 

Providing the narrowest approach is Schultz (2004), whose phenomenological 

approach examined the first semester experiences of six firsts from rural and agricultural 

backgrounds.  Parental attitudes, whether supportive or resistant, helped shape student 

perceptions about the decision to enter college, and the researcher suggested students’ 

rural and agricultural background worked to compound late recognition of their 

capability of attending college.  The participants also experienced challenges on campus, 

with their agricultural background helping and/or hindering adjustment.  While students 

had positive conceptualizations of themselves as hard workers, self-reliant, and self-

directed, they also experienced awe, even trepidation, when they encountered the 

expansiveness of the university.  Maintaining relationships with family and friends from 

home while forging new relationships with college peers, faculty, and staff was also 

challenging for students.  Schultz concluded that the triple impact of being first 

generation, rural, and from an agricultural background was inexorably linked to student 

experiences and meaning making.  Schultz, therefore, made an important methodological 

choice in choosing to examine a sub-group within the first-in-the-family category; this 

allowed for a more detailed analysis of students’ experiences and the way their identities 

and backgrounds shaped and informed their experiences; however, this study is also 

limited in applicability to low-income, rural, agricultural firsts. 

The work to date concerning firsts’ transition experiences highlight that the 

transition process is a complex one, with students facing many challenges in the move 

from high school/work to college.  They face survivor guilt, must navigate the values of 

their family’s culture and the institutional culture, often enter college with less academic 

preparation, and have a more difficult time forging relationships with peers, faculty, and 

staff.  All of these experiential characteristics suggest that first-in-the-family students are, 

indeed, “at-risk” (Striplin, 1999); however, the research also reveals the potential for 
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college success.  High student aspirations, support through the transition process, 

mentoring, positive academic experiences, and effective utilization of home values 

smooth college transition and help first-in-their-family students find educational success. 

Educational success, however, does not conclude with the first year, and there is a 

substantial research base dedicated to students’ college experiences throughout their 

college tenure, most of it indicating that firsts have very different college experiences 

than their peers (Pascarella et al., 2004).  Research comprehensive of all college 

experiences focuses cognitive development and outcomes, financial considerations, the 

influence of family and friends, how students cope with college life, communication 

orientations, and negotiation of multiple identities.   

Cognitive Development 

Firsts do not tend to fair as well in traditional measures of academic success, such 

as GPA, as their peers (Sáenz et al., 2007), and studies on cognitive outcomes bear this 

trend out.  However, these studies also continue the earlier theme of difference.  College 

experiences influence the cognitive development of firsts differently than their peers, and 

firsts’ intersecting identities influence their experiences in unique ways.  

Ting (2003) examined the academic success of firsts but did so by examining 

SAT scores, the Admissions Index3 and noncognitive variables such as positive self-

concept, leadership experience, and coping with racism.  The data were comprised of 

survey information from a predominantly white sample; therefore, the researchers used 

two racial groups for the analysis: Caucasians and students of color.  The researcher 

found that SAT scores and the Admission Index were less effective than noncognitive 

factors in explaining the academic success of students of color after the first year.  In 
                                                
3 The Admissions Index is a construct of the site university calculated from high school GPA, class rank, 
and other test scores. 
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addition, demonstrated community service and the presence of long-term goals predicted 

academic success for firsts, though these students also had lower social adjustment and 

were less likely have a social support network or role models for college adjustment.  

This study suggests the need to further examine noncognitive aspects of firsts’ 

experiences, especially nuances by racial/ethnic minority status.  

Murphy and Hicks (2006) examined 133 firsts and 70 non-firsts attending a 

doctoral granting public four-year historically Black university (HBCU) on the eastern 

shore of Maryland to examine differences in academic expectations.  This study, contrary 

to prior work (e.g., Bui, 2002) did not find that firsts had a greater fear of failure.  To the 

contrary, there were no differences between the groups in terms of expected academic 

performance; however, firsts had lower GPAs, which did not align with students’ 

expectations.  The researchers suggested that this confidence on the part of firsts might be 

due to the unique, more culturally aligned environment of the HBCU context. 

Taking a slightly different approach to understanding cognitive development, 

Hicks and Dennis (2005) quantitatively examined firsts’ and non-firsts’ differences in 

attitudes regarding goals and motivations for attending college at a four-year public 

research institution.  The researchers found that firsts had a high internal locus of control 

and sense of freedom.  Hicks and Dennis also suggested that contemporary firsts were 

more motivated regarding their goals and life accomplishments, were aware of the 

disadvantages they entered college with, and actively sought resources for assistance. 

Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004) expanded the discussion of 

outcomes to include both cognitive and affective variables.  They found no significant 

differences in writing skills, reading comprehension, or critical thinking.  There were also 

no differences regarding openness to diversity and challenge, though firsts indicated 

higher levels of internal locus of attribution for academic success and preference for 
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higher-order cognitive tasks at the end of the third year than their peers.  The researchers, 

however, did find several statistically significant cross-product terms, suggesting that 

firsts’ cognitive and noncognitive outcomes were influenced by their college experiences 

in a very different way than their peers.  Firsts, for example, were less likely to be 

involved in extra curricular activities and non-course-related interactions with peers; 

however, these students also experienced stronger benefits from their involvements than 

other students in areas such as critical thinking and science reasoning.  Furthermore, 

academic involvement yielded stronger effects in several areas (e.g., critical thinking, 

writing skills, openness to diversity) for firsts than their peers.  The researchers argued 

that firsts, though entering with cultural and social capital deficits and involved less, 

benefited more from certain kinds of involvement. 

Strayhorn (2006) utilized Terenzini et al.’s (1996) model of college impact with 

Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study (B&B:93/94) data to measure the 

influence of generation status on cumulative grade point average (GPA).  Strayhorn 

found that, after controlling for the effects of background, precollege, and college 

experiences, a statistically significant portion of the GPA variance was accounted for by 

first-generation status.  In addition, while female gender positively predicted GPA, race 

or being Black negatively predicted GPA.  Therefore, though the author found the college 

impact model useful in explaining academic achievement variance, the experiences of 

African American men were obscured due to the intersectionality of their identity; i.e., 

African American men are disadvantaged due to their race and gender; therefore, 

generational status may not affect all groups in the same way.  Strayhorn’s analysis 

highlights the need for analysis that considers the intersection of students’ identities. 

Speirs Neumeister and Rinker (2006) provided one of only a few studies on firsts 

that explicitly focused on the intersection of identities.  The researchers considered 



 27 

gender, class, and ability by examining the academic achievement of gifted, first-

generation college females using a qualitative interview design.  The analysis included 

data collected from four participants, all Caucasian.  Photo interviewing was used to 

provide focus for the interviews and to triangulate the data.  Participants were asked to 

take pictures representing their identity and influences on their achievement.  See Bach 

(2007), Pink (2001), Prosser (1998), and Riessman (2008) for more on visual methods. 

Speirs Neumeister and Rinker reported that participants had an emerging 

professional identity that drove their achievement.  In addition, their professional identity 

in conjunction with their high ability served as a passport to alternative support resources 

such as extracurricular activities, gifted/honors coursework, and a high achieving peer 

group.  While participants’ parents were unable to help navigate college, accessing 

alternative support resources was critical to professional identity development and overall 

achievement.  The participants of this study attributed their success to opportunities 

gained through their high ability as well as personal characteristics (e.g., work ethic) and 

a willingness to explore a sense of self beyond the family’s definition.  They tended to be 

more academically prepared than many firsts and benefited from friendships with high 

achieving peers.  High ability proved particularly meaningful because it opened doors to 

resources and opportunities that enhanced their sense of professional identity.   

This study is a major departure from previous work in that it focuses in a detailed 

manner on the intersection of multiple identity dimensions.  It also illustrates the need for 

further work along this line.  A first who is high achieving, female, and white4 is 

positioned to and can access resources, both personal and institutional, in very different 

ways than other firsts who do not share this particular intersection of identity.  In 

                                                
4 The researchers did not explicitly examine race; however, race is implicated because all the participants 
were the same race, white. 
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addition, firsts, due to their various multidimensional identities, negotiate home and 

school cultures and values differently.  These high-achieving females had to break with 

home community values and gender roles; this renegotiation would be quite different for 

other firsts with different characteristics. 

Financial Considerations 

Although finances play a role in many studies, they are the focus of only two 

studies.  Somers, Woodhouse, and Cofer (2004) used the National Post Secondary 

Student Aid Study 1995-1996 (NPSAS:96) to compare within-year persistence of firsts 

and non-firsts at four-year institutions by examining factors such as background, 

aspiration, achievement, institutional characteristics, college experiences, current year 

price and subsidies, and cumulative debt load.   

Concerning price variables, firsts and non-firsts responded similarly; however, 

effect sizes for firsts were larger.  For every $1,000 increase in tuition, persistence for 

both groups dropped.  In addition, current-semester financial aid was positively 

associated with persistence, while all levels of accumulated debt load were significant 

and negatively associated with persistence.  For firsts, the negative debt load effect was 

significantly greater at all debt levels, with the largest effect at the lowest level of debt, 

suggesting that firsts are highly debt adverse.  Furthermore, while advantage (e.g., high 

income, high GPA) is usually associated with persistence, it was not for firsts.   

Chen and Des Jardins (2008) used event history analysis to examine data from the 

Beginning Postsecondary Students survey (BPS:96/01) to understand the role of student 

aid as a mediator in the relationship between parental income and student dropout 

behavior.  The researchers found a cumulative six-year hazard rate of 30%; however, 

dropout rate varied by year, with the greatest risk of dropout during the first year.  The 
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researchers also found parental education to be a significant factor in dropouts, with 

lower parental education levels associated with higher dropout rates.  Students from low-

income backgrounds were consistently at higher risk for dropouts yet were slightly (but 

not statistically) more responsive to Pell grants. 

Financial considerations, then, factor prominently in the college experiences and 

decisions of firsts.  There is an absence of qualitative work in this area, but, given the 

national, state, and institutional scales of student aid policies, this is not necessarily a 

weakness.  However, qualitative work could help better understand how students and 

families make meaning of and respond to financial aid, debt, and college cost policies. 

Influence of Family and Peers  

One area of research that has garnered considerable attention is the influence of 

family and peers on firsts.  Since firsts navigate a more rocky social terrain and deal with 

differing home and institutional values and cultures, this focus is not surprising. 

MacDermott, Conn, and Owen (1987) examined differences between firsts and 

non-firsts and parents at the University of Akron.  They found that firsts and parents were 

more likely to consider financial matters, academic reputation, and personal attention, 

though students placed more priority on social activities than parents.  Firsts were also 

more likely to visit prospective campuses alone or with friends compared to their peers, 

who were more likely to visit with their parents. 

London (1989) gathered the life histories of 15 firsts to understand their social 

histories and family’s contributions to their matriculation as well as how they reconcile 

(or do not) the conflicting requirements of family membership and educational mobility.  

The students attended a variety of Boston-area colleges, were from lower- or working-

class families, and were diverse along axes of gender and ethnic minority membership.  
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London used two concepts formulated by psychoanalyst Helm Stierlin (1974) to 

understand multigenerational effects of families on firsts.  The researcher found that the 

dynamics of educational mobility often produced discontinuity for firsts.  Motivations for 

obtaining a post secondary education were diverse, varying from family forces to career 

preparation and from intellectual fulfillment to increased social standing; however, this 

mobility involved “loss of the familiar past,” which can be accompanied by confusion, 

isolation, and conflict (London, 1989, p.  168). 

This conflict can manifest when students and families seek counseling assistance 

as well.  Hartig and Steigerwald (2007) developed case vignette in order to illustrate the 

way counselors must balance family roles and ethics in working with firsts and their 

families.  Counselors experience a conflict between advocating for the student’s 

fulfillment/needs and respecting the family’s autonomy and cultural values.  In order to 

balance the ethics surrounding issues of autonomy and advocacy, the authors suggested 

that family counselors first accept the family’s systemic worldview, then explore the 

differences between the family’s perspectives through an authentic dialogue before 

helping the family decide which values they would like to keep.   

York-Anderson and Bowman (1991) focused on students’ knowledge of college, 

family support for college, familial iterations of college knowledge, and commitment to 

college.  The authors found no significant differences between firsts and non-firsts’ 

knowledge of college, personal commitment to college, or perceived family pressure to 

attend; however, non-firsts reported more support from their families.  This study is, 

however, twenty years old and utilized a predominantly white sample.  More recently, 

Hicks (2002) found that firsts attending an inner-city college in Philadelphia were more 

likely than their non-first peers to report that their parents believed to doing well in 

school was one of the best ways become successful.  The different findings of these 
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studies regarding familial support could be due to the time lapse, the very different 

institutional contexts, or both.   

Though some more recent studies have provided support for the notion that 

families are more supportive of the first college attendees than they once were (Sáenz et 

al., 2007), some studies find little evidence of the impact of families on students.  Dennis, 

Phinney, and Chuateco (2005), for example, did not find support for the influence of 

parental expectations.  The researchers found that career/personal motivation predicted 

college commitment even after controlling for background variables and that college 

adjustment was predicted by a motivation to attend college based on personal interests, 

intellectual interests, and the student’s desire to obtain a rewarding career.  In addition, 

peer support was a stronger predictor than family support for college grades.  

Furthermore, resources needed related more to outcomes (GPA and adjustment) than the 

perception of resources available.  The researchers suggested that, for students having 

difficulty with academics and adjustment, support or its absence was more salient and 

more predictive of outcomes, i.e., students doing well took support for granted.   

McCarron and Inkelas (2006) also found limited support for parental impact.  

They used longitudinal data from the National Educational Longitudinal Study 

(NELS:88.00) to compare the college experiences of firsts and non-firsts by examining 

the influence of parental involvement on educational aspirations and educational 

attainment.  The researchers found that parental involvement was the best predictor for 

the educational aspirations of non-firsts; however, parental involvement explained little 

of the variance among firsts by gender, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.  The 

researchers contended that the limited operationalization of parental involvement may 

have contributed to the lack of the explanatory power and posited that school-based 
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involvement may play a key role or that student perceptions about academics may 

outweigh differentials in parental involvement. 

Instead of focusing on parental influence, Enstrom and Tinto (2008) focused on 

the impact of learning communities on the success of academically underprepared, 

predominantly low-income students.  They found that when underprepared students got 

involved in learning communities, they were significantly more engaged academically 

and socially than non-learning-community students.  They also found that students 

involved in learning communities more likely to persist than their peers and derived 

many benefits from their learning communities, such as increased trust and respect for 

peers, decreased fear and anxiety, and increased commitment and motivation to persist.  

Jehangir (2009) built on Engstrom and Tinto’s (2008) research by examining the 

impact of a student support services program offered at a large, midwestern, land-grant, 

metropolitan university on TRiO students.  The author used reflective writings as data for 

a case study in order to evaluate the efficacy of the program.  The program was intended 

to help “build bridges between the academy and the life world of historically 

marginalized students” (p.  34).  The curriculum was designed utilizing critical pedagogy, 

addressing themes of identity, community, and social agency.  The researchers found that 

the program provided many benefits for students, such as validating experiences, finding 

a community of peers, engaging in self-expression, understanding the value of conflict, 

dealing with internal identity conflict, and connecting to the learning community through 

home and school experiences.   

Research regarding the influence of peers and families is mixed.  Parents and their 

involvement affect students differently, particularly when other characteristics, such as 

race/ethnicity, gender, and class are considered.  Resources, whether in the form of 

parental support, peers, or learning communities, also play an important role in the 
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persistence of firsts; however, we still know little about how students make meaning of 

these experiences.  Given the potential impact of different institutional contexts, more 

research is needed regarding how students experience these interpersonal dynamics. 

Coping Strategies  

Since first-in-their-family students face so many barriers as they navigate higher 

education institutions, there is a developed body of research regarding how students cope 

with these challenges and how institutions can assist students.  McGregor, Mayleben, 

Buzzanga, Davis, and Becker (1991), for example, examined the self-esteem and self-

perceptions of firsts and non-firsts.  The researchers found that students whose parents 

had higher education levels perceived they were able to make an easier adjustment to the 

demands of the college environment, and students who had both parents attend college 

reported the highest levels of self-esteem.  Firsts perceived themselves as less creative 

than their peers; however, in terms of job competence, scholastic competence, close 

friendships, romantic relationships, athletic competence, and global self-worth, the 

students did not differ significantly.  Although firsts face difficulties in adjusting to the 

college, once they do, they do not perceive themselves as less capable than their peers. 

Gibbons and Shoffner (2004) examined how the application of social cognitive 

career theory (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1996); which focuses on self-advocacy, outcome 

expectations, barriers, and goals to help with career and academic planning; could help 

school and career counselors assist firsts in their decision-making prior to college 

entrance.  The authors presented a case study of a 16-year-old African American student 

to illustrate the ways social cognitive career theory can help firsts.  The counselor 

intervened, helping the student increase his self-efficacy, overcome the low expectations 

of some of his teachers, and better understand barriers and supports in his path. 
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Several studies have focused on positive aspects of students’ strategies and 

personalities.  Self-efficacy, defined as an individual’s perceived capability in performing 

necessary tasks to achieve a given goal (Bandura, 2001), has received particular attention.  

For example, Hellman (1996) investigated the perceived academic self-efficacy of firsts 

at a large mid-west community college and found that they had lower self-perceptions of 

their academic ability than their peers. 

Solberg and Villarreal (1997) examined whether self-efficacy and social support 

moderated Hispanic students’ stress, physical distress, and psychological distress.  The 

researchers found that students who perceived social support was available to them had 

lower distress ratings than their peers.  Ramos-Sanchez and Nichols (2007) also 

examined the role of self-efficacy as a moderator, focusing on its role in academic 

performance and college adjustment.  They found no mediation effect; however, higher 

levels of self-efficacy predicted higher college adjustment during the first year.   

Wang and Castaneda-Sound (2008) studied the influence of generational status, 

academic self-efficacy, and perceived social support on student wellbeing.  The notion of 

wellbeing is drawn from psychology and is defined as a person’s “subjective perception 

of psychological health or quality of life”  (p.  102).  The construct includes cognition, 

referring to a person’s satisfaction with life, and affect, referring to a person’s emotional 

experiences.  The researchers found that firsts had lower academic self-efficacy and more 

somatic symptoms than their peers, even after controlling for race/ethnicity (though 

ethnic minority students were aggregated into a single, disproportionately Asian 

American group).  Self-esteem was the most important predictor of wellbeing for firsts. 

Vuong, Brown-Welty, and Tracz (2010) also examined self-efficacy but focused 

on the sophomore slump phenomenon  (Lemons & Richmond, 1987).  The researchers 

examined whether firsts differed from their peers in self-efficacy and how self-efficacy 
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contributed to academic success.  The findings of this study reveal that the perception 

college sophomores have about their ability influences their academic performance and 

persistence.  The researchers found no significant differences on any of the self-efficacy 

variables between firsts and their peers; however, firsts did not fare as well as their peers 

in terms of their GPAs.  The authors attribute this inconsistency to parental influence, 

which can directly and indirectly affect children’s self-efficacy. 

While not examining self-efficacy, Williams and Butler (2010) also focused on 

positive strategies.  They argued that hope theory has potential for aiding in the retention 

of firsts.  The researchers utilized a more contemporary meaning of hope that centers on 

thoughts rather than emotions and perception, and they posited that implementing hope-

focused programs and initiatives could ameliorate the challenges many firsts enter 

college with (e.g., less academic preparation, less encouragement, difficult transition, 

higher likelihood of dropout).   

Phinney and Haas (2003) corroborated the salience of support or lack thereof for 

students encountering academic or adjustment difficulties in their narrative approach to 

understanding the coping processes of 30 ethnic minority college freshman.  The 

participants were predominantly firsts (75%) and attended an urban university in southern 

California with an 80% nonwhite student body.  The students were recruited from a 

larger study and completed three journal assignments; these journals provided the data for 

analysis.  The data were analyzed quantitatively through correlations with student 

narratives providing insight to the quantitative findings.  The researchers found that 

seeking support was the most successful coping strategy and that students with more self-

efficacy used coping more successfully.  They concluded that coping is a complex and 

interactive process since demographic variables and types of stress could not explain the 

differences in student experiences.  In addition, there were no significant differences 
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between the firsts and non-firsts based on perceived support from family, friends, 

depressive symptoms, or life satisfaction.   

Support, however, did affect firsts and non-firsts in different ways.  For firsts, 

support from family positively related to wellbeing, while perceived support from friends 

related to psychological symptoms.  The effect of family support on stress was not, 

however, significant for non-firsts.  The researchers concluded that while academic self-

advocacy his important, other factors also play critical roles in firsts’ wellbeing.  They 

also posit that the lack of significant findings concerning differences in family and 

friends support, depressive symptoms, and life satisfaction may be due to a paucity of 

research concerning “the effects of generational status and race/ethnicity when 

investigating first-generation college students adjustment concerns” (p.  113).  

Intersectional research, therefore, is an area in need of expansion concerning the coping 

experiences of firsts. 

Communication Orientations 

There is a small but growing body of work that focuses on the communication of 

firsts, pioneered by communications scholars.  This work is a departure from most 

previous research because it is qualitative and explicitly analyzes the multi-

dimensionality of students. 

Orbe (2003) conducted a phenomenological study of 29 African American firsts 

to gain insight into the intersections of race, parental education, communication, and 

survival/success.  Orbe reported four central themes regarding the communicative 

experiences of African American firsts: going to college, self-talk, communicating with 

(at) home, and communicating on campus.  Orbe found that racial identity was more 

salient than generational status identity for many students and concluded that African 
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American firsts “negotiate communicative tensions between self and others at school as 

well as home” (p. 17).  A college education, therefore, represented the lack of opportunity 

of preceding generations and the increased opportunity of subsequent generations.  The 

author also cited a need for more research regarding the commonalities and differences 

among and within racial groups to avoid dichotomously positioning marginalized groups 

against a normative European American culture.  The present study will help fill this gap 

by examining the way intersectional identities shape students’ college experiences. 

Orbe and Groscurth (2004) also utilized qualitative data.  They interviewed and 

held focus groups with 79 firsts to examine their co-cultural practices and communication 

orientations.  Co-cultural theory (Orbe, 1998) focuses on understanding “the process by 

which different members of underrepresented groups enact certain communicative 

practices in contexts where a person’s membership in one or more social groups renders 

their experiences as marginalized” (Orbe, 2004, p.  42).  The researchers focused on two 

contexts, on campus and at home.  The researchers concluded that generational status was 

more salient while at home.  On campus, students could enact communication 

orientations diminishing the importance of their generational status, while this was often 

not possible at home.  In addition, the researchers found that students had difficulty 

finding other firsts to form support networks.  Although students utilized a variety of 

communication orientations, the researchers suggested that firsts could be examined as a 

cultural group.  This final assertion, however, has not been corroborated.  Given the 

ethnic diversity within the first-generation category (Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; 

Sáenz et al., 2007), this assertion needs to be examined; the present study is positioned to 

do so.  
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Identity Negotiation 

More recently, a small body of work explicitly examining the identity negotiation 

of firsts has appeared.  Orbe (2008), for example, built on his prior work in this area (see 

above) and used dialectical and cross-cultural adaptation theories to advance a theoretical 

framework delineating how diverse firsts negotiate home and campus cultures.  

Dialectical theory focuses on how individuals negotiate everyday contradictions through 

communication; this constant negotiation leads to growth, personal transformation, or 

both (Baxter, 2006; Montgomery & Baxter, 1998).  Cross-cultural adaptation theory 

focuses on how individuals who venture into unfamiliar cultural terrain negotiate their 

changing identities (Kim, 2005).   

The author presented six primary dialectal tensions at the core of the identity 

negotiation of firsts: individual and social identity, similar and different, stability and 

change, certainty and uncertainty, advantage and disadvantage, and openness and 

closedness.  Orbe concluded that firsts negotiate and perform multiple aspects of their 

identities in complex ways and drew attention to the way identity negotiation is 

inherently intersectional.  Orbe also calls for additional research regarding how different 

contextual and environmental elements influence identity negotiation.  

Wibrowski and Clauss-Ehlers (2007) focused on ethnic identity development, 

educational resilience, and social support in a comparison of first and non-first freshmen 

by focusing on in the context of a summer support program providing college access to 

financially disadvantaged students.  The researchers found that participation in the 

summer program resulted in significant increases in resilience and social support from 

program staff and peers but did not significantly increase ethnic identity or social support 

from family and friends.  The researchers concluded that the program was able to 

increase the cultural and social capital of the participants.  
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Moschetti and Hudley (2008) also incorporated social capital by examining the 

capital accessed by working-class, white first and non-first male students.  Both groups 

reported accessing fewer than two institutional agents for social/emotional support and 

help with coursework, suggesting that generation status became less salient for white, 

working-class males regarding accessing social capital resources.  However, higher levels 

of communication and greater variety of agents were positively related to GPA levels for 

both groups.  In addition, for firsts only, there were significant correlations between 

social capital and expectations toward the future.  This suggests that increased social 

capital may be more beneficial for first-generation, working-class, white males than for 

their non-first peers.  Similarly to Orbe (2003) and Speirs Neumeister and Rinker (2006), 

Moschetti and Hudley were able to provide a more nuanced analysis of the way 

intersection of identities informed students’ experiences; however, all three of these 

studies focused on a subgroup of first-generation students, which limited the applicability 

of their research.   

Azmitia, Syed, and Radmacher (2008) also conducted a qualitative four-year 

longitudinal study to explore how the college students negotiated their multiple identities 

within the multiple contexts of personal identity.  They found that firsts illustrated 

Cooper’s (1999) bridging multiple worlds theory, which emphasizes that young people 

negotiate identity through salient personal contexts or worlds (e.g. families, peers, 

schools, communities) and that these worlds are both resources and challenges.  The 

challenges of firsts included a lack of family academic credentials and less human 

capital; however, students found resources in their family, friends, teachers, and 

organizations.  This study is a significant departure from previous work on firsts by 

seeking to understand them across time and across multiple identities.  However, it 

focused on college students in general, with only more minor observations about firsts.  
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The present study, with its focus on firsts, will be able to provide deeper, more detailed 

accounts of their identity negotiation and college trajectories. 

Orbe (2004) also conducted a comprehensive study, collecting narratives from 79 

firsts from six mid-western campuses of various institutional type and size.  

Communication theory of identity (CTI) (Golden, Niles, & Hecht 2002; Hecht, 1993) 

was employed, which locates identity in four frames: within individuals, within 

relationships, within groups, and communicated through relationships.  Firsts, as a group, 

negotiated identity in a multitude of ways, with first status enacted with various levels of 

centrality.  Student body demographics were an important determinant in whether firsts 

did or did not consider their first status salient.  In addition, first status became more 

salient when it intersected with other aspects of identity (e.g., race/ethnicity, age, 

socioeconomic status, gender).  Orbe concluded that there was an “absence of any 

particular form of a collective ‘we’” among first-generation students (p.  144).  

Furthermore, though firsts felt more comfortable sharing their experiences with other 

firsts, this kind of interaction occurred infrequently.  The author cited a need for more 

research about identity negotiation in the classroom and in interactions where others 

enact an aspect of identity and the student has little or no control over the interaction. 

More than anything, the work relating to college experiences reveals that 

experiences matter critically for students.  Academics, money, support from family and 

friends, coping strategies, communication, and identity are all areas critical to 

understanding students’ college pathways.  The story of firsts college experiences is, 

therefore, fraught with complexity: complexity of self and environment as well as social 

and academic domains.  However, very little work relating to the college experience 

attempts to understand students through a multi-dimensional framework or attempts to 

understand the entire college trajectory.  What work that using an intersectional approach 
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either focus narrowly on a particular subgroup (e.g., Speirs Neumeister and Rinker, 

2006), broadly on all students (e.g., Azmitia, Syed, & Radmacher, 2008), or on one 

aspect of how students negotiate the college environment (e.g., Orbe, 2003).  In addition, 

most studies focus on providing cross-sectional accounts of student experiences.  To date, 

no studies have attempted to study the college trajectories of firsts who have successfully 

negotiated the college environment.  Azmitia, Syed, and Radmacher (2008) did conduct a 

longitudinal qualitative study, but did not focus on firsts.  The present study, therefore, by 

examining the experiences of successful firsts, includes a component from the next 

section of relevant literature, persistence. 

Student Outcomes 

Persistence and degree attainment represent the achievement of students’ and 

families’ goals for education and social mobility.  For firsts, however, this is often an 

anti-climax rather than a triumph, with far too many students not reaching their goals.  

Research on firsts outcomes tends to focus on persistence and dropout behavior.  

Persistence 

In one of the earliest studies of firsts, Billson and Brooks-Terry (1982) conducted 

a mixed-methods study at two liberal arts colleges, one private and one public, consisting 

of surveys of “persisters” and “leavers” as well as interviews with persisters. The 

researchers found that the work-school balance was much more difficult for many firsts 

who often worked more and, though they valued education highly, had a difficult time 

prioritizing school above work.  While firsts reported that intellectual growth, social 

development, and independence were important, they were more likely than non-firsts to 

focus on college as career preparation and a means to gaining job skills.  Firsts were also 
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more vulnerable to attrition due to their heavier work hours, lower social and academic 

integration, and incongruence between student and parental educational values. 

Skinner and Richardson (1988) and Richardson and Skinner (1991, 1992) 

conducted several studies focused on or related to firsts.  In 1988, they identified four 

profiles for success, and identified themes still relevant to firsts today—commitment, 

academic preparation, and survival.  Skinner and Richardson (1988) also showed that 

within the group “minority students,” there is substantial diversity.  Considering firsts are 

more likely to come from a racial or ethnic minority background (Nuñez & Cuccaro-

Alamin, 1998; Sáenz et al., 2007), this study suggests a need to explore within-group 

differences.  Indeed, although Richardson and Skinner examined firsts and non-firsts 

through the lens of minority student achievement, they did not explicitly examine the 

intersectional nature of these characteristics.   

Richardson and Skinner (1991, 1992) extended their work to examine graduates’ 

perspectives of the personal, educational, and societal components that led them persist.  

Indeed, the 1992 study is only study to take this retrospective approach to examining 

successful students’ experiences.  The authors found firsts needed additional scaffolding 

throughout college and were at risk of attrition due to nontraditional modes of college 

attendance, lack of academic preparation, and inadequate knowledge of college.  Students 

responded to challenges through “scaling down” strategies such as finding places where 

they could be more comfortable to study and interact with friends as well as finding 

resources, such as supportive faculty or staff, to help connect to the campus on a smaller 

scale.  Firsts were at risk of attrition due to nontraditional modes of college attendance, 

lack of academic preparation, inadequate knowledge of the college environment and 

bureaucracy, and uncertainty about the access education would give them to desired 

career goals.  
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Another early study (Pratt & Skaggs, 1989) compared attrition risk between firsts 

and their peers.  This study found no differences in academic or social integration and no 

greater risk of attrition for firsts.  It is, however, the only study to find no persistence 

differential (e.g., Warburton, Bugarin, & Nuñez, 2001).  Inman and Mayes (1999) 

however, found that although fewer firsts persisted to the third semester, those who did 

performed comparably to their peers concerning credit hours earned and GPA.  Despite 

comparable success, however, college influences firsts and non-firsts in different ways. 

Martin Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) examined factors contributing to the 

persistence of firsts and non-firsts’ first-to-second year persistence at four-year 

institutions.  The researchers employed several critical theories because firsts “inhabit 

intersecting sites of oppression based on race, class, and gender,” though they did not 

employ intersectionality and found several statistically significant variables relating to 

firsts’ persistence (p.  418).  For example, being male, not speaking English at home 

while growing up, attending a larger institution, being more academically integrated, 

having a higher GPA, and being more satisfied with social activities were all variables 

increasing the likelihood of firsts’ persistence.  Variables decreasing the likelihood of 

persistence included being married, being Hispanic, and attending a private institution.  

For non-firsts, however, variables increasing the likelihood of persistence included, for 

example, expecting to complete more than a bachelor’s degree, choosing an institution 

due to school reputation or lower tuition, having a higher GPA, being satisfied with 

campus climate, participating in school clubs, and increased work-study aid.  Firsts, 

therefore, experience college differently than their peers. 

Based on their analysis, Martin Lohfink and Paulsen (2005) suggested firsts are 

doubly disadvantaged by their parents’ lack of experience with postsecondary institutions 

as well as by other socio-economic characteristics, such as diverse social class 
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backgrounds, different amounts and types of cultural and financial capital, and diverse 

ways of accessing and leveraging resources.  Non-firsts also had a more cosmopolitan 

understanding of college opportunities.  Although social and academic integration were 

important for both groups of students, integration influenced these groups differently, 

with academic integration playing a more pronounced role for firsts than their peers. 

Hahs-Vaughn’s (2004) work, however, did not support the notion that academic 

experiences are of primary importance.  Hahs-Vaughn did find that experiences were 

critical to firsts’ persistence; however, once beyond the first year, differences between 

firsts and their peers decreased.  There were no significant differences in intensity of 

enrollment, academic experiences, degrees attained, or cumulative grade point averages.  

Instead, non-academic experiences continued to differ between these two student groups. 

Strage (1999) included a focus on both academic and non-academic domains as 

well.  Strage examined how students with differing ethnic backgrounds and parental 

education differed in terms of academic and social integration, academic achievement, 

and academic motivation.  In comparing firsts with their peers, the researcher found no 

statistically significant differences regarding academic or social adjustment, achievement 

or “mastery orientation” (an orientation that welcomes challenge and is able to persist in 

the face of obstacles).   

For all students, teacher rapport was associated with higher grades, while 

leadership was more predictive for firsts and academic confidence was more predictive 

for their peers.  The researchers also found many more differences by race than by 

generational status, particularly between Hispanic and Asian students, who had very 

different integration and motivational profiles.  The researchers did not consider the 

intersection of these identities, however.   
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Persistence work concerning firsts indicates no strong patter for what contributes 

to firsts’ success.  Instead, the research indicates that examining firsts as a group may be 

problematic due to within-group differences and the way student characteristics interact 

dynamically to inform student experiences.  In addition, persistence work tends to look at 

persistence quantitatively, which obscures the lived experiences of students.  

Dropout behavior 

In addition to work on persistence, there is also a solid empirical base seeking to 

understand dropout behavior.  Ishitani (2003) used event history modeling to investigate 

the longitudinal effects of first-generation status on attrition.  The study adapted the 

conceptual framework developed by DesJardins, Ahlburg, and McCall (1999), which 

utilized exogenous variables (e.g., race, gender, high school GPA, first-generation status), 

time-dependent variables (e.g., college GPA, financial aid, athletic status), and five types 

of outcomes: continue, stop out, drop out, transfer, and graduate, each of which can 

happen at any of the specified discrete times.   

This study focused on firsts and whether the independent variables hypothesized 

to impact student departure varied at different times in the student’s college tenure at a 

single midwestern institution.  The researchers found that first status had a negative 

effect, especially in the first year, regarding retention; in fact, firsts in the first year were 

71% more likely to depart than students with two college-educated parents.  This study 

shows that the magnitude of risk for firsts’ departure varies over time and can differ 

depending on gender, size of hometown, and family income. 

Ishitani (2006) continued this line of work by using event history modeling again, 

this time with a nationally representative dataset from the National Education 

Longitudinal Study (NELS:88) and NELS: 1988-2000 Postsecondary Education 
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Transcript Study (PELS:2000).  This study used three generational status categories and 

defined college attrition as students who left their first institution and did not return to 

any institution by 2000, encompassing voluntary withdrawal and academic dismissal.   

The researchers found that firsts were at higher risk of departure and were less 

likely to complete their degree programs in a timely manner.  In addition, this study 

found that high school class rank and high school academic intensity positively related to 

persistence and degree completion; however, this study demonstrated that these variables 

had a nonlinear effect.  Both low socioeconomic status and delayed matriculation had a 

negative relationship with persistence, while work-study and attending a selective 

institution had positive effects.   

Concerning institutional type, students attending a nonselective institution were 

most vulnerable to departure in the first and fourth years, while students attending private 

colleges were less likely to leave during the second and third years than those attending 

public four-year institutions.  Ethnicity was also a significant factor on degree attainment, 

with Hispanic and Black students being less likely than their Caucasian peers to graduate 

in the fourth or fifth years, though being female increased the likelihood of the student 

completing a degree within four years.  This study reveals multifaceted nature of 

departure, with time-varying effects exerting different kinds of influence on different 

kinds of students throughout their college tenure.   

Ishitani’s (2003, 2006) work suggests that persistence is, indeed complex.  

Race/ethnicity, gender, size of hometown, socioeconomic status, even year of enrollment 

all influence students’ decisions.  This work also calls attention to the need to understand 

not just one facet of the college experience (i.e., the first year transition); but rather, it is 

important to understand the entire trajectory of student’s college experiences.  However, 
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Ishitani’s work does not examine how these factors intersect to influence students’ 

decisions or how students negotiate these multitudinous pressures.   

Martinez, Sher, Krull, and Wood (2009) also used event-history analysis to 

analyze a sample of first-time college students.  The goal of this study was to use Tinto’s 

(1993) model of attrition as a guide to investigate mechanisms of attrition that might 

moderate or mediate the effect of parental education.  Mediating factors are intervening 

factors helping to explain the association between student characteristics and attrition 

while moderating factors affect the strength of the association. 

The researchers found several variables that differentiated firsts from their peers; 

firsts had lower ACT scores, lower college GPAs, fewer aspirations to party, lower 

aspirations to find a mate, tended to drink less heavily, reported fewer friendship 

problems, and were less likely to report having a lack of funding from scholarships, 

grants, and loans.  Firsts also had higher aspirations to attend college for career purposes 

and were more likely to be in an underrepresented racial group, report lack of funding 

from parents, work in college, work part-time jobs, have full-time jobs, and were more at-

risk of attrition than their peers.   

The researchers found only one moderation effect; the consequence of a low GPA 

was greater for firsts.  In contrast, the researchers found five mediation effects.  ACT 

composite scores partially decreased the effect of low parental education while 

scholarships, loans, job status, and college GPAs acted as mediators between low 

parental education and attrition.  These mediation effects reduced partially or to non-

significance the effect of low parental education.  Though the researchers were able to 

understand mediating and moderating effects between student characteristics and 

attrition, the researchers did not allow for the possibility of intersecting identities.   
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Engle and Tinto (2008) did include analysis of two identity aspects, using data 

from a National Center for Education Statistics Beginning Postsecondary Study 

(BPS:96/01) and National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:04) to examine the 

current status of low-income firsts.  The authors found that low-income firsts were less 

successful at all institutional types, being nearly four times more likely to drop out than 

their peers.  At public four-year institutions, only one third of the students earned a 

degree within six years compared to two thirds of their peers.  In addition, of the 63% of 

low-income firsts attending a public two-year institution with plans of earning a 

bachelor’s degree, only 5% of them actually did so within six years.  In fact, low-income 

firsts were more than seven times more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree if they started 

in a four-year institution, though only 25% of them did so.  In addition, struggling to 

compensate for unmet financial need was a major problem for many firsts, whose 

working and borrowing behavior had negative consequences for their college completion.   

Torres (2006) also considered intersecting identities in a mixed methods study, 

but not by focusing explicitly on firsts.  Instead, by studying Latino/a student retention at 

urban, commuter universities, she drew a sample of students who were 77% first-in-the-

family because the institutional type is more likely to serve these students.  The 

researcher reported three core themes: students identified college as one of many 

commitments they had to fulfill; students expressed that they had been stereotyped by 

institutions, resulting in low expectations and lack of encouragement, and students valued 

mentors who helped guide them both inside and outside the classroom.  Traditional 

predictors of retention (e.g. academic performance) were not as important for Latino/a 

students as campus experiences, supporting Hahs-Vaugh’s (2004) and Ting’s (2003) 

findings regarding the importance of understanding noncognitive experiences.   
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Torres (2006) also employed social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) to 

understand student experiences.  Social cognitive theory views human choices as the 

result of the interaction of behavior, cognitive and personal factors, and environmental 

influences.  This theory allowed the researcher focus on student adaptations rather than 

academic deficiencies.  While the researcher suggested that social cognitive theory was 

plausible for understanding Latino persistence, only institutional commitment had a 

strong and significant direct effect on the intent to persist, though academic integration 

and encouragement indirectly affected intent.  The researcher also found that students 

needed help in creating cognitive maps so they could better understand how to navigate 

the college environment, that mentoring was important in helping students see college as 

important, and that institutions needed to a affirm students’ cultural values.   

Though the study did not focus on firsts or on comparing firsts to their peers, it 

provides valuable insight into the way firsts differ from their more traditional peers and 

provides insight to a particular intersection of students, those who are Latina/o and 

commuter and, thus, also likely first-in-the-family.  The social cognitive retention model 

for Latino students at urban universities suggests a need to focus on campus experiences 

rather than traditional predictors of persistence when studying nontraditional students and 

provides support for examining firsts through a non-deficit stance.  By focusing on 

successful firsts, this study will also provide a non-deficit approach. 

The story of first-in-the-family students thus finds an unsettling coda.  Far too few 

students who want to transfer and/or attain a four-year degree actually do so.  Firsts are 

less likely to persistence, experience college in different ways, and are affected by their 

experiences in different ways.  And yet, we still know very little.  Depending on the 

study, generational status can mean that academics matter more, or that non-academics 
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do.  Depending on the study, ethnicity matters more than generational status, or gender 

does, or generational status is most salient.   

What is clear is that firsts are at a “deficit” (Ryan, 1971; Valencia, 1997).  They 

lack capital, are not academically prepared, and face many more challenges to persistence 

than their peers.  To put it bluntly, the story of firsts is more a tragedy than a triumph, 

with a significant proportion of the extant literature focusing on deficit characteristics 

rather than achievements.  Some scholars have considered the storyline as a 

bildungsroman (novel of development), considering students from a multi-dimensional 

perspective, but they have done so without much consideration of success. What is most 

prominently missing from the literature, therefore, is a marriage of the two, a study of the 

multi-faceted trajectory of firsts with a focus on educational success.  The present study 

will fill this gap by examining successful firsts (defined as students in last or second-to-

last semester prior to degree attainment) using an intersectional framework.  I will also 

employ narrative analysis, which will allow for a nuanced and detailed analysis.  

However, before delineating the method, it is important to understand how student 

success has been examined more generally and to delineate what the theoretical 

framework will add this this study. 

STUDENT SUCCESS 

Since this study focuses on successful firsts, it is important to understand how 

student success has been studied.  Scholars have conceptualized student success and its 

converse, student departure, in a variety of ways.  In the tradition of most education 

research, work in this very broad area is often interdisciplinary, adopting approaches 

from a specific field or melding several disciplines.  I will discuss research rooted in 

psychology, economics, sociology, organizational studies, and cultural studies. 
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Psychological Approaches 

The psychological study of student success includes two widely used and 

empirically tested theories: involvement (Astin, 1984) and engagement (Kuh, Kinzie, 

Cruce, Shoup, & Gonyea, 2007).  This section also briefly discusses Terenzini, Springer, 

Yaeger, Pascarella, and Nora’s (1996) model of college impact and Bean and Eaton’s 

(2000) psychological model of college student retention.  

Astin’s work on the college experience is rooted in his I–E–O (Input–

Environment–Outcome) model of the college experience.  This model was initially 

developed in 1962 and has undergone several iterations (1970a, 1970b, 1977), with the 

most updated model appearing in What Matters in College? Four Critical Years Revisited 

(1993).  Astin’s 1993 work described research being done at the Cooperative Institutional 

Research Program (CIRP), a program now run by the Higher Education Research 

Institute (HERI) at the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) that collects 

national survey data on the college experience through several instruments, such as The 

Freshman Survey (TFS) and Your First College Year (YFCY) survey.   

In the I–E–O model, input variables are characteristics of the student at the time 

of college entry while environment variables include measurements of college attributes 

and student experiences.  Some variables are bridges between input and environment and, 

therefore, can be used as either input or environment depending on the research 

question(s).  In addition, some environmental variables are not entirely environment, but 

also partially outcome.  Astin calls these intermediate outcomes, and satisfaction and 

involvement fall into this category, reflecting that satisfaction and involvement can 

change over time and be influenced by the environment.  In other words, institutional 

structures such as available amenities or faculty contact can influence student 

satisfaction.   
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This notion of intermediate outcomes recognizes that some experiences are set at 

college entry (e.g., institution’s size), while others develop over time (e.g., involvement). 

Involvement, therefore, is partly environment and partly outcome.  Conceptualized as an 

intermediate outcome, involvement theory is of value for its links to other outcomes and 

for study itself; to students, time spent in college is perhaps the most important measure 

of experience (Astin, 1993).   

Involvement Theory 

The notion of involvement has deeper roots than the 1993 iteration of the I–E–O 

model.  The concept was first introduced in Astin’s 1975 book Preventing Students from 

Dropping Out, but was presented more formally in his well-known 1984 article.  Astin 

brought together disciplines such as psychoanalysis and classical learning theory to create 

an intentionally streamlined conceptual model for researchers, administrators, and 

faculty.  Involvement is “the amount of physical and psychological energy that the 

student devotes to the academic experience” (p.  297).  This notion implies a behavioral 

component, calling for focus not on what individuals think or feel but what they do.   

Astin (1984) emphasized the way in which involvement theory can cause 

researchers and practitioners to focus less on what they do and more on what the student 

does.  Involvement also recognizes that time is, in fact, a “zero-sum” game; i.e., the time 

students have to dedicate to their studies is finite.  Though involvement is similar to the 

psychological construct motivation, involvement is more than just a psychological state; 

it is a behavioral manifestation of a motivated state.  Thus, involvement theory is more 

concerned with the behavior and processes of student development.   

In What Matters in College? Four Critical Years Revisited, Astin (1993) also 

showed that involvement leads to a variety of desirable outcomes, including both 
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cognitive and affective skills such as overall academic development, racial 

understanding, satisfaction measures, and retention.  Involvement, therefore, provides a 

“theoretical link between practice and outcomes” (Astin quoted in Wolf-Wendel, Ward, 

& Kinzie, 2009, p.  411).  It has contributed to research and practice by emphasizing 

academic as well as out-of-class settings and activities by focusing on the individual and 

the individual’s actions.  Most research using involvement theory focuses on 

extracurricular involvement; however, involvement can be academic, social, or both 

(Wolf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009).  In addition, though the unit of analysis is the 

individual, institutions can encourage student involvement.  

Firsts and Involvement Theory 

Involvement theory also has been used to understand firsts.  Terenzini et al. 

(1994) utilized this theory in a qualitative study to understand how student involvement 

plays into the transition from high school or work to college.  Though this study did not 

focus on firsts alone, the findings suggest that firsts face cultural and academic challenges 

as they transition to college and must negotiate familial obligations and expectations, 

friends who may pull them away from their studies, and coping with an academic 

transition that may hinder social involvement.   

Involvement theory as applied to firsts can be problematic, though.  Most 

institutions facilitate involvement for traditional students (Rendón, Jalamo, & Nora, 

2000); thus, using involvement theory with firsts can easily lead to blaming students for 

their lack of success rather than focusing on helping students navigate higher education 

successfully.  Furthermore, involvement theory is a quantitative construct and therefore 

less useful for understanding nontraditional students’ lived experiences.  
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Model of College Impact 

Astin’s I – E – O model has also proven useful in understanding institutional 

impact.  Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, Nora (1996) developed a model of 

college impact that draws from several researchers including Astin (1984), Tinto (1975, 

1987), and Weidman (1989).  The model hypothesizes a causal sequence relating relevant 

background characteristics, institutional experiences, and learning outcomes.  The 

researchers used this model to examine how firsts’ college experiences in the first year 

differed from other students and the consequences of any differences on cognitive 

development.  

This study utilized longitudinal data collected as part of the National Study of 

Student Learning (NSSL).  Terenzini et al. (1996) found that firsts were likely to take 

fewer total hours during their first academic year, take fewer courses in the humanities 

and fine arts, spend fewer hours per week studying, and were less likely to participate in 

an honors program.  Firsts were also more likely to report working more hours per week 

off-campus, perceive faculty as less concerned for students and teaching, participate less 

in racial/ethnic awareness workshops, report not receiving encouragement from friends to 

persist, and report having personally experienced discrimination.  Despite differences in 

their pre-college cognitive skills, however, firsts gained in math and critical thinking 

skills to about the same degree as their peers.   

Firsts, however, made fewer gains than their peers in reading comprehension, 

suggesting differential college experiences are associated with differential cognitive 

outcomes.  The researchers also found a statistically significant effect of college 

experiences on students’ critical thinking scores; firsts experienced a strong, positive 

effect from the completion of more hours of coursework during the first year; traditional 

students did not.  Furthermore, the differences identified between firsts and their peers 
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have been linked to persistence, suggesting research needs to provide a more detailed 

account of students’ experiences.   

Strayhorn (2006) also utilized the model of college impact to measure the 

influence of generational status on GPA.  He found that while female gender positively 

predicted GPA, being Black negatively predicted GPA, highlighting the need for analysis 

that considers the intersection of students’ multiple identities.  Statistical modeling 

forecloses the possibility of this kind of analysis since it focuses on macro trends and 

descriptions; therefore, qualitative methods are needed. 

Hahs-Vaughn (2004) utilized a modified version of Terenzini et al.’s (1996) 

model of college impact and structural equation modeling to understand the impact of 

parental education on students.  Firsts and their peers differed significantly on their 

expected highest level of education, entrance exam scores, nonacademic experiences, and 

aspirations for education.  In addition, while precollege traits were a stronger influence 

for non-firsts on college experiences and educational outcomes, college experiences were 

the stronger indicator for firsts.  Also significant, however, is that once beyond the first 

year, differences between firsts and their peers diminished.  The groups did not differ 

significantly on enrollment, academic experiences, degree attained, or grade point 

averages, while non-academic experiences continued to differentiate the two groups. 

Some researchers have also combined Astin’s involvement theory (1984) with 

Terenzini et al.’s (1996) model of college impact in studying firsts.  Grayson (1997) 

examined the first year and whether academic and social involvement and race/ethnicity 

impacted students’ GPAs at a predominantly first-generation, commuter university in 

Toronto.  Grayson found firsts’ GPAs slightly lower; furthermore, parental education and 

high school grades were statistically significant, while gender and family income were 

not.  The researcher also found that academic- and classroom-associated forms of 



 56 

involvement led to increased GPAs while social involvement led to decreased GPAs, 

with non-firsts having higher GPAs than their first peers.  This effect, however, was 

greater for students with higher high school grades.  Therefore, although firsts were 

somewhat less involved than peers in activities contributing positively to GPA, they were 

simultaneously less involved in activities contributing to lower GPAs. 

The model of college impact is a quantitative construct and therefore of less use to 

qualitative researchers, however, the model of impact suggests that while both firsts and 

non-firsts have similar gains, they are influenced by their college experiences in different 

ways (Hahs-Vaughn, 2004; Terenzini et a., 1996), suggesting a need to better understand 

how students experience college through more fine-grained methods. 

Engagement Theory 

Another widely-used quantitative theory is engagement; broadly defined, 

engagement is “participation in educationally effective practices, both inside and outside 

the classroom, which leads to a range of measureable outcomes” (Harper & Quaye, 2009, 

p.  3).  The concept of engagement has roots in involvement theory as well as the seven 

principles for good practice in undergraduate education (Chickering & Gamson, 1987, 

1999).  The seven principles are that good practice in undergraduate education (1) 

encourages student-faculty contact, (2) encourages cooperation among students, (3), 

encourages active learning, (4) gives prompt feedback, (5) emphasizes time on task, (6) 

communicates high expectations, and (7) respects diverse talents and ways of learning. 

The principles have resulted in several research endeavors (Chickering & 

Gamson, 1999), including the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ), the 

National Center for Higher Education Management Systems (NCHEMS), and the 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE).  NSSE was established by George Kuh 
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and developed under a design team of scholars and practitioners including Alexander 

Astin, Gary Barnes, Arthur Chickering, Peter Ewell, John Gardner, Richard Light, and 

Ted Marchese, with the input from C. Robert Pace (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).  NSSE’s 

purpose is to “provide information about the extent to which colleges and universities 

exhibit characteristics and commitments to high-quality undergraduate student outcomes” 

(p.  78).  Furthermore, NSSE is the primary contemporary vehicle of engagement 

research, helping institutions measure and improve educational quality.  

Engagement theory has two components: what the student does and what the 

institution does (Kuh et al., 2006).  Similar to involvement, the unit of study is the 

individual; unlike involvement, individual data are aggregated to the institutional level 

for assessment of institutional practices.  Engagement posits that participating in 

educationally purposeful activities influences quality of student learning and experiences 

(Kuh et al., 2007); however, NSSE does not assess student-learning outcomes directly.  

Instead, NSSE focuses on student behaviors highly correlated with desirable learning and 

includes five benchmarks: academic challenge, active and collaborative learning, student-

faculty interaction, enriching educational experiences, and supportive campus 

environment.  Engagement, therefore, links student behaviors to effective educational 

practice (Kuh et al., 2007; Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009).   

Engagement theory and results from NSSE (and its partner surveys FSSE [Faculty 

Survey of Student Engagement] and BCSSE [Beginning College Survey of Student 

Engagement]) are widely used by institutions, practitioners, and researchers; however, 

engagement theory also has it also critics.   

One line of reasoning argues that students can be engaged in myriad activities but 

not truly involved (Harper & Quaye, 2009).  This is related to second main critique, that 

engagement does not necessarily lead to objective increases in learning (Arum & Roksa, 
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2011).  However, work on engagement theory (e.g., NSSE, 2010) and involvement theory 

(e.g., Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005) have contributed the notions that institutions impact 

students in a variety of ways and that educationally effective practices correlate highly 

with persistence and self-reported knowledge gains (Arum & Roksa, 2011).  Simply put, 

institutional context matters, and how students spend their time is paramount in 

understanding students and persistence.   

Firsts and Engagement Theory 

Firsts have been studied through the lens of engagement theory.  Pike and Kuh 

(2005) examined firsts’ and non-firsts’ college experiences with a focus on how those 

experiences influence negotiation of identity.  Multi-group structural equation modeling 

in conjunction with Astin’s (1970a, 1970b) I–E–O model and Pascarella’s (1985) model 

of environmental influences on college outcomes was applied to the data, which was a 

sample of freshman undergraduates (39% firsts) who completed the CSEQ.   

The researchers found that firsts were less engaged, less likely to perceive the 

college environment as supportive, and reported fewer learning and intellectual gains.  

The researchers concluded that differences between firsts and non-firsts were not 

meaningful; however, they noted that the sample revealed few differences between the 

groups except for educational aspirations and places of residence, which contradicts prior 

first findings (e.g., Bui, 2001; Sáenz et al., 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996).  Pike and Kuh 

(2005) argued that low levels of first engagement are less a result of being first in the 

family and more attributable to lower educational aspirations and living off campus.  

This study contributes to our understanding firsts and their engagement; however, 

it dichotomized race/ethnicity and included a limited understanding of what constitutes 

the background and identities of the students; therefore, much of the variation within this 
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heterogeneous group is obscured.  Although the authors contended that only educational 

aspirations and residence played a role in engagement, the stronger likelihood is that the 

group was too homogenized to account for the complexity of firsts’ experiences. 

Enstrom and Tinto (2008) studied firsts utilizing a variant of the Community 

College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) as well as institutional data from the 

National Student Clearinghouse to examine patterns of academic and social engagement, 

perceptions, and academic plans as well as performance and persistence over several 

years.  The researchers found that underprepared students involved in learning 

communities were significantly more engaged academically and socially and more likely 

to persist than similar students not enrolled in learning communities.  The study reveals 

the many positive benefits potentially derived from learning communities at both two- 

and four-year institutions for academically unprepared, low-income students, though it 

does not further our understanding of how students experience learning communities.   

Psychological Model of College Impact 

Bean and Eaton (2000) sought to understand student departure through a 

psychological lens as well.  They utilized four psychological theories to inform their 

model.  Attitude-behavior theory (Bentler & Speckart, 1979; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) 

focuses on how individual’s attitudes influence actual behaviors.  Coping behavioral 

theory (French, Rodgers, & Cobb, 1974; Lazarus, Averill, & Opton, 1974) focuses on 

student’s emotional and psychological responses to challenges.  Self-efficacy theory 

(Bandura, 1986, 1997) focuses on individual’s self-perceptions of ability to reach a goal.  

Attribution theory (Weiner, 1986) focuses on how students evaluate success or failure; in 

particular, Bean and Eaton utilized the notion of locus of control (Rotter, 1966) to inform 

the model.   
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The model focuses on student’s psychological processes as they matriculate 

through college, assuming that students are complex psychological beings who interact 

with the institutional setting through dynamic and recursive processes.  For successful 

students, these processes result in positive self-efficacy, reduced stress, increased 

efficacy, and internal locus of control, with the opposite effects for less-successful 

students.  By focusing on psychological processes, Bean and Eaton highlighted the way 

students’ internal mental processes impact behavior and decisions; the authors also note 

that students from minority cultures many have very different psychological experiences 

than their peers.  It is not surprising, therefore that this kind of psychological work has 

been used in the study firsts.  

Self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986, 1997, 2001) has received particular attention.  

Research has found that self-efficacy can bolster self-perceptions of academic ability 

(Hellman, 1996), ameliorate feelings of distress (Solberg & Villarreal, 1997), and aid in 

college transition (Ramos-Sanchez & Nichols, 2007), and predict well being (Wang & 

Castaneda-Sound, 2008).  Furthermore, Vuong, Brown-Welty, and Tracz (2010) focused 

on the sophomore slump phenomenon  (Lemons & Richmond, 1987) and found the 

perception sophomores have about their ability influenced their academic performance 

and persistence.   

The study of student success from a psychological perspective has been 

quantitative in nature.  Therefore, although these theories seek to understand how and 

why students behave in particular ways and what institutions can do to facilitate students 

getting connected to college, these approaches do little to interrogate more subtle student 

differences.  Although student attributes such as race, class, and gender are usually 

included as constructs in studies utilizing these theories, the studies do not seek to 

understand how these characteristics interact to shape students’ college trajectories.    
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Economic Approaches 

One body of research deals with student success by considering more economic 

implications.  This work uses finances to frame the discussion of what students get out of 

college and how college affects long-term income and success.  Education studies dealing 

with money matters tend to use microeconomics as a guide so they can understand how 

finances factor into individual-level decision-making (also known as rational choice), 

though several units of analysis are possible, such as the family, school, or community 

(Long, 2007).  When considering the influence of economic theories to understanding 

student success, three main areas of inquiry are of interest: human capital theory, price-

response theory, and dual labor market theory.  

Human Capital 

Human capital theory can be defined as “the productive capacities—knowledge, 

understandings, talents, and skills—possessed by an individual or society,” while 

investment in human capital is spending money on activities (such as education and 

healthcare) that increase these capacities (Becker, 1962; Schultz, 1961; Paulsen, 2001, p.  

56).  Human capital theory was developed after World War II to explain differences in 

productivity in various countries. Economists drew on human capital and 

microeconomics to conceptualize students as rational decision-makers (Paulsen, 2001).  

Students become the gainers of capital and institutions and/or faculty become the 

cultivators of capital (Becker, 1962; Paulsen, 2001; Schultz, 1961).  

Becker (1962, 1993) discussed two types of job training that can affect human 

capital: specific and general.  General training increases the value of the employee in 

general by providing skills that can be transferred to the next employer, while specific 

training increases productivity specifically within the firm.  Employees with specialized 

training have incentive to stay and employers have incentive to keep them.   
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Becker also discussed schools, distinct from firms because they specialize in 

training; in other words, their main product is training (1962, 1993).  The author reduced 

this to an equation and included real costs such as tuition and books as well as indirect 

costs such as earnings foregone to attend school; gains were money and knowledge. 

Becker also explained that, regardless of how net earnings are calculated (the difference 

between actual earnings and direct school costs), the general implications for attaining 

schooling are similar to on-the-job training, including an increased age-income profile.   

Another form of investment in human capital is knowledge.  For Becker (1962), 

increasing in knowledge, by which he implied knowledge and critical thinking, a person 

could make better decisions about deploying and leveraging human capital for gaining 

employment.  Human capital theory also rests on a premise of rational-decision making 

wherein the student makes decisions by balancing the costs and benefits of an investment 

in education (Paulsen, 2001).  This rationality means the student will likely choose to 

enroll if the marginal benefits (education and increased future earnings) exceed the 

marginal costs (foregone earnings, tuition, etc.) (Paulsen, 2001).   

Firsts and Human Capital 

There is limited work combining firsts and human capital theory explicitly; 

instead, human capital theory is often used in conjunction with other capital theories.   

Giancola (2003), for example, considered parents as key informants in a qualitative study 

examining perceptions about college attendance and used social, cultural, economic, and 

human capital as theoretical frameworks.  Delong found that some parents considered 

familial and community-based social capital of equal importance to the capital obtained 

through college completion.  In addition, although parents believed in the ability of a 

college degree to provide vertical and horizontal job mobility, parents relied on familial 
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and community norms as support mechanisms, which often conflicted with college 

success norms.     

Human capital theory provides a way to understand education as it enhances 

individual human capital through increased future earnings as well as increased 

knowledge and skills.  In addition, although low-socioeconomic status students and 

students who are Black or Hispanic may derive greater benefits from educational 

investment, first-in-the-family students are more likely to be both low-income and ethnic 

minority (Choy, 2001; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Sáenz et al., 2007) and they are 

less likely to enroll in postsecondary institutions and less likely to obtain a degree 

(Warburton, Bugarin, Nuñez, 2001).  Therefore, understanding how first-in-the-family 

students navigate the financial decisions commensurate with obtaining a higher education 

degree is critical, and utilizing intersectional approaches may be able to shed further light 

on how financial decisions influence student success. 

Price-Response Theory 

Price-response theory, similarly to human capital theory, focuses on rational 

decision-making on the part of students and families; Beattie (2002) even calls high 

school students adolescent econometricians.  In particular, price-response theory focuses 

on the way students’ decisions regarding enrollment and persistence are responses to 

financial aid effects (e.g., Bowen, 1977; Cabrera, Nora, & Casteneda, 1992; Cabrera, 

Stampen, & Hansen, 1990).  Understanding the way students and families respond to 

college prices and financial aid, therefore, is an important aspect of student success.  

Economic factors, specifically financial aid, have a significant influence on 

persistence behavior (Long, 2007).  Financial aid can act as a kind of equalizer for low- 

and middle-income students and the employment outcomes of students, if they persist, 



 64 

are comparable to their more well-off peers (Choy, 2001).  Furthermore, low-income 

students tended to be more responsive to college prices than middle- or high-income 

students, but student perceptions and expectations mediated the effect of price (Paulsen & 

St. John, 2002).  Since firsts are more likely to be from a low-income background (Choy, 

2001; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Sáenz et al., 2007) and are more debt adverse 

(Somers, Woodhouse, & Cofer, 2004), it is important to consider the impact of students’ 

and families’ perceptions of financial aid. 

DesJardins, Ahlburg, and McCall (2002a), for example, suggested that 

completion and dropout may need to be considered as competing events and that factors 

like financial aid, while not ostensibly increasing graduation rates, contribute to 

persistence by reducing dropout.  In another study, the authors (2002b) used a hazard 

model to understand the effects of financial aid packages.  They found different types of 

aid had different effects; grants had much less impact than scholarships on dropout and 

work/study had a larger effect in the first two years of college while institutional 

employment had a larger effect in later years.  Thus, while the total dollar amount of aid 

is important, type of aid needs consideration given differential effects.   

Dual Labor Market Theory 

Dual labor market theory, or the segmented labor force, is another contribution 

economic approaches have made to understanding student success.  While human capital 

theory and price-response theory focus on individual differences, segmented labor market 

theory focuses on labor or job differences. There are two ways of describing the dual 

labor market, as a primary and secondary labor force (Dickens & Lang, 1985, 1988; 

Pedersen, 2001) or as an internal and external labor force (Rosenblum & Rosenblum, 

1990).  These terms are quite similar, though.   
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The primary/internal labor force tends to be more specialized, receive higher 

salaries, more job security, and has less free competition while the external/secondary 

labor market can be described by opposite characteristics such as free competition, less 

security, and lower salaries (Pedersen, 2001; Rosenblum & Rosenblum, 1990).  

Furthermore, dual market theory refutes notions of rational decision-making by 

recognizing structural barriers to individual choice in labor market participation, 

particularly for women and minorities (Dickens & Lang, 1985, 1988; Reich, Gordon, & 

Edwards, 1973).  More recent work has also emphasized the relationship between living 

in a disadvantaged neighborhood and the increased likelihood of participating in the 

secondary labor force (Vartanian, 1999); this implicates firsts, who often come from low-

income backgrounds (Choy, 2001; Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Sáenz et al., 2007). 

The labor market in which an individual participates, therefore, not only 

influences the distribution of wages and income but also directly impacts individual’s 

tastes, behavior, and cognitive development (Dickens & Lang), thus leading to social 

reproduction.  Rosenbaum, Kariya, Settersten, and Maier (1990) contend that dual labor 

market theory, through “homosocial reproduction” (Kanter, 1977, p. 48) helps to 

perpetuate social stratification and inequality by guarding the power and privilege of 

primary laborers.  In addition, workers who believe their work to be more long-term (i.e., 

primary laborers) are less likely to engage in crime and those who exit the labor force 

altogether are more likely to engage in criminal behavior (Crutchfield & Pitchford, 1997).  

Segmented labor market theory, therefore, can aptly describe way job markets constrain 

and influence individual behavior and success. 

Dual labor market theory also has limitations.  Rosenbaum, Kariya, Settersten, 

and Maier (1990), for example, argue that while dual labor market theory helps to 

describe different markets and perpetuated social stratification, it does not explain how 



 66 

individuals are confined to particular segments.  In addition, the rigidity of the two 

markets is over-exaggerated; in reality, the markets are semi-permeable, though the 

theory does little to explain why or how this is so.   

Concerning firsts and segmented labor market theory, the success of firsts is 

critical to creating mobility from the secondary labor force to the primary labor force.  

Indeed, as the barriers between the two are semi-permeable, education is one route to 

entrance to the primary labor force and its incumbent personal and social benefits 

(Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Rosenbaum, Kariya, Settersten, & Maier, 1990).  

The implications for the educational and labor market success of firsts are 

potentially profound.  While firsts, according to some versions segmented labor market 

theory and social reproduction theory, are most likely to remain in the secondary labor 

force, education provides a pathway to social and income mobility that can impact not 

only the individual but also families and future generations.  Economic theories, 

therefore, help to describe how individuals invest in human capital and how labor 

markets can shape individual behavior. 

Sociological Approaches 

Sociology has a strong foothold in educational work and has made contributions 

to understanding student success through theories of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 

1986), social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988;), cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005), 

socialization processes (Weidman, 1989), and academic and social integration (Tinto, 

1975, 1993). 

Cultural Capital 

As originally conceived by Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1986), cultural capital is a 

theory seeking to explain the differences in education and accumulated financial wealth 
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between social classes.  He believed that human capital theory and more general 

economic theories could not account for the education children learn at home and the 

differentials of opportunity available to different social classes (i.e., social class 

reproduction).  Bourdieu also believed that all capital could be described through three 

categories: economic capital, which refers to finances that are convertible into money or 

institutionalized through property rights; cultural capital, which concerns cultural goods 

and personal dispositions that are sometimes convertible into money and institutionalized 

through education; and social capital, which designates social connections that are 

sometimes convertible into money and institutionalized through the conference of a 

nobility title.  He also added symbolic capital in 1987, which refers to authoritative power 

based on honor, prestige, or recognition.   

Bourdieu discussed how cultural capital exists in three forms: embodied capital, 

objectified capital, and institutionalized capital.  Embodied capital is both innate and 

acquired and is constituted by the enduring dispositions of the mind and body; i.e., what 

parents have cultivated in their children in terms of the way the children embody their 

social class, which becomes the child’s habitus, or character and way of thinking.  

Habitus, the internalization of one’s place in the social structure, comes to define what is 

possible or not for individuals and thus reproduces social structure and stratification 

(Bourdieu & Passerson, 1977).  Objectified capital refers to cultural objects and media 

that are material (books, pictures, instruments, etc.); in a sense, they are the artifacts of 

embodied capital.  Capital becomes institutionalized when it no longer resides in the 

embodied state, which passes into nonexistence with the passing of its bearer; it becomes 

institutionalized through the conference of a qualification.  The individual’s competence 

is thus proven/assured through the qualification.  Embodied capital becomes monetary 

through institutionalization, in terms of the monetary value of the qualification.   
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Scholars have also built on Bourdieu’s work to better understand the role of 

cultural capital in education.  Lareau (1987), for example, used differences in parents’ 

cultural capital to explain variation in parent-schools relationships.  She found that 

parental involvement was influenced by the social class position of the parents; with 

middle-class parents’ capital generally being more valued, though she does caution that 

there are “variations within as well as between social classes” (p.  83).  In addition, 

Dumais (2002) considered capital through a gendered lens.  Bourdieu argued that women 

gain capital through marriage, are key in the transferal of capital to the next generation, 

and that men and women use capital in different ways.   

Capital and its benefits, therefore, are gendered, with different students receiving 

different benefits from the same cultural activities and needing different levels of capital 

to attain the same status.  She also posits that women now seem have more cultural 

capital than men, which can gain them more attention in school; however, men, 

especially high socioeconomic status men, need it less to succeed because of the privilege 

conferred by their gender.  Therefore, women need more capital to attain the same class 

and occupational position as men. 

From another perspective, Berger (2000a, 2000b) melded cultural capital theory 

with organizational theory.  He argued that institutional habitus is maintained by three 

subsystems: academic, social, and organizational and that, the more selective the 

institution, the higher the institutional capital.  He also posited that a better the match 

between student habitus and campus habitus would yield higher retention.   

Firsts and Cultural Capital 

Research regarding cultural capital has generally supported a positive influence of 

cultural capital on grades (DiMaggio, 1982; Dumais, 2002), educational attainment (De 
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Graaf, De Graaf, & Kraaykamp, 2000; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985) and college enrollment 

(Aschaffenburg & Maas, 1997).  McDonough (1997), for example, examined the way 

students’ experiences in social-class communities and schools influenced their college 

choice process.  McDonough’s fine-grained analysis focused on twelve California 

students and included data from the participants as well as parents, counselors, and 

friends.  Cultural capital helped to understand the multiple and unique influences of 

social and organizational networks on students’ college choice processes.  This research 

also showed that students’ opportunities and mobility possibilities were constrained in 

various ways by these networks and that rational decision-making and consumer 

economics had little to do with college choice for many students lacking cultural capital.  

McDonough also expanded on Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital by emphasizing that 

family and/or school habitus affects the student’s sense of entitlement to a particular 

college.   

Cultural capital theory has also been used to focus on firsts.  Through the lens of 

cultural capital, Collier and Morgan (2008) focus on the concept of role mastery such that 

role mastery becomes a resource in negotiating the postsecondary environment.  Role 

mastery occurs when an individual is able to transition from “role playing” (behaving 

incongruence with a standardized version of the role) to “role making” (enacting a 

personalized version of that role) (Eraut, 2000; Turner, 1978). 

Several focus groups with faculty members as well as with students were held, 

75% of the students were firsts.  The researchers found that although there are 

incongruities between faculty member’s perceptions of their expressed expectations and 

students’ perceptions of those expectations, there were even more incongruities between 

the perceptions of first-generation and non-first-generation students.  Non-firsts more 

easily acquired role mastery, which served as a cultural capital resource, while firsts 
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struggled with much of the informal knowledge required to navigate college successfully, 

thus not acquiring role mastery and being more likely to stay in the role-playing mode. 

Dumais (2010) used data from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 

1988 (NELS:88) and the Postsecondary Education Transcript Study (PETS) to assess the 

cultural capital of first-in-their-family students and their peers.  The researcher found that 

firsts, even those with comparable ability levels, family income, and cultural capital, were 

less likely to enroll in a bachelor’s degree program.  In addition, the likelihood of 

enrolling decreased as firsts took cultural classes (dance, art, or music lessons) or 

received help on college essays.  Dumais concluded that the first-generation habitus is 

disadvantaged due to lower levels of cultural capital.  This conclusion sums up well the 

way a cultural capital lens tends to frame first-in-the-family students as arriving to the 

education game with deficits.  Cultural capital theories, therefore, imply that students 

must acquire normative cultural values and tastes to survive and must leave behind or 

conceal the “disadvantages” of their first-generation habitus (Dumais & Ward, 2010, p. 

259).  

Social Capital 

Bourdieu (1986) is also a key contributor to the notion of social capital, which can 

be defined as the actual or potential resources related to networks of social relationships, 

including group membership.  Social capital requires continuous effort to achieve, but, 

once a person has a good deal of social capital, that person can exert little effort with 

much productivity.  Social capital also can be institutionalized through nobility titles, 

meaning that the group to which you claim membership recognizes and sanctions you to 

represent the group and you may delegate as necessary.   
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Coleman (1988) adds that the value of social capital as resources comes about 

through three forms: obligations and expectations, which “depend on the trustworthiness 

of the social environment, information-flow capability of the social structure, and norms 

accompanied by sanctions” (p.  S119).  Furthermore, although social capital resides in the 

relationships between people, these micro relationships have the power to influence 

macro systems.  Coleman also argued that social capital can be used to create human 

capital and that the absence of social capital can inhibit the development of human 

capital.  In sum, social capital changes as the relationships between people change.   

Stanton-Salazar and Dornbush (1995) added to social capital theory by expanding 

the definition to include how minority students access institutional agents (teachers, staff, 

peers, etc.) who have the capability of transferring or can facilitate in the transmission of 

cultural capital.  They found that students who had acculturated were able to access to 

institutional agents more easily and could use their educational motivation to leverage 

those resources.  They also found that acculturation was in part determined by students’ 

acquisition of linguistic capital, in the form of knowledge of English proficiency, and 

acquisition of mainstream cultural capital, in the form of being able to conceal or 

downplay markers of their othered status.   

Firsts and Social Capital 

These extensions in the conceptualization of cultural and social capital have 

important implications for first-in-the-family students, whose parents have less 

normative, middle-class cultural capital.  This impinges on students’ development of 

capital in elementary and secondary education and can limit their access to school-related 

resources, which further impacts their knowledge of and access to postsecondary 

education opportunities.   
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Ceja (2006) used a social capital framework to examine the role of home 

information sources in the college choice process of 20 Chicana seniors at a large urban 

high school in California.  In particular, the researcher focused on the role of protective 

agents, who are persons (teachers, parents, other family members) with “the capacity and 

commitment to transmit directly, or negotiate the transmission of, institutional resources 

and opportunities” (Stanton-Salazar quoted in Ceja).  The data for this study were drawn 

from a larger semi-longitudinal grounded theory qualitative study (Ceja, 2001), and the 

20 participants chosen for this analysis were all first-generation females from low socio-

economic backgrounds.   

Participants noted that their parents were only able to support them emotionally 

and financially due to parental lack of knowledge about college; however, students felt 

that this represented the value of education their parents emphasized.  In addition, 

parental familiarity with the college choice process was sometimes limited by a minimal 

ability to communicate or understand English.  Students, therefore, felt isolated as they 

journeyed through the college choice process, often alone.  The researchers concluded 

that first-generation Chicanas play an important role in their own college choice process 

and often draw from the experiences of their older college-going siblings, but could not 

rely on parents for knowledge of the process, though parents were very supportive. 

In addition to Ceja (2006), Moschetti and Hudley (2008) examined the social 

capital accessed by working-class, white first-generation and non-first-generation male 

students.  The researchers found that both groups reported accessing fewer than two 

institutional agents for social/emotional support and help with coursework, suggesting 

that white, working-class males, regardless of generation status, access a more limited 

range of social capital resources.  These studies illustrate that the intersection of first 
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status, gender, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status dynamically interact to situate 

students’ college experiences.   

To examine the college choice processes of Latino/a students, many of whom 

were firsts, Pérez and McDonough (2008) utilized social capital and chain migration 

theory.  Chain migration theory (MacDonald & MacDonald, 1964; Person & Rosenbaum, 

2006) focuses on the way migrants learn of opportunities and gain transportation, initial 

accommodations, and employment through relationships with other migrants; from this 

perspective, college-enrollment and persistence decisions are part of an ongoing 

processes based on knowing people who have experience with or know someone who has 

experience with the institution.  The researchers utilized qualitative data from Latino/a 

and Black students as well as counselors and parents and found that Latino/a students 

depended on social networks (including primary family, extended family, and peers) as 

resources for college planning; however, these key informants did provide neutral college 

advice.  Concerning firsts, the researchers found that chain migration contacts were 

particularly influential in both college choice and college transition.  This influence was 

sometimes conflicting, though, since students made decisions without considering later 

consequences of their choices.  In understanding Latina/o students’ college choice and 

transition, therefore, it is important to examine students’ chain migration networks.  

There are also studies combining capital theories to provide a more 

comprehensive analysis of students’ experiences.  Martin Lohfink and Paulsen (2005), 

for example, employed critical social theory, social class reproduction theory, cultural 

capital, status attainment theory, and human capital theory in their quantitative analysis of 

first-to-second year persistence among firsts and non-firsts.  The researchers found only 

four factors having a similar effect on both groups: academic performance (GPA), high 

educational aspirations, amount of work-study aid, and satisfaction with social activities 



 74 

(though the two groups seem to define and value different elements in their social lives).  

The researchers, therefore, suggest that first-in-their-family students and their peers have 

very different worldviews, or habiti.   

Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004) used the theoretical lenses of 

social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988) to examine firsts’ college 

experiences and outcomes.  The authors posited that academic and social engagement 

could compensate for the “deficit” of lower levels of cultural and social capital of 

entering firsts and focused on college experiences, college outcomes, and conditional 

effects (p.  252).  They found significant differences in all three areas and concluded that 

firsts are “significantly handicapped” in terms of the types of institutions they attend as 

well as in their college experiences; however, these handicaps did not necessarily transfer 

into decreased cognitive and noncognitive outcomes.  Firsts, though less likely to be 

involved, benefited more from certain kinds of involvement.  Similar to cultural capital 

theory social capital theory tends to position firsts as at a deficit compared to their peers, 

though there has been research examining the unique and valuable forms of social capital 

of underrepresented students (Stanton-Salazar & Dornbush, 1995). 

Cultural Wealth 

Tara Yosso (2005) critiqued Bourdieu’s notions of capital, which “has been used 

to assert that some communities are culturally wealthy while others are culturally poor” 

(p.  76).  Yosso drew on critical race theory (e.g., Delgado & Stefancic, 1993; Solórzano, 

1997, 1998), sociology (e.g., Oliver & Shapiro, 1995), and work on communities of color 

(e.g., Brayboy, 2005; hooks, 1981, 2000; Foley, 1997; Gonzalez & Moll, 2002) to 

formulate the theory of cultural wealth.  Yosso makes a distinction between income, 

which denotes accrued money, and wealth, which encompasses all of a person’s 



 75 

accumulated assets and resources, hence the name cultural wealth.  Cultural wealth, 

therefore, is concerned with recognizing marginalized groups’ cultural capital, which is 

not valued or recognized by traditional cultural capital theory; it focuses on community 

cultural wealth, which comprises the knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts 

communities of color have and use to survive and resist oppression. 

The six forms are dynamic and interactional (e.g., aspirational capital is 

developed through social and familial contexts, and storytelling [consejos] that provide 

pathways to resistance).  Aspirational capital is the ability to maintain hope in the face of 

structural inequality, even when faced with the foreclosure of opportunities.  

Navigational capital refers to the individual agency and skills related to navigating 

institutions not designed with people of color in mind or racially hostile in nature.  Social 

capital concerns the social and community networks and contacts that serve as resources 

providing instrumental as well as emotional support.  Linguistic capital is the intellectual 

and social skills available to those who have grown up in speaking two or more 

languages.   

Familial capital uses a broader definition of family that includes extended family 

and even community that recognizes the cultural knowledge (e.g., history, memory, 

intuition, caring, coping, as well as moral, educational, and occupational consciousness) 

cultivated by familia (kin).  Resistant capital pertains to oppositional knowledge and 

skills possessed and utilized to challenge oppression and inequality.  The theory of 

cultural wealth, by recognizing the value of the culture of families of color and 

marginalized groups, explicitly pushes back against notions of cultural deficit often 

applied to students from underrepresented groups, including first-in-the-family students. 

Cultural wealth is a recently developed theory; however, it has been used to 

challenge racist nativist notions often attached to undocumented students (Huber, 2009), 
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challenge deficit models of the cognitive development of students from nondominant 

groups (Guitierrez, Morales, & Martinez, 2009), and promote retention programming that 

recognizes students’ cultural wealth (Martinez-Cosio & Iannacone, 2007; Rodriguez & 

Conchas, 2009).  Yosso’s work demonstrates the potential of working towards a non-

deficit framework in understanding students and their college experiences.  It is critical 

for researchers and practitioners alike to recognize and validate what students bring with 

them to education. 

Weidman’s Socialization Model 

Wiedman (1989) built on psychological and social structural concepts to develop 

his socialization model in order to understand how colleges influence students’ affective 

dimensions, such as their values, personal goals, and aspirations.  Weidman was 

concerned that college impact research was not focusing enough on identifying and 

operationalizing social and interpersonal mechanisms that reveal college impact.   

In seeking to understand what social mechanisms result in student affective 

outcomes, Weidman describes the socialization process as threefold; it (1) involves 

aspects of social forces at the individual, group and organizational levels; (2) involves 

both inter- and intra-social processes that have socialization influences and to which 

students must respond; and (3) these units of analyses and processes result in 

socialization outcomes in the college environment. 

In sum, Weidman suggests that undergraduate socialization is a “series of 

processes” whereby students enter a normative context with certain affective traits 

(values, aspirations, etc.), are exposed to socializing influences through social 

relationships (encompassing peers and faculty as well as inside and outside college) and 
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parental pressure (p.  301).  Students then must evaluate these pressures in conjunction 

with their aspirations; the student then adopts some values but rejects others.   

In addition, Weidman’s theory has been used in studies focusing on peer groups 

and socialization in specific contexts.  For example, Antonio (2004) used student-defined 

friendship measures to examine the effect of peer groups on intellectual self-confidence 

and educational aspirations.  Antonio found that while SAT scores had a depressive effect 

on intellectual self-confidence, educational aspirations had the opposite effect.  Antonio’s 

work suggests it is important to study students in a fine-grained manner to better 

understand how interpersonal environments mediate institutional effects.   

In other work, Holley and Taylor (2009) examined the impact of online degree 

programs on student socialization in a baccalaureate nursing program, while Padgett et al. 

(2010) used Weidman’s model to examine the effects of socioeconomic status and race 

on cognitive development.  Padgett et al. found that parental education and income had 

no effect on the need for cognition as well as that socialization effects did not vary by 

income or race; however, first-generation college students experienced a negative effect 

from faculty socialization, resulting in a lowered need for cognitive development.  This 

draws to how firsts interact with and perceive faculty interactions.   

Weidman’s model did not gain as much popularity as some of the other models 

discussed, perhaps because the conceptual approach of Weidman’s work is not that 

dissimilar from the affective outcomes studied through the other, more comprehensive 

models.  It must be noted that Weidman’s work was responding to prior research (see, for 

example Astin, 1977; Chickering, 1969; Smart & Pascarella, 1986; Tinto, 1975) that had 

done little to “clarify and explain in any systematic fashion the reasons why effects 

occur” (p.  293).  Weidman draws attention to the need to link social structures to student 

outcomes.   
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Tinto’s Integration Theory 

The theory of academic and social integration was developed by Tinto in 1975 

(and reworked in 1987 and 1993) as a way to explain student departure from higher 

education institutions.  Tinto (1987, 1993) based his work heavily on Spady (1970, 1971) 

but, in addition to Durkeim’s (1951) work on suicide, he also utilized Van Gennep’s (Van 

Gennep, Vizedon, & Caffee, 1961) theory of rites of passage.  Tinto’s interest was in Van 

Gennep’s focus on ceremonies and rituals as they contribute to society’s orderly 

transferral of norms and values over time.   

Tinto focused on three stages that Van Gennep highlights: (1) separation, 

characterized as a decrease in interactions and affiliation with the group of origin; (2) 

transition, wherein the individual begins to interact with the new group and adopt their 

values more, often through ordeals, isolation, or training; and (3) incorporation, marked 

by the completion of separating from the old group and integrating into the new group, 

movement often marked by a ceremonial announcement.  Tinto (1993) applied Van 

Gennep’s work particularly to the “early stages of withdrawal” of college students (p.  

95).  Tinto recognized the general lack of rituals and ceremonies, considering the 

incorporation of students into a higher education institution’s culture to be mostly 

informal.  Therefore, he needed additional theory to explain this process, and he turned—

as Spady (1970, 1971) did—to Durkeim’s work on suicide. 

In Tinto’s parallel between suicide and dropout, both are forms of a rejection of 

the conventional norms of that community.  Durkeim’s (1951) notion of egotistical 

suicide was paralleled to student departure because it “highlights the ways in which the 

social and intellectual communities that make up a college come to influence the 

willingness of the students to stay at that college” (Tinto, 1993, p.  104).  Moreover, 

membership involves social and intellectual connections and values-sharing.  Tinto’s 
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concept was the first to nurture theory that focused on the institution as well as the 

student, though engagement theory (Kuh et al., 2006) takes this connection further.   

Tinto’s integration theory, therefore, is “the extent to which students come to 

share the attitudes and beliefs of their peers and faculty and the extent to which students 

adhere to the structural rules and requirements of the institution–the institutional culture” 

(Pascarella  & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993; Wolf-Wendel et al., p.  412).  Integration, 

therefore, has to do with integration into an established social system.  Tinto’s theory is 

also regarded as “interactionist” because he considers both the person and the institution.  

In short, Tinto posits that a congruency between the student and institutional 

characteristics results in a commitment to persistence.   

Integration in general is subdivided into social and academic integration.  Social 

integration theory designates student perceptions of person-to-person interactions as well 

as involvement in extra- and co-curricular activities.  Academic integration can be 

operationalized as students’ perceptions of their experiences in the informal and formal 

academic system; this can be either inside or outside the classroom.  Tinto (1993) argued 

that the students’ perceptions of integration influence voluntary persistence or departure.   

Research utilizing his theory tends to focus on interactions/connections to 

faculty/staff and peers along with involvement in extracurricular activities.  For example, 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1980) used the notion of integration and created a scale related 

to integration that measures five constructs: Peer group interactions, interaction with 

faculty, faculty concern for student development and teaching, academic and intellectual 

development, and goal and institutional commitment.   

Tinto’s work has mixed empirical support (Braxton & Lein, 2000; Cabrera, Nora, 

& Casteneda, 1993).  Braxton and Lein suggest this is, in part, due to researchers using 

established datasets and proxies for integration constructs rather than designing 
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instruments with the constructs in mind.  However, it also has been proven empirically 

weak in some areas.  Though integration theory has proven useful in the predictive value 

of pre-college variables, it has been less useful in examining the structural relations the 

theory posits (Cabrera, Nora, & Casteneda, 1993).  Furthermore, integration theory has 

also been criticized due to its variables, conceptual ambiguity, focus on traditional age 

students, lack of racial and ethnic diversity, and prescriptivity.   

Bean and Metzer (1985) and Cabrera, Stampen, and Hansen (1990) suggest Tinto 

does not include all the variables necessary for understanding student departure; Hurtado 

and Carter (1997) suggest the integration notions, in particular social integration, are 

ambiguous and that social integration, as conceived by Spady (1971) was psychological, 

not behavioral.  One researcher who has been quite outspoken about the inadequacies of 

Tinto’s model to account for the experiences of minority students is Tierney (1992).  

Tierney (1992) asserts four main epistemological problems with Tinto’s interactionist 

approach: misrepresentation of cultural ritual, overreliance on integration as a guiding 

construct, the individual construction of college-going behavior, and the construction of 

culture at a meta-level.  The first problem addresses the roots of Tinto’s theory, which 

was based on Van Gennep’s work regarding rites of passage in tribal cultures.   

Tierney argues that Van Gennep never intended rites of passage to be used as an 

explanation for cross-cultural interaction.  Higher education institutions, though they 

have a certain normative culture, are spaces where multiple and often very different 

cultures come into contact; thus, the notion of ritual, as it is culturally embedded, is not 

fully applicable to the postsecondary context.  The second problem Tierney identifies is 

the incongruity of combining the notions of ritual and dropout.  In a tribal culture, 

members do not fail or dropout of the culture by not participating in a rite of passage; 

participation is unquestioned.  In addition, though Tinto emphasizes using the more 
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value-neutral term departure, that notion is also ill fitted in the rites of passage context 

since departure in a tribal context does not exist, as Tinto’s theory implicitly assumes.  In 

sum, Tinto failed to recognize that departure itself is an education-specific cultural 

construct.   

The third problem Tierney (1992) identifies, the individual construction of 

college-going behavior, places the onus of integration or of conforming to college norms 

on the individual.  This approach is the reverse of a cultural approach, however, which 

emphasizes the importance of recognizing the identities “claims of groups as groups” 

(Olneck cited in Tierney, 1992).  Thus, Tinto’s theory does not account for differences in 

categories such as race, class, and gender.  Furthermore, Tinto’s model assumes that 

culture is at the meta-level, monolithic rather than highly diversified and that college 

culture is merely a reflection of this meta-culture.  This relates to Tierney’s fourth 

problem with Tinto’s work, that Tinto never recognizes or discusses his own positionality 

as a “native” to college culture studying “native cultures” (p.  610).  Since 

anthropologists view the world as socially and culturally constructed, to fail to recognize 

and discuss his own prejudices and biases is a serious flaw in Tinto’s work.   

By taking a more purely anthropological stance, Tierney pointed out several 

problems to Tinto’s interactionist model, particularly for students from minority cultures, 

who, under this model, must leave behind their cultural values to assimilate to normative 

college culture.  Tinto has responded to critiques by emphasizing that his theory does not 

suggest students assimilate and give up their pasts; rather, students must find community 

membership somewhere on campus so they feel connected (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). 

Tinto’s theory, however, has not been reworked to address these concerns. 

Despite critiques of Tinto’s integration theory and evidence that first-in-their-

family students are likely to be an ethnic minority (Sáenz et al., 2007), there have been 
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several studies exploring firsts experiences utilizing Tinto’s theory to determine its 

(non)applicability or modifying it to include more culturally responsive variables.  

Kraemer (1996), for example, used academic and social integration to understand 

whether conventional operational definitions used in other studies were appropriate for 

defining academic and social integration for an older Hispanic two-year college 

population.   

Kraemer operationalized academic integration similarly to other studies, adding 

use of services (e.g., library) and assistance-seeking (e.g., tutoring) as indicators for 

commuter students.  The definition of social integration, however, used a more culturally 

sensitive perspective, focusing on how students felt themselves welcomed and an integral 

part of the institution as affected by the Hispanic environment and interactions with other 

Hispanics.  The data are of 217 older Hispanic students; over 90% were first-generation 

and 86% were born in Latin America.  For these students, academic integration was 

indicated through formal and informal faculty-student interaction and study behavior, 

while social integration was indicated by Hispanic faculty and staff, other Hispanic 

students, and Hispanic cultural activities during break times.   

This study is a partial response to Tierney’s (1992) critique of integration theory 

as it studies the integration of Hispanic students to an institution that is more culturally 

welcoming (bilingual, Hispanic majority, many Hispanic faculty and staff).  Furthermore, 

this study illustrated that, for Hispanic students, the presence of other Hispanics in all 

aspects of the college and the availability of cultural activities were important indicators 

for feeling socially welcomed to the campus.    

Tinto’s integration approach recognizes the importance of students feeling they 

are part of their institution of choice; however, it also places a great deal of onus on the 

student to integrate rather than on the institutions to be welcoming.  Given its 
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conceptualization and development, it also has serious and potentially deleterious 

consequences for students of color, many of whom are also first-in-the-family students.  

Work in this area suggests a need to better understand institutional context and culture as 

well as the way students navigate and make sense of their campus surroundings.  

Organizational approaches 

Organizational approaches seek to understand the impact of organizational 

behavior and characteristics on students.  Berger and Milem (2000), for example, 

considered the study of the impact of organizations on student outcomes by utilizing five 

dimensions they synthesized from the body of literature on organizations: the 

bureaucratic dimension, generally referring to rational, formal institutional mechanisms; 

the collegial dimension, focusing on humans as resources; the political dimension, 

pointing to political process of policy-making and implementation; the symbolic 

dimension, relating to the manifestation of campus culture through symbols and symbolic 

events; and the systemic dimension, emphasizing the impact of events and forces external 

to the institution.   

The only dimension with evidence to connect it to student learning and 

achievement is the systemic dimension (Cameron & Ettington, 1988; Smart & Hamm, 

1993), while there is some evidence of the negative effective of the bureaucratic 

dimension (Ewell, 1989).  In terms of degree attainment and persistence, Kamens (1970, 

1974) found that larger institutions and institutions with a more powerful symbolic 

dimension had lower attrition rates, with prestige in the former and the legitimization of 

postsecondary myths in the latter contributing to their better retention rates.  Astin and 

Scherrei (1980) argued that administrative styles that were more humanistic, with greater 
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emphasis on student wellbeing would have higher retention rates; hence the negative 

effect of bureaucratic mechanisms, which do not focus on students.   

Student satisfaction is also influenced by organizational behavior.  Higher levels 

of the systemic dimension have been shown to positively affect faculty/staff perceptions 

of student satisfaction (Smart & Hamm, 1993), while student satisfaction tends to be 

negatively influenced by more bureaucratized campuses (Astin & Scherrei, 1980).  

Higher collegiality, for instance, tends to increase faculty interactions, but decrease 

faculty-student interactions, while low levels of political and systemic organizational 

behavior increased student involvement in campus activities (Astin & Scherrei).  The 

political dimension has also been shown to have a negative impact on affective outcomes 

because it creates a competitive atmosphere (Astin & Scherrei; Kuh, 1996).  Berger and 

Milem (2000) conclude that organizational behavior is most likely to influence affective-

psychological outcomes and least likely to influence cognitive-psychological outcomes.  

Beyond the kinds of organizational behavior and characteristics that can affect students, 

there is also a body of research using organizational theories to understand retention and 

dropout. 

Bean’s Student Attrition Models 

John Bean (1980, 1983, 1985) has been a leading scholar in applying 

organizational theory to students’ dropout behavior.  Bean adapted models from work on 

employee turnover (Price, 1977; Price & Mueller, 1981) to better understand the causes 

of student attrition.  These models have in common that they consider the fit between the 

organization and the employee/student to be of paramount importance in determining 

leaving behaviors.  In addition, all the models utilize path analysis to show causality.   
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In the 1980 iteration, Bean included background variables and organizational 

determinants (e.g., integration, major, housing) as well as satisfaction and institutional 

commitment as intervening variables to predict dropout.  Bean found that institutional 

commitment was the most predictive of dropout.  In the 1983 iteration, Bean remained 

more true to employee turnover models, removing background variables and converting 

key employee turnover variables into higher education appropriate constructs.  He also 

used intent to leave instead of institutional commitment to more closely parallel the 

employee turnover model.  Similar to the 1980 study, Bean found intent to leave the most 

predictive of actual dropout, followed closely by courses and marriage, with the practical 

value of education indirectly affecting dropout. 

Bean’s model of student attrition reached its final form in 1985 with the inclusion 

of attitude-behavior interactions (see Bentler & Speckart, 1979, 1981), which assume that 

beliefs shape attitudes and attitudes shape behavioral intent.  Bean found that institutional 

commitment had a substantial effect on all participants, that academic integration was 

highly predictive of institutional fit, and that institutional fit had the greatest influence on 

dropout behavior.  Ultimately, Bean’s work reveals support for Spady (1970 and Tinto’s 

(1975) assertion of the large impact of social life on institutional fit.  Furthermore, Bean 

posits that students play an active role in shaping their social environments.  However, 

the model thus far only applied to more traditional students.   

Bean and Metzner (1985), therefore, applied organizational theory to the dropout 

behavior of nontraditional (older, part-time, and commuter) students.  The model posits 

that dropout decisions are influenced primarily by four sets of variables: academic 

performance (GPA), intent to leave, environmental variables, and background variables 

(though generational status was excluded due to contradictory support for its inclusion, 
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see Cope & Hannah, 1975; Pantages & Creedon, 1978; Pascarella et al., 1981; Pascarella 

et al., 1983; Tinto, 1975).  

This model of student dropout differs markedly from other models (e.g., Spady, 

1970; Tinto, 1975; Pascarella, 1980; Bean, 1985) because it does not consider 

socialization to be a prominent variable for dropouts or retention for nontraditional 

students.  Instead, variables from the outside environment, such as family and work 

responsibilities, are expected to play a more prominent role.  This model, therefore, 

considers both behavioral intent and external factors in dropout behavior.  

Cabrera, Nora, and Casteneda (1993) contended that Bean’s student attrition 

model and Tinto’s (1975, 1993) model of student integration share many similarities, in 

particular their consideration of organization factors, institutional commitment, and 

institutional fit.  In combining the dissimilar components of the models, the researchers 

found that intent to persist had the greatest influence on actual persistence and that 

institutional commitment had the greatest influence on intent, followed closely by 

engagement with family and friends.  This suggests that there is a complex and dynamic 

interplay among individual institutional and environmental variables contributing to 

persistence.  However, since these are quantitative models, the brush strokes are quite 

broad.  In addition, parental status was not included in some of the models, and 

integration theory was used ubiquitously, which has negative cultural implications for 

many students who are from underrepresented groups (Tierney, 1992), as firsts are.   

Despite empirical support (Cabrera, Nora, Castaneda, 1993), organizationally 

inspired theories and models have not been used ubiquitously in conjunction with first-

their-family student samples or in comparing firsts to their peers, in part because these 

are considered comprehensive models and, thus, allegedly applicable to all students.  

However, first-in-their family students arrive on campus with different background 
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experiences and expectations (Bui, 2002; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Sáenz, 2007), and they 

also navigate, communicate, and make sense of their campus experiences in diverse ways 

(McGregor et al., 1991; Hellman, 1996; Orbe, 2003, 2004; Orbe & Groscurth, 2004).  

These considerations coupled with the heterogeneity of the first-in-the-family group 

lessens the potential applicability of these models.  Organizationally focused work, 

however, does demonstrate that students are affected by organizations and organizational 

culture.  This notion applies to first-in-the-family students because they are more likely to 

persist if they perceive the postsecondary environment as supportive (Rendón, 1995; 

Striplin, 1999).   

Cultural approaches 

There is a also a body of work explicitly concerned with the cultural components 

of students’ lives, in part due to the tendency of education research towards quantitative 

methods, and in part due to the inclusion of cultural components in other disciplinary 

domains (e.g., the development of cultural capital theory in sociology).  Methods 

investigating students using cultural components must be more fine-grained and, 

therefore, are usually qualitative.   

“Campus Life” 

Although qualitative in nature, Helen Lefkowitz-Horowitz’s book Campus Life 

(1987) is more like an aerial photograph than a photograph of a single person or 

institution.  In examining the undergraduate experience, she focused on trends spanning 

and shifting over decades, seeking an understanding of the past in order to understand 

contemporary students.  From historical documents, autobiographies, memoirs, and 

archives, Lefkowitz-Horowitz derived three ways of being in college: college men and 

women, outsiders, and rebels.  Although campus life connotes a particular undergraduate 
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subculture presumed shared among all undergraduates, the researcher clarified that this 

term, in actuality, circumscribed only a minority of students.   

College life emerged from the student revolts of the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries and was characterized by affluent men who saw college life as not 

about grades, but hedonism.  College men also maintained opposition to administrators 

and faculty, who were perceived as too disciplinarian, and preferred cheating to 

“grinding” and style to studying (p. 13).  These college men valued fraternity and, when 

women entered the education landscape, dating became another form of social prestige.  

In contrast, the college life of men were those who were less affluent and more 

academically minded, including the grinds, the brownnosers, and the outsiders.   

Outsiders were often future professionals, going to college to better their lives and 

minds.  Before the mid-nineteenth century, they were often ministers while after they 

were more likely to be religious or ethnic minorities, veterans, or women.  In the early 

nineteenth century, the third group coalesced, the rebels, comprised of middle-class 

students who were marginalized, often on religious bases, and openly attacked the elitism 

of the higher education system.  Rebels valued the intellectual pursuits of outsiders but 

also the pleasure-seeking of college life.  They tended to be unconventional in myriad 

ways and, in the 1920s, separated into two streams, one concerned with freedom of the 

mind, the other with politics. 

When women entered the picture, they were more akin to outsiders than the 

mythic college man.  They did not embrace the war with faculty but, otherwise, saw the 

same divisions as college men.  More-affluent women brought social class and its 

prestige and exclusions, creating sororities that allied them with their male counterparts.  

Less-affluent women, however, focused on college as a mode of social mobility but did 
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not have the professions to occupy their ambitions upon graduation; they stayed outsiders 

or became rebels.  

These three types, college men and women, outsiders, and rebels, remained 

roughly consistent throughout the nineteenth century; however, the historical context of 

the mid-twentieth century brought unrest.  This time, protesters included college men and 

women, and, this time, the dominance of college life fractured.  Although social division 

persisted, they were less value-laden, perceived as non-prestige-oriented choices.  In the 

1970s, in reaction to campus shootings and economic hardship, campuses became 

populated with new outsiders.  New outsiders were not concerned with community but 

with fending off those who would take what was theirs.  Fear of economic and social 

erosion spurred new outsiders to quest for good grades, not knowledge.  College became 

about taking the steps to future careers.  In this new climate, contemporary rebels did not 

value the careerism of new outsiders but sought independence by balancing parental, 

professorial, and peer pressures.  

Lefkowitz-Horowitz’s thoughtful account and categorization of students an that 

situates modern students in historic moments and movements; however, it was also 

published in 1987 and students have certainly continued to evolve.  Arum (2010), 

however, might agree that today’s students are more concerned with grades than 

knowledge.   

The Invisible Tapestry 

Kuh and Whitt (1988) also used a cultural perspective, incorporating notions of 

business culture into a higher education context.  The researchers focused on culture as 

delineated by patterns of norms, values, beliefs, practices, and assumptions that serve to 

inform and circumscribe the behavior of individuals and groups; culture also provides a 
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way to understand events and actions in context (Geertz, 1973).  Culture, therefore, 

manifests in artifacts, traditions, and values, and can be influenced by multiple 

constituents (e.g., a charismatic president, student protests, alumni, faculty).  

Furthermore, institutions have multiple, interdependent and interacting subcultures that 

also interact with external societal cultures.  The researchers emphasize that focusing on 

institutional culture allows for more holistic and context-driven analyses, suggesting 

meaning is moderated by culture and can be managed by institutional leaders; this notion 

also implicates culture in institutional policies and practices, some of which can serve to 

marginalize groups.  In addition, the researchers emphasize that campus culture, the 

“invisible tapestry” of college life, contributes to how individual students experience 

college, particularly minorities, as well as race, class, and gender divisions.   

Building on the importance of culture in understanding student persistence, Kuh 

and Love (2000) suggest that a cultural lens defines the issue as socio-culture rather and 

individualistic.  Therefore, the authors suggest, notions of institutional culture as 

monolithic and universally applicable are limited in understanding student behavior.  The 

authors, therefore, delineate eight propositions relating to understanding persistence 

through a cultural lens. 

First, students mediate institutional culture through individual meaning systems, 

including the decision to depart or persist.  Second, students’ home cultures mediate the 

importance of educational attainment.  Third, knowledge of both home and institutional 

cultures is needed to influence student success.  Fourth, the greater the home-institution 

cultural disconnect, the lesser the likelihood of persistence.  Fifth, students experiencing a 

greater cultural disconnect will either assimilate or join an enclave.  Sixth, students who 

spend more time in their home culture after college matriculation are more likely to 

experience cultural stress and are less likely to persist.  Seventh, student persistence is 
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influenced by the degree to which students are engaged academically and socio-

culturally.  Eighth, student belonging to an enclave are more likely to persist, especially if 

the enclave values educational achievement.   

Kuh and Love’s approach recognizes the complexity of understanding the way 

students negotiate multiple cultures.  In addition, the authors suggest qualitative work is 

needed to better understand cultural influences and persistence.  However, it is also still 

largely consistent with Tinto’s (1975) notions of integration, positing that cultural 

congruence is necessary for student success and that home cultures are likely to be 

detrimental if not congruent.  This kind of approach does not allow for the possibility of 

cultures being “intertwined or simultaneously available repertoires” (Valentine, 1971, 

p.141).  Approaches that recognize student adaptations and the positive contributions of 

students’ home cultures, therefore (e.g., Yosso, 2005) are needed so that students from 

minority cultures are not positioned as at a deficit.   

Cultural Sociology 

Clydesdale (2007), a cultural sociologist, focused on the first-year and utilized 

175 in-depth interviews and a year of field research to inform his work.  He found 

freshman were most concerned with managing their daily lives and kept their core 

identity in a “lockbox.”  Students, rather than focusing on broadening and intellectually 

enlivening their lives, were much more concerned with managing relationships, personal 

gratifications such as substance abuse and sexual activity, and their economic lives.  In 

addition, most students settled more into patterns they had formed pre-college.  Higher 

education, from their perspective, was instrumental to gaining economic security through 

a desirable job, not instrumental in developing sense of self or intellectual growth.  

Furthermore, their goals and pathways aligned with popular American culture.   
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Clydesdale (2007) describes American popular culture as celebrating personal 

effort and demonstrating patriotism, expecting moral freedom and valuing personal 

relationships, distrusting large organizations, and believing in the afterlife.  Students who 

began their journey through higher education between 1995 and 2003 in the northeast or 

northwest, therefore, largely remained un-attentive to long-term goals or consequences 

and were unprepared for lives of civic responsibility.  While this extensive study only 

focuses on the first year and includes no institutions in the South, it does demonstrate the 

kind of attention to detail that can yield policy-relevant findings.        

Another sociologist who focused on culture but on the entire college pathway is 

Mary Grisby (2009), whose grounded theory approach illustrates the need for more 

intersectional research.  She included both firsts and non-firsts in her study of college 

students a large public research institution in the Midwest and conducted field 

observations and well as in-depth interviews with 60 undergraduates between 2003 and 

2006.  Her analysis revealed that race, class, and gender; blueprints of individualism; and 

subculture orientations were important to understanding how students made meaning of 

their experiences and pursued life pathways.   

In examining parent-student relationships, Grigsby (2009) found that relationships 

were constituted by intersections of race/ethnicity, class, and gender.  In addition, student 

culture on campus privileged an individualistic ethos that focused on finding self-

fulfillment, though, again, how students pursued self-fulfillment was shaped by 

intersections for race/ethnicity, class, and gender. Grigsby also identified several student 

cultural orientations (e.g., academic, careerist, credentialist) that constructed students’ 

identities and shaped life trajectories.  Furthermore, Grisby identified three “blueprints 

for individualism,” which describe the ways students responded to the economic and 

cultural demands of late modernity along a continuum (p. 12).  The traditionalist 
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blueprint ascribes to a collective sense of belonging rooted in traditional roles and 

expectations.  The independent individualist blueprint seeks autonomy and sets the self as 

the centerpiece of the life plan with others playing supporting roles only.  The 

interdependent individualist blueprint seeks to recursively reconstruct self by sharing 

experiences with others based on common interests and a network of relationships.  

Grigsby’s work illustrates the need to include analysis of multiple categories of identity 

in understanding students; race/ethnicity, class, and gender shaped student cultural 

orientations and individualism blueprints, influencing how students explored their sense 

self within the college context.  

Firsts and Culture 

Specifically regarding firsts and culture, Zwerling and London (1992) focused on 

community colleges and found that firsts are often “on the margin of two cultures,” 

straddling the world of their friends and family in the world of college (p.  1). When firsts 

make their way onto campus, they also often encounter a sense of separation from their 

past and even their family and friends as they transition to their new environment. This 

requires students to renegotiate relationships and responsibilities. Furthermore, these 

students often have significant work and family responsibilities in addition to their 

college responsibilities; these must be balanced and navigated daily.   

Rendón (1995), also taking a cultural approach, argued that firsts face student-

related barriers (e.g., low economic status, poor academic preparation, self-doubt, and 

cultural separation) and institution-related barriers (e.g., and validating environment, 

Euro-centered curriculum, unwelcoming campus climate, and unengaged faculty) to 

persistence.  Institutions, therefore, must do more than merely provide opportunities for 
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involvement because validating experiences are critical in fostering academic and 

personal development, helping students become involved who might not otherwise do so.   

Furthermore, transfer students face additional institutional barriers such as being 

tracked into remedial coursework, transfer shock (a drop in GPA coupled with anxiety 

from learning a new educational system), poor advising, and poor coordination among 

high schools and colleges.  For Hispanic students in particular, cultural barriers include 

fear of leaving home and family apprehension about a system they do not fully 

understand or trust.  Speaking from personal as well as empirical experience, Rendón 

makes a compelling argument for paying attention to firsts and their unique cultural 

contexts.  

Rendón, Jalomo, Nora (2000) further contend that notions of biculturalism 

(Valentine, 1971) and dual socialization (de Anda, 1984) should be utilized when seeking 

examining nontraditional students, which includes firsts.  Biculturalism (Valentine, 1971) 

recognizes the ability of individuals to move between cultures that others view as distinct.  

He drew on Polgar’s (1960) work on the biculturation of Native Americans, who 

simultaneously negotiated mainstream European culture and Amerindian cultures.  

Biculturalism challenges the notion that separation from home culture is necessary for 

success.  Expanding on the concept of biculturalism, de Anda argued that biculturalism 

was possible not because the cultures are distinct but because of overlap between 

subcultures.  The shared norms, values, beliefs, and expectations of the cultures provides 

an avenue for the individual to negotiate both successfully.  This line of inquiry is 

particularly salient to firsts who experience tension between home and college cultures; 

Jalomo (1995) and Rendón (1994) suggest students need support in learning to negotiate 

these cultures and move towards healthy individualization.  Although firsts come from 

diverse home cultures, it is important to recognize that they do not need to leave that 
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culture at the door; instead, it is important for researchers to understand the way student 

negotiate and make meaning of the multiple cultures they navigate daily.  

Furthermore, although it has been argued that firsts can be examined as a cultural 

group (Orbe and Groscurth, 2004), the very lack of cultural studies on firsts suggests 

otherwise.  It must be noted, however, that Orbe also posits that identity negotiation is 

inherently intersectional in nature for firsts, suggesting that more fine-grained analysis is 

needed to better understand this group’s individual responses to common challenges.  An 

intersectional approach, as advocated by some scholars (Orbe, 2004; Strayhorn, 2006), 

has the potential for providing such analysis.   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The goal of this research endeavor is to understand how multiple categories of 

identity shape the college experiences of successful first-in-the-family students (firsts).  

The research goal, therefore, ties closely to the theoretical framework: intersectionality.  

However, I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the many identity theories already 

in existence.  Some of the foundational theories include Erikson (1968), Marcia (1966), 

Josselson (1987), and Chickering (Chickering & Reisser, 1993).  Some early work 

(Erikson, 1968; Chickering & Reisser, 1993) focused on how humans move through 

stages as they resolve conflicts and develop psychosocially, while others (Marcia, 1966; 

Josselson, 1987) focused on identity development along dimensions of identity crisis and 

identity commitment.  Some of the early work on identity development also focused on 

moral development (Kohlberg, 1973) as well as ethical development (Perry, 1981, 1999). 

As research began to focus more on systems of power, theories expanded to 

encompass the development of those in the position of oppressor and those in the position 

of the oppressed (e.g., Bell, 1997; Freire, 1987; Hardiman & Jackson, 1997; Spring, 
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1999).  This recognition of the way oppression affects individual development further 

lead to the creation of multiple models of identity development that focused on one key 

identity characteristic, for example, white identity theories (e.g., Feagin, 2000; Goodman, 

2001; Hardiman, 2001; Helms, 1994; Ortiz & Rhoads, 2000), multigroup ethnic and 

racial identity models (e.g., Atkinson, Morten & Sue, 1979, 1989; Phinney, 1989, 1990, 

1992), African American racial/ethnic identity development (e.g., Cross, 1971, 1991, 

1995; Jackson, 1976, 2001; Robinson & Howard-Hamilton, 2000), Native American 

racial/ethnic identity development (e.g., Choney, Berryhil-Paapke, & Robbins, 1995; 

Horse, 2001; LaFramboise, Trimble, & Mohatt, 1990), Latino/a racial/ethnic identity 

development (e.g., Ferdman & Gallegos, 2001; Keefe & Padilla, 1987; Torres, 2004), 

Asian American racial/ethnic identity development (e.g., Ibrahim, Ohnishi, & Sandhu, 

1997; Kim 1981, 2001; Maekawa Kodama, McEwen, Liang, & Lee, 2002), multiracial 

identity development (e.g., Poston, 1990; Wijeyesinghe, 2001), and bicultural identity 

development (e.g., Feliz-Ortiz de la Garza, Newcomb, & Myers, 1995; Szapocznik & 

Kurtines, 1980; Torres, 1999; Torres & Phelps, 1997).  Not only racial and ethnic identity 

development received attention, though.   Sexual orientation identity development (e.g., 

Cass, 1984; D’Augelli, 1994) and gender identity development (e.g., Brannon, 1976; 

Josselson, 1987; Kimmel, 2008; Levant & Richmond, 2007; Ossana, Helms, & Leonard, 

1992; Pleck, 1981; Pollack, 1999; Pollack & Schuster, 2001), have received considerable 

attention, though most gender work focuses on women.   

Other theories beyond traditional identity constructs exist as well, though, such as 

role theory (e.g., Biddle, 1986; Mead, 1934; Stryker, 2000; Thompson, 2004), theory of 

emerging adulthood (Arnett, 1998, 2000, 2007), model of science identity (Carlone & 

Johnson, 2007), and self-authorship theory (Baxter-Magolda, 2004, 2007).  These 

theories do not focus on a single identity aspect but rather on ways of defining and 
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understanding development of sense self (Baxter-Magolda, 2007).  In addition, key books 

that survey identity development theories (e.g., Josselson & Harway, 2012; Torres, 

Howard-Hamilton, & Cooper, 2003; Wilson & Jackson, 2011) have begun including 

sections about multiple identities.   

Indeed, Cole (2009), criticizes these more traditional and mono-dimensional 

theories because they fail to encompass claims to multiple membership groups and 

interactions among identities.  Furthermore, many of these identity theories assume that 

one particular identity is paramount (e.g., racial or ethnic identity) and run the risk of 

reifying the very constructs they focus on.  Theories such as intersectionality, however, 

recognize that multiple identities can be enacted simultaneously and that the individual 

must make meaning out their own identities in unique ways (Cole, 2009; Collins, 2000; 

Crenshaw, 1991; Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1992; Hancock, 2007).  This study takes a 

leaf from these more recent developments and uses intersectionality as its theoretical 

framework.  Intersectionality grew out of feminist, critical law, and critical race studies 

and provides a unique way to approach categories and identity.  Intersectionality 

strengthens this study by providing a way to examine multiple aspects of identity 

simultaneously and to interrogate the socially constructed category “first-generation 

student.”   

Intersectionality shares some traits with other critical studies in that it recognizes 

the importance of history and context, the validity of situated knowledge claims, and the 

need for interdisciplinary work (Cole, 2009; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 1991; Haraway, 

1988; Harding, 1992; Hancock, 2007).  There are also several premises of 

intersectionality on which scholars agree.  One fundamental premise is that reality is 

historically and socially constructed.  Flowing from this premise is the centrality of the 

lived experiences and struggles of people of color and other marginalized groups as a 
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starting point for the theory (Collins, 2000; Dill & Zambrana, 2009).  Another core tenet 

is the notion that within any socially constructed category is diversity (Berger & Guidroz, 

2009; Crenshaw, 1991; Collins, 2000; Dill & Zambrana, 2009).  In other words, though 

individuals in a given context experience similar challenges, they experience those 

challenges in diverse ways.  In addition, intersectional categories are mutually 

constitutive and interactive (Berger & Guidroz, 2009; Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Hancock, 

2007).  This idea suggests that examining one category (or comparing the experiences of 

individuals in different categories) is not as useful as interrogating similarities and 

differences across categories in an attempt to understand patterns of connection.  

Intersectionality, therefore, brings complexity to understanding categories, oppression, 

and privilege.  To better understand the significance and potential contributions of 

intersectionality as an analytic framework, it is important to understand its theoretical 

construction. 

Conceptually, intersectionality was a reaction to ahistorical and essentialized 

notions of womanhood, which arose because feminist studies were largely pioneered by 

white, middle class women.  While feminists were attempting to build on the work of the 

Civil Rights movement in expanding equity and demanding parity for women, they were 

unable to unify women under a common flag because feminism had largely been 

constructed as a sisterhood of white, middle-class women (Dill, 1983).  In this way, 

feminism was not a sisterhood at all, but an alienating notion that washed over 

differences and the way women of color often experience oppression simultaneously 

based on gender, race, and class (Dill, 1983; Davis, 2008; hooks, 2000).  

Intersectionality, therefore, has become a bridge between various subgroups by 

recognizing similarities and examining within-group diversity and power networks.   
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Constructions of intersectionality 

Two central debates surround intersectionality theory.  The first debate centers on 

the notion of categories, when and whether to use them, how many there should be, and if 

the number is infinite.  The second debate centers on whether intersectionality should 

focus on systemic structures or whether it should focus on individuals’ experiences. 

Regarding the categories debate, one response is that categories are inherently 

problematic and not useful because they are socially constructed and therefore social 

fiction; McCall (2005) calls this “anticategorical complexity” (p.  1773).  The other end 

of this spectrum is “intercategorical complexity,” the process of adopting known 

categories for the purpose of understanding inequality as it plays out along multiple 

dimensions.  McCall, however, advocated the use of a third, “intracategorical 

complexity” approach, which “interrogates the boundary-making and boundary-defining 

process itself” while focusing on particular groups (p.  1773); this approach aims to 

reveal within-group complexity through examining the lived experiences of those who 

claim membership.  McCall offers a conceptual way of dealing with the question of 

categories, but she does not specifically address the question of how many categories or 

whether the number of categories if limitless. 

Yuval-Davis (2006) offers two satisfying but not mutually exclusive answers to 

the question of categories.  The first answer is that in any given situation for a specific 

person, some aspects are more important than others.  On one hand, she recognizes that 

there are some social divisions that matter to most people, most of the time, such as race, 

class, and gender.  On the other hand, worldwide many fewer are impacted by refugee 

status or membership in a caste group, but their membership to such a group renders their 

visibility even more precarious.  The second answer is that categories are a product of 
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creative imagination and free will; therefore, the number is potentially limitless since 

they are socially constructed.  

The second debate centers on whether intersectionality should be considered a 

cross road with axes of difference or as a dynamic process (Davis, 2008).  In other words, 

this debate is about whether intersectionality should focus more on structures or 

individual experiences.  Arguing for a more structural notion of intersectionality, 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) constructs intersectionality as a method to “unveil the 

processes of subordination and the various ways those processes are experienced by 

people who are subordinated and people who are privileged by them” (p.  1297).  

Crenshaw discussed domestic violence and rape against women of color to explain how 

race, class, and gender converge to situate women of color in oppressive structural 

systems (economy, politics, and society). 

Also propounding a notion of crossroads or axes of difference is Nira Yuval-

Davis (2006), who discussed the development of intersectionality in contemporary 

international public discourse.  Yuval-Davis focused on the way in which naturalized 

categories tend to become homogenized representations of all who can claim membership 

to that category.  The boundaries of these categories become interlocking grids where 

“positionings in terms of class, race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, ability, stage in 

the lifecycle and other social divisions, tend to create…hierarchies of differential access 

to a variety of resources—economic, political, and cultural” (p.  199).  Intersectionality, 

through these lenses, is more about how axes of difference influence social positions and, 

likewise, power and privilege.   

On the other side of this particular debate is intersectionality as a dynamic 

process.  Staunæs (2003) was concerned that intersectionality did not take into 

consideration how these categories of difference “work and intersect in the lived 
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experiences of concrete subjects” (p.  101).  Staunæs argued that too much focus on the 

structural elements of intersectionality, or the “matrix of domination” in which 

individuals are positioned differentially (Collins, 1998), fails to understand the 

complexity and ambiguity experienced at the individual level.  Staunæs urged to 

understand individual meaning-making researchers needed to “bring back the subject” (p.  

103).   

She further argued that the post-structural notion of sense of self (subjectivity) as 

well as Foucault’s notion of subjectification, wherein a human actor is both subject to a 

context but also acts upon a context, should be incorporated with the concept of subject 

positionings.  This approach recognizes that humans are indeed actors and participate 

meaningfully in their own lives to take up positions as part of an ongoing process.  The 

very notion of social categories thus becomes more fluid and, in Staunæs’ construction of 

intersectionality, is a process of doing, becoming, and adapting that cannot be understood 

through static social categories but is better examined through subjectivities and 

positionalities. 

In this particular debate about what intersectionality is and how it should be used, 

there is room for flexibility.  None of these scholars advocates the abandonment of 

another perspective; rather, they each have certain aims as researchers and use the 

elements of intersectionality available to meet their needs.  The first sense of 

intersectionality is more useful to those inhabiting or resisting structures while the second 

is more useful for those attempting to understand individual meaning making.  However, 

it is not necessary to choose; the very complexity and ambiguity of intersectionality are 

its strengths. 

Intersectionality, through its ambiguity, provided a way to bridge feminist 

theories on race, class, and gender and postmodern feminist theory and provided a theory 
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of interest for generalists and specialists (Davis, 2008).  Thus, despite critiques that 

intersectionality is too vague for its own good (Ludvig, 2006), it has “initiate[d] a process 

of discovery” which is potentially infinite and promises to return insight that is more 

complex and comprehensive (Davis, 2008, p.  77).  Due to the ambiguity of the theory, 

therefore, it is incumbent upon the researcher to determine how intersectionality will be 

employed as an analytic tool.  

The paucity of work examining how the intersecting identities shape the 

experiences of first-in-the-family students is a glaring gap in the literature considering 

how diverse this group is.  Indeed, in recent years, researchers have begun to explicitly 

call for more research along this vein (Orbe, 2003; Strayhorn, 2006).  As the chosen 

theoretical framework for this study, intersectionality will help contextualize the 

experiences of the individual participants and examine multiple aspects of identity 

simultaneously (Cole, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991).  It will also provide a way of re-examining 

the category “first-generation student.”  In this way, intersectionality will be a key tool 

for understanding not only what experiences are similar among participants, but also in 

what ways this group of students is diverse and how their experiences are complex even 

though they inhabit the same space as members of the group “first-generation student.”  

No work to date has problematized the category of first-generation students; therefore, 

this dissertation represents a departure from previous studies because I do not assume a 

group essential experience. 

Intersectionality in Higher Education 

Intersectional work is becoming more ubiquitous in higher education, however, 

American scholars of intersectionality often struggle to claim legitimacy and supportive 

space for their work within a heteronormative and predominantly white academy (Dill, 
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2009). Bonnie Thornton Dill (2009), for example, found that institutional leaders 

associated both high costs and high benefits with intersectional work.  Costs included 

economic loss, an elision of personal and public lives, and decreased work on individual 

projects.  Those in leadership positions also cited many benefits such as the ability to 

mentor students and faculty of color, the creation of programs emphasizing an 

intersectional approach, a fuller understanding of community needs, and personal growth.   

Intersectional work is more common in work on faculty than students (e.g., 

Agathangelou and Ling, 2002; Reddick, Bukoski, Jimenez, Smith, & Valdez, 

forthcoming), and it has also been used to examine pedagogy (e.g., Asher, 2007) and has 

been used on a limited basis in conjunction with firsts.   

Firsts and Intersectionality 

McCarron and Inkelas (2006), for example, used longitudinal data from the 

National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS:88.00) to compare the college 

experiences of firsts and non-firsts by examining the influence of parental involvement 

on educational aspirations, educational attainment, and differences in educational 

attainment for first-generation students by gender, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic 

status.  The researchers found that 62% of firsts had not attained their educational 

aspirations within eight years of completing high school.  Of the 35% of firsts aspiring to 

obtain less than a bachelor’s degree, 68% did.  In contrast, of the 40% aspiring to obtain a 

bachelor’s degree only 29% actually did, compared to 28% of non-firsts with the same 

aspiration.  Of the students who did not obtain a bachelor’s degree, 66% attempted some 

form of postsecondary education, with 21% completing an associates degree or certificate 

at a two-year institution. 
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In addition, when the researchers focused on firsts, they found that males and 

females had similar levels of attainment; however, females were slightly more likely to 

obtain a master’s or Ph.D., while males were slightly more likely to obtain a bachelor’s 

degree; these differences were, however, not significant.  When firsts were examined by 

socioeconomic status, 77% of students from the lowest quartile attained less than a 

bachelor’s degree and 21% obtained a bachelor’s degree; 48% of students from the 

highest quartile obtained less than a bachelor’s degree and the same proportion obtained a 

bachelor’s degree.  There were also differences by race/ethnicity: 76% of Black students, 

67% of white students, and 79% of Hispanic students attained less than a bachelor’s 

degree, while 53% of Asians attained a bachelor’s degree compared to 31% of white 

students, 21% of Black students, and 19% of Hispanic students.   

Although this study explicitly used constructs that are intersectional in nature 

(e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, and class), it did not actually employ an intersectional 

method, rather splitting the analysis and examining each characteristic in turn.  In doing 

so, though, it provides a compelling case for intersectional work, showing that class and 

race are salient in degree attainment. 

The most comprehensive study to date regarding multiple identities and 

postsecondary students also includes some analysis of firsts, though it does not explicitly 

examine first-in-the-family students or use intersectionality as a guiding theory.  Azmitia, 

Syed, and Radmacher (2008) conducted a qualitative four-year longitudinal study of 

diverse emerging adults’ college pathways; the sample consisted of 175 ethnically and 

socioeconomically diverse women and men who entered the University of California in 

the fall of 2002.  The authors used social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and 

standpoint theory (Harding, 2004) to explore how the participants negotiated their 

multiple identities within the multiple contexts of personal identity, which “refers to the 
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integration (or non-integration) of individuals’ multiple selves, relationships, and worlds” 

(p.  12).  Participants who were firsts also illustrated Cooper’s (1999) interdisciplinary 

bridging multiple worlds theory.  Cooper’s theory emphasizes that young people 

negotiate identity through salient personal contexts or worlds (e.g., families, peers, 

schools, and communities) and that these worlds are both resources and challenges.  

Firsts faced challenges, including a lack of family academic credentials and less human 

capital, but found resources in their family, friends, teachers, and organizations. 

Overall, the researchers found that college, a context with a wide variety of 

available experiences, caused many emerging adults to rethink and reconfigure their 

identities, though this development was mediated by student agency in seeking diverse 

experiences.  Participants with at least one subordinate identity (e.g. female, ethnic 

minority, low socioeconomic status) were often surprised to encounter prejudice and 

racism on the college campus because they always associated college as a place 

upholding democratic values.  For many students, experiences of racism and 

discrimination were catalytic events leading to a rethinking of identity.  In addition, when 

participants who were part of the dominant group encountered notions of privilege for the 

first time, they often felt guilt or powerlessness.  The researchers found that emerging 

adults grew increasingly sophisticated in their articulations about career, ethnicity, 

gender, and social class identities, although there was much variation regarding the 

timing, sequence, and degree of understanding of the participants. 

The paucity of work examining how the intersecting identities shape the 

experiences of first-in-the-family students is glaring gap in the literature considering how 

diverse this group is.  Indeed, in recent years, researchers have begun to explicitly call for 

more research along this vein (Orbe, 2003; Strayhorn, 2006).  As the chosen theoretical 

framework for this study, intersectionality will help contextualize the experiences of the 
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individual participants and examine multiple aspects of identity simultaneously (Cole, 

2009; Crenshaw, 1991).  It will also provide a way of re-examining the category “first-

generation student.”  In this way, intersectionality will be a key tool for understanding not 

only what experiences are similar among participants, but also in what ways this group of 

students is diverse and how their experiences are complex even though they inhabit the 

same space as members of the group “first-generation student.”  No work to date has 

problematized the category of first-generation students; therefore, this dissertation 

represents a departure from previous studies because I do not assume a group essential 

experience.  

LITERATURE REVIEW SUMMARY 

In the study of firsts, quantitative work predominates (e.g., Choy, 2001; Nuñez & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Martinez et al., 2009; Pascarella et al., 2004; Sáenz et al., 2007; 

Somers, Woodhouse, & Cofer, 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996; York-Anderson & Bowman, 

1991) while qualitative work has focused on either a small subgroup of firsts (Schultz, 

2004; Speirs Neumeister & Rinker, 2006) or a particular aspect of fists college lives 

(Orbe, 2004).  In addition, studies often emphasize students’ (Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & 

Chen, 2000; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Striplin, 1999; 

Williams & Butler, 2010) rather than their adaptations (Torres, 2006) and only one study 

to date has taken a retrospective approach to understanding firsts’ college experiences 

(Richardson & Skinner, 1992).  The strength of quantitative work lies in its ability to 

create a broad, more generalized picture of students; however, qualitative methods are 

needed to better understand the nuances and details of students’ lived experiences.  

What is clear from studies about firsts is that they experience college in a very 

different way from their peers (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Martin Lohfink and 
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Paulsen, 2005; Pascarella et al., 2004; Ting, 2003), that these different experiences 

contribute to their educational success in various ways (Inman & Mayes, 1999); 

Terenzini et al., 1996), and that firsts’ identity characteristics such as race/ethnicity, class, 

and gender intersect meaningfully in firsts’ lives (Martin Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; 

McCarron & Inkelas; 2006; Orbe, 2004; Strayhorn, 2006).   

What is less clear, however, is what those experiences are, how students negotiate 

and make decisions regarding their experiences, and how within-group differences play 

into students’ experiences.  Fine-grained, qualitative methods that consider multiple, 

intersecting student characteristics are needed to better understand how students’ college 

trajectories are shaped.  The present study seeks to fill this gap by examining the college 

trajectories of successful firsts through narrative analysis and asking (1) what are the 

narratives of successful first-in-the-family college students at the University of Texas at 

Austin?  (2) how do students’ intersectional identities shape their experiences? and (3) 

considering the within-group diversity of the category, what are the implications of using 

“first-generation college student” as a construct? The next chapter will delineate the 

methodology that will be employed to answer the research questions.    
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

The literature suggests a need to better understand first-in-the-family students’ 

(firsts’) college experiences from a multidimensional, success-oriented perspective.  This 

study employs narrative analysis, which recognizes the value of broad quantitative work 

but seeks to gain a deeper, more complex understanding of participants’ experiences.  

Furthermore, only one study to date has examined firsts’ trajectories by focusing on 

students who have successfully navigated higher education and are near degree 

completion (Richardson & Skinner, 1992).  Indeed, several studies have emphasized the 

many deficits and challenges firsts face (e.g., Dumais & Ward, 2010; Ishitani, 2006; 

Pascarella et al., 2004; Striplin, 1999; Williams & Butler, 2010) and few studies have 

emphasized the successful adaptation and strategies of firsts (e.g., Torres, 2006); this kind 

of approach can lead to blaming the victim rather helping the victim of systemic 

oppression (Ryan, 1971; Valencia, 1997).  This study, with its focus on successful firsts’ 

narratives, will inform the work of higher education researchers, policy-makers, and 

practitioners by contributing a nuanced, fine-grained analysis of their experiences. 

There are several methods in the realm of qualitative research that I considered; 

however, narrative research is particularly well positioned to address the research 

questions.  An ethnographic approach would not have been appropriate since it assumes 

that the group being studied shares a common culture (Wolcott, 1994).  As prior research 

on first-in-the-family students shows, however, this group is quite heterogeneous (e.g., 

Nuñez & Cucarro-Alamin, 1998; Sáenz et al., 2007); assuming shared culture, therefore, 

would be a misleading approach to understanding these students.  In addition, this study 

sought to problematize the category itself; using an ethnographic approach would have 

had the opposite effect – further reifying the category instead of questioning it. 
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I could have utilized a case study approach, which would have drawn attention to 

the bounded site of the study, but that would not have maintained a focus on the lived 

experiences of the students, which is a core focus of the study and the chosen theoretical 

framework (Stake, 1995).  Case studies draw attention to structure and how agents act 

within structures, whereas this study intentionally focused on how students make sense of 

structures.  In other words, I was more concerned with students’ agency and how they 

adapt to their environments.  In addition, case studies are more useful when they examine 

a finite incident or incidences (Stake, 1995); this study’s focus on students’ entire 

educational trajectories did not have finitude.  Indeed, attempting to collect case study 

data from not only the site of students’ college experiences but also the multiple sites of 

their K-12 and home environments would have been unfeasible and impractical. 

Grounded theory was also not an appropriate methodology since the purpose of 

this study was to understand student experiences, not create a model or theory of student 

experiences (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  This study 

focused not only on the experiences of the participants but also on the boundary of the 

category defining the population under study; therefore, attempting to create a theory 

about a questionable category would be akin to putting the cart before the horse.  This 

study helped to determine whether the cart even works as a cart; in other words, it helped 

to determine if firsts should be studied as a category and whether theory building is 

appropriate for this population.    

One viable option I considered is phenomenology.  A phenomenological approach 

would have allowed me to examine the experiences of firsts in a fine-grained manner, 

incorporating their lived-experiences and multidimensional identities in the analysis 

(Moustakas, 1994).  I, however, also wished to use visual data to understand students’ 

multiple identities and worlds (Collier & Collier, 1999; Phelan, Davidson, & Cao, 1993), 
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which narrative analysis was better situated to incorporate.  It is important to note, 

however, that this endeavor could be termed a phenomenological, visual narrative study 

as I studied the lived experiences of firsts using visual and narrative tools to understand 

their experiences of the phenomenon, college.  In other words, I used an experience-

centered approach, which seeks to understand how individuals experience phenomena 

(Squire, 2008).  Since this study is more rooted in narrative research than 

phenomenology, however, I will focus on how narrative inquiry informed the present 

study.  

THE NARRATIVE TURN 

Narrative inquiry is situated in interpretive epistemology.  Interpretivism is a 

broad worldview encompassing more specific epistemological stances, such as critical 

studies, constructivism, postmodernism, and feminism.  At the core of interpretive 

approaches are two concepts of particular importance to the present work: the socially 

constructed nature of reality and the validity of situated knowledge claims.     

Interpretivism recognizes that human behavior is influenced not only by the 

physical environment but also by their subjective perceptions of their environment 

(Willis, 2007).  Therefore, understanding how people perceive and make sense of the 

world is a vital component of social sciences research, even though research about others 

can only ever capture the participants’ imitation of their experiences (mimesis) 

(Riessman, 2008).  Interpretivists see the nature of reality as constructed through social 

relationships that recursively and iteratively create shared meanings (Willis, 2007).  For 

interpretivists, there is no measurable, objective reality “out there.”  Instead, 

understanding the nature of reality is about understanding how individuals, as members 
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of social groups and situated in particular contexts, make meaning of their multiple 

worlds (Willis, 2007).   

Narrative methods are particularly well suited to understanding human experience 

as they aim to reconstruct experience through stories, a “valorizing of individual 

experience but also an exploration of the social, cultural, and institutional narratives 

within which individuals’ experiences were constituted, shaped, expressed, and enacted,” 

beginning and ending in the lived-experiences of participants (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, 

p. 42).  Stories are a universal form of human experience, taking a variety of shapes and 

textures, from myth to history, to comic, to conversation (Barthes, 1977 in Sontag, 1982, 

p. 251).  In addition, narratives are “strategic, functional, and purposeful,” engaging the 

audience by constituting and making sense of past experiences (Riessman, 2008, p. 8).  

The move to narrative inquiry highlights how it is embedded in interpretivist 

epistemology and how it differs from positivism.  

In turning to narrative as a method for inquiry, Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) 

identity four distinct movements away from positivism and towards a narrative stance.  

The first turn involves recognizing the more sterile and limited understanding 

quantitative work can provide due to its reduction of experiences to finite words and 

numbers.  Narrative inquirers recognize that all research is based on language, whether 

the language of numbers or words, and “embrace the metaphoric quality of language and 

the connectedness and coherence of the extended discourse of the story” (p. 29).  The 

second turn involves recognizing impossibility of objectivity.  Narrative inquirers 

embrace human connectedness, recognizing that all research is a relational process.   

The third turn to narrative relates to generalizability.  Narrative methodologists 

favor the local and particular rather than positivist prediction and control (Pinnegar & 

Daynes, 2007).  Local knowledge, though not generalizable, can be an important source 
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for understanding human culture and personal interaction (Geertz, 1983).  The fourth turn 

to narrative involves the notion of validity, which does not apply to narrative forms of 

research.  Validity denies ways of knowing that do not fit into positivist epistemology; 

narrative inquirers instead recognize multiple ways of knowing and, instead of validity, 

use notions such as trustworthiness and authenticity (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007) as well 

as persuasiveness (Riessman, 2008) to evaluate knowledge claims.  

As the researcher moves from positivist traditions to interpretivist traditions, 

therefore, the research also moves from grand narratives to a deconstruction of grand 

narratives by focusing on individual, situated knowledges.  Narrative inquiry has multiple 

and sometimes contradictory historical roots, coming from post-war humanism (e.g., 

Bruner, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988), Russian structuralism and French poststructuralism 

(e.g., Barthes, 1977; Culler, 2002; Gennette, 1979; Todorov, 1990), postmodernism (e.g., 

Foucault, 1972), psychoanalysis (Lacan, 1977), and deconstructionism (Derrida, 1977).  

In contemporary narrative inquiry, however, there is some convergence in narrative 

research of these differing theoretical stances.  For example, humanist and 

poststructuralist traditions tend to treat narratives as modes of resistance, thus unified by 

a sense of political purpose in reframing discourses about power and privilege (Squire, 

2008).  Therefore, although it can be helpful for researchers to consider the theoretical 

underpinnings of their work, it is not required because many narrative inquirers 

synthesize rather than categorize their approach to narrative. 

Taking a leaf from Clandinin and Connelly (2000), this study found its 

headwaters in John Dewey’s (1934, 1938) work on experience, which he sees as both 

personal and social.  In this frame, researchers should strive to understand individuals as 

individuals, but must recognize that doing so is impossible because individuals exist in 

relation to others and in social contexts (Clandinin, 2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  
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Continuity is also an important element in understanding experience as experiences build 

on one another and, therefore, cannot be understood in isolation (Dewey, 1938 in 

Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

Clandinin and Connelly extend this Deweyan notion to describe a metaphorical 

three-dimensional narrative inquiry space.  This space is constituted by interaction 

(personal and social), continuity (temporality), and situation (place).  The three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space requires attention be focused in four narrative inquiry 

directions: inward and outward, backward and forward.  Inward examination refers to 

internal conditions such as feelings, aesthetic reactions, and morality while outward 

refers to environmental or existential conditions.  The backward and forward focus refers 

to temporality, or the past, present, and future.  The authors contend that understanding 

the three-dimensional space of narrative and utilizing the four directions of inquiry assist 

in compiling and interpreting data because it enriches the researchers’ understanding of 

the participants’ experiences by contextualizing experience socially, temporally, and 

physically.  

There are multiple ways of conducting and conceptualizing narrative research, 

with even the definition of narrative itself in contestation (Andrews, Squire, & 

Tamboukou, 2008; Clandinin, 2007).  This study utilized an experienced-centered 

perspective, which recognizes narrative as sequential and meaningful (Squire, 2008).  

Narrative is also a means of sense making (Squire, 2008), and, although not all 

experiences can be storied, narratives are an important move towards understanding 

meaning (Frosh, 2002).  Furthermore, narrative recognizes that interpersonal, social, and 

cultural contexts are critical to reconstituting experiences across times and spaces.  

Therefore, narrative is not just about events and formal resolutions, but also themes, 

untold or possible stories (Squire, 2008).   
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This study seeks to answers three questions: (1) what are the experiences of 

successful first-in-the-family college students at a major research institution in the south?  

(2) how do students’ intersectional identities shape their experiences? and (3) considering 

the within-group diversity of the category, what are the implications of using “first-

generation college student” as a research construct?   

To interrogate these questions, a layered approach was utilized.  To examine 

firsts, I recruited students matching required criteria, collected multi-modal data from 

participants, and analyzed the data.  Before discussing these steps, I will briefly elaborate 

on the site of the study.  

WHY THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN? 

The research site was chosen for several reasons; two of those reasons are my 

familiarity with the site and its convenience.  I have attended and worked at the site 

institution for three years; therefore, although I will be an outsider to the participants in 

many ways (e.g., I am not a first-generation student and I am approximately a decade 

older than many participants), one area in which we found common ground was the site 

itself.  It must be noted that I will have experienced the site institution in very different 

ways from the participants; however, my insider knowledge will helped me contextualize 

participants’ college experiences and gave me opportunity to uncover and explore 

nuances of their experiences.  Furthermore, the site of the study is where I am obtaining 

my doctorate; therefore, conducting the study here was more convenient in terms of 

physical location.  My close proximity to the site will availed me of the opportunity to 

meet students whenever and wherever they were available, making the data collection 

process more streamlined and allowing for access to the participants.  This is an 

important consideration since I met with each participant at least three times. 
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It is important to note, however, that convenience and familiarity were not the 

only reasons UT was an appropriate choice.  The literature demonstrates that firsts are 

most likely to enroll in non-selective institutions; however, the literature also indicates 

that this context leads to less success (Ishitani, 2006).  Furthermore, firsts are most 

successful at but least likely to enroll in private institutions (Ishitani, 2006).  Furthermore, 

low-income firsts are more than seven times more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree if 

they started at a four-year institution (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  Therefore, choosing a 

public four-year institution made it more likely that I would find a large group of firsts 

and that those firsts would be successful.   

 In addition, although UT is a selective four-year, it uses the top ten percent plan 

as a mechanism to create a diverse student body.  The top ten percent plan was creating in 

the wake of the Hopwood v. Texas (1996) fifth circuit decision.  This policy mechanism, 

designed to expand access to top Texas universities for underrepresented communities 

(Holley & Spencer, 1999; Horn & Flores, 2003; Tienda, Leicht, Sullivan, Maltese, & 

Lloyd, 2003), made it more likely that the firsts I recruited were not only persisting and 

successful but were also from diverse backgrounds, thus enhancing my ability to 

understand success and identity as multidimensional constructs. 

Description of Site 

The site institution is a large public research university in the south, The 

University of Texas at Austin.  It is located in the state’s capital, Austin, Texas, a vibrant 

city known for its progressive atmosphere.  According to the Office of Information 

Management and Analysis (2011), the institution is predominantly white in terms of 

students, faculty, and administration, with a total enrollment of 51,195 students.  

Regarding the student body, in the fall of 2010, 52.0% of students were white, 17.0% 
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were Hispanic (any combination), 15.2% were Asian, 9.1% were foreign, 4.3% were 

Black (only), and 2.3% were other (which includes multiracial students who did not 

identify as Hispanic).  The 2010 students were also 50.2% female and 49.5% male, with 

80.3% hailing from Texas, 10.7% out-of-state, and 9.1% foreign.  In addition, 22.6% 

were graduate students, 2.3% were law students, and the rest comprised the 

undergraduate student body.  Of the undergraduates, 51.7% were white, 19.4% Hispanic 

(any combination), 17.9% were Asian, 4.9% were foreign, 4.7% were Black (only), 0.8% 

were multiracial (non-Hispanic and non-Black), 0.4% American Indian, 0.2% multiracial 

(non-Hispanic), and 0.4% unknown.  

Concerning the faculty, white men predominate (Office of Information 

Management and Analysis, 2011).  Whites represent 80.0% of the faculty body, with 

9.2% Asian, 6.4% Hispanic, 3.6% Black, and 0.9% other; in terms of gender, 62.3% of 

the faculty are men and 37.7% are women.  In terms of full-time staff at the executive, 

administrative, and managerial levels, there were 53.7% men and 46.3% women; they 

were also 81.5% white, 11.5% Hispanic, 6.7% Black, and 0.3% multiracial (non-

Hispanic).  For students who come from an ethnic minority background, therefore, 

finding a faculty member who looks phenotypically similar to self is very difficult.   

The site institution also utilizes a top eight percent admissions policy with a goal 

of increasing student diversity.  The eight percent plan took effect for fall 2011 

admissions (Associated Press, 2009) and replaced the top ten percent plan, which was 

effectuated in 1997 in response to the Hopwood, et al. v. State of Texas, et al. (1996) 

decision, which ruled the use of race in admissions policies illegal in the 5th circuit 

(Jaschik, 2007).  The top percent plan automatically admitted to any Texas postsecondary 

institution any student graduating from a Texas high school in the top ten percent of their 

class.  The top eight percent plan, as mentioned earlier, is a modification of the original 
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top ten percent plan, allowing The University of Texas at Austin to admit Texas students 

graduating in the top eight percent of their class until 75% of the admissions spots are 

filled (Jaschik, 2007).  The remaining 25% of admits are to be assessed holistically.   

The undergraduate student population has not changed dramatically since the 

implementation of the top ten percent plan in 1997, however.  From 2000 to 2010, the 

proportion of white students decreased by approximately 10%, the Asian proportion 

increased approximately 3%, the Hispanic proportion 5%, the foreign student proportion 

0.5%, and the Black student 1.0% (there were no multiracial categories in 2000).  

Therefore, although the percent plan was designed to increase diversity, in terms of 

race/ethnicity, it has only been marginally successful (Office of Information Management 

and Analysis, 2001).   

The campus itself is urban, with iconic buildings such as the centrally located 

main tower building, the stadium to the southeast, and a brand new student activities 

center in the middle of campus.  Residential housing is interspersed with academic 

buildings but roughly concentrated at the northern and southern ends of campus.  In 

addition, while there is a vibrant strip of eateries and shops to west, with non-university 

student housing (predominantly undergraduate) beyond that, to the east there is a lower 

income neighborhood that many undergraduates never see.  To the north is an older, 

affluent neighborhood nested behind more non-university housing.  And to the south, 

perfectly in line with the main tower, is the state capital, beyond which lies the socially 

vibrant 6th street and warehouse districts, where students, faculty, and Austinites 

converge for weekend fun and entertainment.  

The campus is also visually quite consistent, with brownish-orange brick 

predominating.  Older buildings have unique awnings and details carved or tiled into their 

structures, while newer buildings tend to feature metal and glass, with light and space as 
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core features.  Most undergraduates walk between classes, clogging the narrow sidewalks 

and over running the few roads that penetrate the inner campus.  Many students also ride 

the Forty Acres bus, which runs a clockwise path around campus, trundling students to 

and from various academic and social destinations. 

PARTICIPANTS AND RECRUITMENT 

This study used purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002).  Students recruited to 

participate in this study met two criteria: they self-identified as first in their immediate 

family to attend college, not including older siblings, and were within three semesters of 

bachelor’s degree completion (i.e., successfully matriculating).  I strove to create a 

sample diverse along axes of race, class, and gender to maximize variation  (Patton, 

1990).  

Although narrative analysis utilizes various sample sizes ranging from one to 

close to one hundred, the researcher must make a choice that balances depth and breadth 

and adapts to the research questions (Clandinin, 2007).  I recruited 17 individuals; the 

relative smallness of the number allowed for more depth regarding research questions one 

and two, while the relative largeness allowed me to address research question three by 

interviewing a sufficient number of respondents to capture a diverse sample of the firsts. 

Students were recruited two ways.  First, I solicited administrators and advisors 

(particularly those affiliated with first-in-the-family recruitment and support programs) 

for students who met the criteria.  These informal gatekeepers provided me contact 

information or distributed my contact information to students via email and/or Facebook 

(Seidman, 2005).  I identified gatekeepers through colleagues I have at the site institution 

as well as by cold emailing the directors of student-oriented institutional programs as 

well as academic deans (see Appendix A).  Second, I recruited students through fliers 
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posted across campus asking students who self-identify as first-in-the-family and near 

graduation to participate.  The first recruitment strategy has been successful when 

identifying high-achieving students (Harper, 2010), while the second is more useful for 

recruiting “average” students who have navigated the college milieu successfully.  Not all 

successful students will be known to administrators and not all students will self-identify 

with the first-in-the-family designation; therefore, the two approaches to recruitment 

helped create a diverse sample.         

Regardless of the recruitment strategy a potential participant responds to, I 

emailed or talked to the potential informant on the phone utilizing the templates provided 

in Appendix A.  I used this first contact to schedule an initial, brief meeting with the 

individual to describe the purpose and nature of the study, the time commitment required, 

and to obtain consent (see Appendices A & B).  This process ensured that the participants 

recruited were able to make an informed decision about their involvement in the study 

(Seidman, 2005).  

Consent and Confidentiality 

Before interviewing participants, I obtained informed consent, making known my 

intention to audio record the interview, to have the interviews professionally transcribed, 

to publish my findings (including any pictures they gave consent for me to use), and the 

way I would safeguard participant identity.  The audio files are stored in a secure location 

and the identities of the participants have been concealed through pseudonyms and detail 

changes, as necessary.  Participants were given the opportunity to choose a pseudonym; if 

a participant did not choose one, I assigned one.  Finally, I followed all Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) procedures required by the site institution.  I did not offer 
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remuneration to my participants; however, to facilitate in recruitment, I offered each 

student two iTunes song downloads.  

DATA COLLECTION 

The data is multi-modal, comprised of a journal entry, demographic information, 

visual data created and/or found by the student, and two interviews conducted one-on-one 

with the principle investigator (Bach, 2007; Harrison, 2004; Pink, 2001; Prosser, 1998; 

Riessman, 2008).  The visual element of the data enriched the three-dimensional narrative 

inquiry space (interaction, continuity, and situation) and helped focus the interviews 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  The interview protocols (see Appendix D) guided the 

interviews only loosely and were piloted before field use (Maxwell, 2005).  It is 

important to note there is a reason for the lack of a highly detailed interview protocol.   

Interviewing requires establishing a relationship of mutual trust, and narrative 

inquiry, in particular, is not comprised of a list of techniques (Riessman, 2008).  In fact, 

narrative interviewing “necessitates following participants down their trails” (Riessman, 

2008, p. 24, emphasis in original).  Riessman, in fact, advocates that the researcher give 

up control of the interview while still following everyday rules of conversation.  This 

kind of interview process can shift power to the participants, creating greater equality but 

also uncertainty.  I opted, therefore, to have only a few, open-ended questions as my 

interview guides, sharing power with the participants to facilitate discovery of the nature 

of their lived experiences (see Appendix D for the interview guides). This semi-

structured format allowed the conversation to move as the participant made connections 

in his/her life (Clandinin, 2007; Riessman, 2008); however, the first interview generally 

focused on students’ backgrounds, the second on their college experiences as well as their 

reflection and meaning-making (Seidman, 2005).   
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Interviewing is well suited to the research questions and narrative inquiry as 

interviews allowed the participant to tell his/her story and helped me understand 

participants’ ways of knowing, the way they experienced college, and the meaning they 

made from their experiences (Seidman, 2005).  Since this study aimed to understand 

students’ college experiences, a phenomenological interviewing protocol was employed.  

Seidman recommends a three-interview structure; I reduced this structure to two 

interviews out of respect for students’ time, particularly given that participants spent time 

preparing for the interviews by taking and/or finding photographs.  The two-interview 

structure gave me ample data to achieve the goals of the study.   

The interview process was enhanced by the inclusion of “found” and “made” 

visual material (Riessman, 2008).  Visual data supplemented the study by “providing a 

richer, more complex, and puzzling landscape that memory alone is not likely to 

construct” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 83).  Photographs capture “everyday 

extraordinariness,” providing another way of exploring participants’ lived experiences 

and helping to reveal the social, cultural, and institutional narratives that contextualize 

individuals’ lives (Collier & Collier, 1999; Bach, 2007, p. 283).  The inclusion of visual 

data also aided in understanding students’ experiences by giving participants the 

opportunity to express the unsayable through their visuals, providing pathways into the 

unfamiliar and unforeseen, and functioning as reference points for our conversation 

(Collier & Collier, 1999; Riessman, 2008).  I incorporated visual into the study through a 

series of tasks participants completed before each interview, as recommended by Bach 

(2007).  Bach recommends visual data be utilized through throughout data collection, so I 

incorporated visual material into both interviews.  I explained the first visual task at our 

initial meeting, though.   
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Initial Meeting 

Before the first interview, as both the final stage in the recruitment process and 

the first stage in data collection, I briefly met with participants to cover several items.  I 

began with informed consent, explaining the participants’ rights and the voluntary nature 

of their participation (see Appendix B).  I also gave participants a brief demographic 

questionnaire, which they filled out during the initial meeting (see Appendix C).  In 

addition, students completed a brief journal entry to capture their initial thoughts 

concerning their first status.  I asked them: what does it mean to you to be the first in your 

family to graduate from college?  Finally, I gave participants their first of two visual tasks 

as well as several copies of the photo release form (see Appendix D).  Students shared 

their visuals either in digital form or brought printed pictures that I later scanned to 

digital format (Bach, 2007).   

The first visual task was to take or find images of the worlds they inhabit at home 

(see Appendix D for the full task description).  These could have been past, present, or 

future imagined worlds, but I wanted them to capture the way they see where they grew 

up and with whom they grew up.  I explained to participants that the nature and content 

of these photos was entirely up to them, and, that sharing a photo with me did not mean 

the photo would be published.  We also discussed briefly the ethics of picture taking, 

including considering whether or not the subjects of the photo wished to have their 

images replicated, and the responsibility participants had for the images they created 

(Bach, 2007).  We also discussed what would happen when they brought the visuals to 

share.  Participants had the option to share pictures with me that they did not want made 

public, though no participant requested this.  In addition, I explained that I would blur 

participants’ faces and the faces of any other subjects to maintain confidentiality.    
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Interview Process 

As I made appointments with participants, I also adhered to Seidman’s 

recommendations regarding timing.  Interview length varied by participant; the shortest 

interview took 28 minutes and the longest took over two hours.  Interviews were spaced 

approximately one to three weeks apart.  The participants had busy schedules to which I 

adapted, and spacing out interviews gave participants opportunity to reflect between 

interviews as well as time to complete the visual tasks.  The interview guides are included 

in Appendix D; however, it is important to note that these were semi-structured 

interviews (Seidman, 2005).  The images the participants brought guided part of our 

conversation, and I disregarded questions, changed the order of the questions, and/or used 

probing or exploratory questions to solicit further response as needed (Riessman, 2008; 

Seidman, 2005). 

The first interview focused on the student’s life history, the second on the 

student’s college experiences as well as the student’s meaning making.  At the end of the 

first interview, I explained the second visual task, which was for the participant to take or 

find images that captured the worlds students’ inhabited in college.  I asked participants 

to think about who they are and what places, people, and experiences tell the story of 

their college lives (see Appendix D for the full task description).  These images guided 

our conversation during the second interview (see Appendix D for the interview guide).  

The data, therefore, are comprised of verbatim transcripts from two interviews 

(Seidman, 2005) and visuals taken and/or found by participants to represent their 

inhabited worlds (Phelan, Davidson, & Cao, 1993; Riessman, 2008).  I now turn to how 

the data was analyzed. 
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DATA ANALYSIS: A LAYERED APPROACH 

Analysis of the data was recursive but had two general stages.  The first stage 

entailed using connective strategies (Maxwell, 2005) to create individual narratives that 

honored participants’ voices and created coherent stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 

Squire, 2008; Riessman, 1993, 2008).  The second stage involved coding across data for 

themes (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 1993, 2008; Maxwell, 2005).  It is 

important to note that narrative inquiry frames interviews as a process of co-construction, 

recognizing the presence of the researcher in developing a relationship with the 

participant and contributing to the dialogic environment (Clandinin, 2007; Mischler, 

1986; Riessman, 2008).  This acknowledgement allowed me to contextualize statements 

within the interview environment when necessary. 

Stage One 

In the first stage of coding, I worked with data gathered from a single participant 

to re-construct the individual’s narrative, or profile (Seidman, 2005), using the three-

dimensional inquiry space (interaction, continuity, and situation) noted by Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000).   

To begin, I re-read my analytic memos and the demographic data of all 

participants.  I then chose five students to highlight through the first analytic method.  

Students were chosen for inclusion based on subjective criteria – I wanted to present a 

varied cross-section of students to highlight the diverse ways students talked about and 

made meaning of their experiences.  I chose students who represented diversity along 

multiple axes, such as gender, race, religion, immigrant status, sexual orientation, major, 

hometown, military status, and age.  To conduct this stage of the analysis, I began by re-

reading the participant’s transcripts, noting which identities seemed to be most salient 

and how those identities related to each other.   



 125 

During this stage of the analysis, I also used both emic codes and etic codes 

(Maxwell, 2005).  Etic codes (or “intercategorical” codes) were based on identity 

characteristics common to higher education research, i.e., race, class, gender, sexual 

orientation, etc. (McCall, 2005).  Emic codes (or “intercategorical” codes) were based on 

other patterns of connection within individuals’ narratives and included expanded notions 

of identity such as achievement, ethics orientation, and first meaning, as well as concepts 

such as family influence, peers, American dream/freedom, mentor/role model, 

generational impact, grad meaning, etc. (McCall, 2005).  After coding data associated 

with a particular student, I moved back and forth among my writing, the interview data, 

and the visual data, telling the student’s story through identity themes while remaining 

open to emerging interpretations.  During this process I also attended to the narrative 

inquiry space, used the four directions of narrative inquiry, and grounded my analysis in 

the student’s words and pictures (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 138; Pink, 2001).  In 

addition, I wrote analytic memos throughout the analysis to capture emerging ideas, 

probe multiple meanings, explore the utility of the theoretical framework, and remain 

attendant to my own positionality (Maxwell, 2005). 

Stage Two 

In the second stage of coding, I treated all interview data and visual field texts as 

a single hermeneutical unit in Atlas.TI, coding across individuals using to further 

interrogate patterns that emerged in the first analytic phase (Pink, 2001; Seidman, 2005).  

After coding the data associated with the five students featured in chapter four, I coded 

the remaining data, continuing to write memos throughout the analysis.  For this process, 

I employed intersectionality in an “intracategorical complexity” approach, which 

“interrogates the boundary-making and boundary-defining process itself” while also 
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focusing on particular groups; this approach aims to reveal within-group complexity 

through examining the lived experiences of those who claim membership (McCall, 2005, 

p.  1773).  This technique allowed me to address the third research question and the 

findings from this stage are presented in chapter five.  

The codes established in the first analytic phase were carried into the second 

analytic stage, though I recursively re-evaluated the codes for conceptual strength 

throughout the analysis, making adjustments (i.e., contracting or expanding code 

definitions) as needed for conceptual consistency and clarity.  This layered approach 

allowed me to understand the group as a group as well as interrogate the taken-for-

granted characteristics of the group. 

Through both analytic stances, intersectionality allowed me to examine how axes 

of difference (e.g., race, class, gender) influenced social positions and access to power 

and privilege (Yuval-Davis, 2006; Crenshaw, 1991).  The theoretical framework also 

helped me understand individuals’ intersectional ways of doing, becoming, and adapting.  

In this way, I examined not only the “what” of participants’ stories, but also their 

subjectivities and positionalities (Staunæs, 2003).  This kind of analysis required 

attention not only to what participants said but also to how they said it and what remained 

unsaid.  Furthermore, the students’ visual images aided in understanding the participants’ 

multiple identities and subjectivities in terms of social and physical spaces as the students 

worked towards identifying and explaining their unique worlds. 

INTERPRETING THE DATA 

Traditional positivistic notions of validity do not apply to narrative inquiry 

(Riessman, 1993); therefore, this study takes into consideration interpretivistic notions of 

substantive contribution, reflexivity, aesthetic merit, and impact (Richardson & Pierre, 
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2005) as well as narrative notion of persuasiveness (Riessman, 2008) as criteria to 

evaluate the quality of the research. 

Substantive contribution (Richardson & Pierre, 2005) refers to whether the 

research will contribute substantively to the social sciences by seeking to understand 

social life and seeming “true” to life (Richardson & Pierre, 2005).  By grounding my 

research in the literature available and filling a palpable gap in the literature in terms of 

both content and methodology, I am contributing substantively to the field of social 

science.  By grounding my interpretations in students’ words and ways of knowing, I was 

able to construct believable narratives.  In addition, I utilized member checks, asking for 

participants’ feedback about my construction and interpretations of their narratives 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).    

Reflexivity has to do with recognizing my own subjectivity and being accountable 

to the ways of knowing and telling of my participants.  To address this issue, I created a 

reflective field journal.  The creation of field texts (in this case, a reflective journal 

comprised of my analytic memos) was necessary to move “between intimacy with field 

participants and a reflective stance” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 95).  The field text 

allowed me to write myself into the study by recording my responses and also helped me 

make more apparent my role in the co-construction of narrative and my own interpretive 

leanings and biases.   

The journal was also a way to engage in what Bakhtin (1981) calls dialogical 

listening.  Bakhtin argues that dialogic listening requires attention paid to at least three 

voices: the narrator (the transcriptions), the theoretical framework (intersectionality), and 

a reflexive monitoring of reading and interpretation (the journal).  I wrote memos before 

and after each interview as well as throughout the research process to give myself an 

opportunity to record my thoughts.  Since the journal is not intended for public 
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consumption, I felt free to record my thoughts and feelings, which enhanced my ability to 

reflect meaningfully on my work and interpretations. 

Aesthetic merit and impact have to do with how the study is received by 

audiences upon completion.  Aesthetic merit refers to whether or not the written product 

of this study is successful artistically by being satisfyingly complex and interesting 

(Richardson & Pierre, 2005).  Impact has to do with the audiences’ response to the study 

and whether they are moved emotionally and intellectually (Richardson & Pierre, 2005).  

Both of these criteria can only be judged upon completion of the project by those who 

read it, but I brought to bear my background as an English major and ex-high school 

English teacher as well as my life-long appreciation of the humanities to craft 

aesthetically pleasing and impactful narratives and interpretations.  In addition, the 

interpretive community of my committee provided feedback to my work and member 

checks enabled me to solicit feedback from my participants.  

The notion of persuasiveness requires the researcher to ground theoretical claims 

with evidence from participants’ words (Riessman, 1993).  The persuasiveness of the 

findings were enhanced by the two-interview process as they contextualized participants’ 

experiences, encouraged participants to be internally consistent through a reflection 

period, and explicitly asked participants to reflect on the meaning of their experiences 

(Seidman, 2005).  I also utilized member checks by emailing students a copy of the data 

chapters and giving them the opportunity to provide feedback regarding my 

interpretations of their stories.  I also addressed persuasiveness by considering alternative 

interpretations and by being wakeful to my own evolving responses throughout the 

research process in my reflective memos (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 1993). 
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RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY  

Creating narratives is intrinsically an ethical enterprise, concerned with 

formulating interpretations of participant stories (Clandinin, 2007; Josselson, 2007).  

Furthermore, “cross-cultural research is, at its heart, a deeply risky venture”; however, 

cultural uncertainty can also allow for creativity and challenges the researchers to 

understand what are sometimes uncomfortable stories and experiences (Andrews, 2007, 

p. 507).  My positionality as a researcher, therefore, inherently affected the research 

dynamic.  

While ethical principles must guide all researchers, it is especially important for 

this study because my background is that of a majority culture while my participants 

came from marginalized positions.  I was vigilant in honoring students’ voices, privacy, 

and dignity (Josselson, 2007), obtaining internal review board approval and protecting 

participants’ identities according to those requirements.  To ensure the findings are viable 

interpretations, I also conducted member checks with the participants (Clandinin, 2007; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Seidman, 2005) and wrote in my reflective journal throughout the 

data collection and analysis (Maxwell, 2005; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

LIMITATIONS 

This study, like all studies, has limitations.  Narrative analysis is not well suited to 

studying large numbers of participants (Riessman, 1993), particularly when the study was 

conducted by a single researcher rather than a research team.  Narrative analysis can also 

run the risk of reifying culture by focusing on a single cultural group (Squire, 2008) and 

reifying linguistic structures by focusing on language (Riessman, 1993).  Regarding the 

former, the third research question explicitly questions the notion of grouping firsts 

together as a cultural group, while member checks and reflective journaling helped to 

guard against linguistic reification.  There is also a tension in narrative inquiry between 
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making general, thematically based claims across cases and close attention to narrative 

form (Riessman, 1993).  This study, by first attending to the latter then the former, coped 

with this tension explicitly through the coding procedure. 
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Chapter Four: Student Narratives 

This goal of chapters four and five is to present data that answers my research 

questions.  The research questions are: (1) what are the narratives of successful first-in-

the-family college students at the University of Texas at Austin?  (2) how do students’ 

intersectional identities shape their experiences? and (3) considering the within-group 

diversity of the category, what are the implications of using “first-generation student” as 

a construct?  The data is divided into two chapters to in order to provide more 

manageable chunks of data that coincide with the two analytic methods employed and 

aligned with my research questions.  Chapter four includes data analyzed through the first 

analytic method and answering the first two research questions.  The data in this chapter, 

since it focuses on individual student narratives, cannot encompass the entire participant 

pool.  I have chosen five students to highlight in this section in order to highlight the 

diversity of the sample and give more specific and fine-grained context to some of the 

themes that are presented in chapter five.  Each narrative presents a brief introduction to 

the student and several key areas of the student’s intersectional identities, concluding 

with a brief summary of the student’s educational trajectory. 

ZAMIR – THE AMERICAN DREAM REALIZED 

Zamir was born in Pakistan during the Gulf War, raised in his first two years of 

life by his grandparents before joining his mother and father in Dubai.  He’s also the 

second of four children, with two brothers and a sister; those who are old enough are in 

college, with the youngest making plans for college matriculation as well, and Zamir will 

graduate in the spring of 2013 with an engineering degree.  Zamir’s story is infused with 

the archetypal American dream; he sees himself and his family as part of a modern 
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embodiment of the American dream and embraces the sacrifice, struggle, and eventual 

triumph that the story conveys.   

He also ties his family's journey and struggles with other immigrants, perhaps in 

part due to his location (Texas, with its many South American immigrants) and perhaps 

in part due to his own feeling of “not fitting in” as a child and his, therefore, early 

appreciation of diversity, friendship across racial and religious lines, and his deep seated 

commitment to the golden rule: “it’s just best to everyday … be a good person to them, 

and they will go stand up for you.”  Zamir claims multiple identities, but those most 

salient to him include his identities as an immigrant Muslim as well as a son and brother.  

These three identities are tightly woven into his sense of self, while his other identities, 

including that his is high achieving student, his socioeconomic status, his gender, and his 

commitment to diversity, seem to grow from the three core identities. 

Religion, Immigrant Status, and Family 

Early in his life, Zamir lived in the shadow of the Gulf War and the 9/11 attacks, 

experiencing “a rough spot there in middle school” due to other’s ignorance of his 

Muslim religion.  Indeed, Zamir cites his religion as his most salient identity; in part, this 

is related to early experiences when his accent was the tell to his immigrant status; 

however, he also perceives his religion as “not very prominent [in this country]… but this 

is a country that allows you to follow your beliefs no matter where you are and so I’ve 

been able to study my own beliefs and learn about other peoples.”  While his religion is 

personally salient, therefore, he ascribes it less importance when considering others 

perceptions of him.  Since he can now pass as an American without an accent, he sees 

others as accepting of his religious identity, suggesting that, in fact, Zamir’s immigrant 

status is still quite paramount.  Also of note is that Zamir commented that his immigrant 
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status and his race are his two most predominant identities; however, Zamir never 

mentioned race again, suggesting that his immigrant and racial identities are conflated. 

In addition, although Zamir experienced a “rough spot” related to his immigrant 

status and religion, it did not stifle his sense of the potential of the American dream.  

Rather, it engaged him further in the ideals of American freedom and in his personal 

value for diversity in many forms:   

Following 9/11, those were my first years I was here, in 2001, we came here in 
February of 2001, so I was still getting adjusted when 9/11 happened … but I 
think through it I’ve grown a lot and gotten an understanding for other people’s 
beliefs and … my own beliefs have gotten stronger over time, and I’m really glad 
that I’m in this country where people learn, and they get over it eventually, and 
people learn to understand each other.   

Zamir also articulated that his religious identity emanates from his family: “I grew up in a 

strong Muslim family and my parents are pretty strong about their religion and I’ve 

grown up with those beliefs.”  And though Zamir’s religious identity is clearly important 

to him, it seemed to have more saliency for others when he was younger, particularly in 

the wake of 9/11 when Zamir was new to the country:  

…it’s just, first thing that frustrated me, was how little people understood about, I 
mean, because the media, I mean, I didn’t watch the news a whole lot but from 
what I heard from people, they had no idea about my religion and they had 
assumptions that were completely wrong and I remember having a kid tell me in 
middle school, still I remember who it was, him telling me he had his eyes on me 
because in case I decided to plant a bomb in the school or something. And I 
thought it was a little ridiculous but I do remember my mom always telling me, 
“Don’t do something stupid,” because we had no certainty at the time. We didn’t 
know what could happen to us.  

In his formative years, Zamir intimately learned about uncertainty, distrust, and 

ignorance, all attached to his identity as an immigrant.  However, throughout our 

interviews, Zamir also revealed a very tight connection to his family and the importance 

of his identity as a son and brother:  
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…my parents are really my role models.  My mom always had this thing 
where…she didn’t care if I liked her at all, as long as I was successful … I also 
grew up with an older brother who was one year older than me; academically he’s 
always been smarter than me so that was also motivation. … My dad has been a 
non-stop worker, so his work ethic I really try to do; I mean, the man hasn’t taken 
a vacation in like 10, 11 years, you know, and he’s been constantly working.  

Zamir’s identity as a family member (whose collective identity is, in turn, attached to his 

immigrant status) is also tightly interwoven with his conceptions of education and his 

work ethic (i.e., his identity as a high-achiever), his socio-economic status, and his ideas 

about gender.  From an early age, Zamir valued education and hard work, values passed 

to him by his parents. 

High Achieving and Family 

Zamir’s dedication to school and his work ethic paid off.  He did well throughout 

elementary and secondary school, and, though he did not do as well as he would have 

liked in his grades, Zamir succeeded nonetheless in expanding his knowledge and 

networks.  Zamir’s attitude about education paints the portrait of a successful student who 

focuses on more than just a GPA: “… by the time I graduate I feel like I’ll know what I 

want to do because I’ve tried everything.”  Zamir pushed himself to take courses that 

were challenging, to try new courses that were not required, and to pack in as many 

courses as possible each semester.  He positions himself as someone who, in the act of 

trying and learning, succeeds: 

I’ve been able to maintain at a respectable level throughout the entire process but 
at the same time I feel like I’ve done more than just taking my classes and 
graduating, I’m going to learn everything, whether it’s my strength or not. 

Zamir is not a traditional high-achieving student, though.  He took AP courses in high 

school, but did not enter an honors program in college and did not obtain an extremely 

high GPA. However, his drive and unfailing dedication to learning make him a high 
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achiever in many ways.  Again, though, his achievements and his drive to learn link back 

to his family and the meaning he attaches to their sacrifices and struggle: 

Yeah I’ve kind of realized this, that my parents are both very smart but they never 
had the chance to learn … I mean they had schools but they weren’t the best 
schools, and they never had the chance to pursue what they wanted…I felt like 
this was my chance, if I can … come out of here and get a job at the same time 
explore everything I wanted to, then I’ve probably made the most of it and I think 
my parents would want me to do that. They would want me to end up doing 
something that I like to do rather than doing something because I got a decent job 
out of it. 

An important component to Zamir’s high achieving nature, then, is his family’s support 

of his pursuit of his dreams.  He connects their sacrifice to his potential and his potential 

seems limitless because of the unwavering support they have offered. 

Socioeconomic Status, Family, and Achievement 

For Zamir, his family’s sacrifices and his own dedication to educational success 

also link to his socioeconomic status and tie into how he positions his family and himself 

as fulfilling the American dream: 

For me, I just see it as an opportunity to … sort of … My grandparents didn’t 
have, they were fairly poor, my parents grew up poor but they improved and they 
improved but they didn’t completely financially free themselves … never had the 
chance to really follow their passion as far as a career, my dad just did what he 
needed to do to improve their situation, it was almost out of necessity.  I’m in a 
position where there are a ton of things I can do, if I can get my education, it 
opens doors, for me to do really, not only to set myself free financially from 
where I come from, but finally have the choice, for me and for following 
generations to have the choice to say, I want to be an engineer, I want to do this I 
want to do that, and be able to go out there and pursue it without other burdens. 

Though Zamir feels past generations have been constrained and defined by class, he sees 

education as a “door opener” for himself, an opportunity to gain financial freedom and 

pursue his career goals. 
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For Zamir, the shift from his parents’ generation to his generation is monumental 

concerning class identity.  For example, Zamir remembers growing up with a feeling of 

“uncertainty” and with the knowledge that his parents “would save pennies, and go way 

out of their way just to save the money.”  Zamir does not see himself ever being free of 

financial burden, but he recognizes that his experiences have brought a kind of capital. 

These class-based experiences taught him how to save and budget accordingly and, in 

conjunction with his older brother’s help on the FASFA, allowed him to successfully 

navigate the financial aid realm and “literally, every penny of my education comes from 

financial aid or scholarships.”  Although Zamir faced financial hardship, his skill in 

budgeting and his sense that “it wasn’t really a question about whether I was going to 

college it was about where I was going to go,” all facilitated his persistence. 

Gender and Family Roles 

His family’s sacrifices, not only financial but also socio-cultural, also play into 

Zamir’s notions of being a man and the sacrifice it entails: 

My dad grew up in Pakistan, and he moved out when he was 18 years old and 
moved to Dubai, and he worked as an anchor; he had a pretty decent job and he 
gave it all up to come here. You give up your home, your friends, your family, 
you also give up your culture, your comfort, someone like me, 10 years old, I can 
adapt easily, but for my parents, that’s not the same thing. When you’ve grown up 
for that long and you’re a man, and then you suddenly go to a new country, you 
go to another side of the world it’s not an easy transition, but the reason behind it 
all, that transition, all the struggles that came after that, the whole reason was for 
me to get the education, and so if I graduate from college it’s like they did that, so 
whatever they worked for finally was accomplished. 

Zamir articulates his respect for his father’s difficult choices and pathway, but also 

implies that a man is expected bear this burden, regardless of personal toll, for the sake of 

his family.  He also deeply understands that this, in turn, places a burden on him, as the 

beneficiary of these sacrifices, to succeed and fulfill the promise of his family’s struggles.  
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Gender is layered with family roles in this sense, encompassing his father’s masculine 

role in sacrificing and his son’s role in fulfilling the promise of that sacrifice. 

Diversity and Fictive Family 

Zamir had difficulty “fitting in” when he first came to America (in particular due 

to his accent, which he has since lost through concerted effort).  His college experiences, 

however, reveal almost the opposite of him worrying about fitting in.  In college, he 

actively sought and valued the diversity of people around him.  He seems to fit in 

everywhere because he seeks these contacts as an opportunity for learning.  Furthermore, 

Zamir identifies valuing diversity a core lesson from his college experiences: 

I think one of the biggest lessons I’ve learned in my college life through my 
classes was not engineering … [but] that everyone has the right to their own 
opinion, and you can say whatever, you can, understanding people and being 
tolerant doesn’t necessarily mean that you agree with them it just means that you 
care to try for a second to understand why they think that way. 

Despite – or because of – his value of diversity, Zamir intentionally avoided student 

organizations because of their resemblance to high school cliques and the way they limit 

experience:  

… student orgs, they sometimes tend to attract people with very specific 
backgrounds in some sense, especially if they are cultural student orgs but 
usually, no matter what, and then people tend to become very attached to an 
organization … in that sense I’ve tried to almost keep my distance from certain 
student orgs, not because I didn’t like the people in them or I didn’t like the 
organization itself, but I felt like if I did that I would limit myself to a group of 
people and I really didn’t want to do that … I always thought to myself, I can’t 
limit myself to this group of people because I’m very good friends with that group 
of people and they tend to stay in their own little cliques and I don’t want to pick 
between one or the other. 

Zamir, then, while having a rich campus community met through residential life, tutoring, 

working in an office on campus, and shared activities such as playing basketball and 

attending football games, has a fictive family that he has created without ties to specific 
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aspects of his identity.  And he does this in a very intentional way, embracing the 

multiple dimensions all of college and its denizens have to offer. 

Summary  

Zamir seems to have core of three very salient and interwoven identities: his 

religion, immigrant status, and family status.  His religion is a source of strength and 

certainty, but it was also a source of conflict, tension, and misunderstandings, especially 

as a child in a new country.  His immigrant status was also a source of misunderstanding, 

but this identity became less and less salient as Zamir lost his accent; in other words, this 

identity became less visible, decreasing its importance.  Zamir’s value of diversity, 

however, seems to have sprung from his young experiences as an immigrant Muslim.  He 

values even the opinions with which he disagrees and cultivates a wide variety of friends.  

In this way, Zamir was able to transform religious and immigrant intolerance into 

embracing diversity and tolerance of others.  Zamir’s family status was also particularly 

important, shaping his perceptions of masculinity, hard work, and what achievement 

means to him and his family past and present.     

Zamir’s identity, therefore, is an intersection not only of his religion, but also his 

class, immigrant status, family status, gender, and value of diversity; all this is wrapped 

up in his conceptualization of himself and his family as embodiments of the archetypal 

American dream.  Though Zamir shared many photos, many of which centered on his 

rich family life, including his biological family and his diverse and fictive college family, 

one picture stood out particularly: an image of the American flag, which links directly to 

the meaning he attaches to his status as a first and the American dream to which that 

identity is attached: 

It means that it would be a chance; I have a chance to do something that my 
parents could have done but didn’t, probably people before me could have done 
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but didn’t, so I have to make the most of it, it means a chance for freedom for 
myself to do what I enjoy doing and then for the coming generations of my family 
to do what they want to do, sort of not have the burdens, they’ll have different 
burdens, everyone will have their own struggles but they won’t have the same 
burdens my parents had and parents before them had. 

All of these attributes have lead Zamir to seeking the most from educational experiences, 

valuing diversity, giving back to and achieving for his family, and using college as an 

opportunity to learn and explore his interests.  

DREW – SUCCESS IS GRANTED 

Drew’s journey to and through higher education has been fraught with struggle.  

He grew up in near poverty, his mother raising three children and occasionally taking in 

cousins as well while coping with sporadic unemployment, lack of health insurance, and 

chronic health issues including diabetes and high blood pressure.  At the age of 16, Drew 

also made major changes in his life, choosing to live with a middle class White family 

while he finished high school, and coming to terms with his identity as a gay man.  For 

Drew, his family identity is tied closely to his socioeconomic status identity, but less so 

to his core identity as an African American gay male.  However, his sense of success and 

accomplishment link back to his family because of the way he views his college degree 

as providing not only opportunity for himself but also for his family and future 

generations.  Running throughout Drew’s narrative, however, is the story of a young man 

trying to negotiate complex forces outside of his control and finding a sense of who he is 

and who he has the potential to be.  At its center then, Drew’s story is one of fitting in, 

finding himself, and deriving success from unlikely places. 

Family, Class, and Generational Opportunities 

For Drew, his socioeconomic status and his family are interwoven identities that 

are a source of conflict and tension even now.  Drew’s family has and does struggle 
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financially.  Drew has been homeless, lived in a hotel, and been in child protective 

services because of the incarceration of his mother and stepfather.  Due to these early and 

persistent ordeals, Drew has a strong sense of “where I come from, where I’ve been.”  As 

he grew into an independent young man, though, he had to forge a path away from that 

troubled past so that he could create a better future for himself and his siblings.  This 

journey has continued to put strain on Drew as he has had to almost constantly 

renegotiate who he is while remaining “humble” regarding where he comes from while 

also “…try[ing] to find a place and still trying to become aware of who I was and my 

identities.”  Though surrounded by family, Drew had to forge his own way into 

understanding himself mostly alone. 

When Drew decided to move out and live with a White, middle class friend’s 

family at the age of 16, he could be said to have found privilege.  He now had an 

allowance, a steady and safe place to rest his head, no longer saw domestic abuse on a 

daily basis, and had access to a set of parents who were college educated and gave him 

needed college capital, such as campus visits and knowing that GPA starts to matter in 

10th grade.  However, his feelings of marginalization due his socioeconomic status 

persisted:  

I started doing college applications my senior year; however, that was the same 
time in which my friend had made a comment.  I had always talked about this 
identity, you know, where I fit in and knowing that I stayed with a middle-class 
white family.  He was an only child and one day he made a comment that he said, 
you know, they were talking about their finances; I think that was the first time he 
had ever got a talk from his family about that because he had just got a car, gas 
was starting to go up, and they were telling him, “Hey you know, you’re going to 
have to stop doing this, you can’t be asking for money all the time, blah, blah, 
blah.”  And then he’s like, “It wasn’t this way when it was just the three of us.” 
Um, biggest shock ever, and I was like, I don’t know if I was supposed to hear 
that, but I heard it and it just changed the way I thought about my living situation.  
I was like, I can see this as being an outlet, like, I don’t have to worry about bills 
being paid and everything, but still, an identity is being lost.  I don’t know where I 
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fit because obviously with comments like this, and then having to go back home 
and feeling like, you’re just in two different places and then trying to figure out if 
I’m gay and everything was just like … all of that was happening at the same 
time, and so he found out that I knew what he said he was sorry for it, but still, in 
my head, I was just like, you said what you said and, I mean, it’s true … I mean, 
I’m an expense … they were giving me an allowance as well but I kept my room 
clean, it was almost like proving to them like I deserve to stay here, you know, 
cleaned up behind myself … so it was like I was more by myself still in that 
realm.  I stayed in my room.  I was very contained.    

Drew’s gained social and human capital were not without strain.  He had to deal with the 

competing cultures of his biological family and the family who had taken him in, his 

burgeoning sexuality, the changing nature of his relationship with his friend – who now 

saw him as a burden – and he had to cope with staying true to who he was becoming 

while not losing who he was.  While his finding this “outlet” was pivotal in terms of 

Drew’s pathway to college, it is not an avenue available to most youth in Drew’s 

circumstances.  And, as Drew puts it, “I don’t know how my life would’ve ended up if I 

would’ve stayed.” 

In addition, Drew’s socioeconomic status and the way it is entwined with his 

family’s struggles is an identity he continues to carry with him to this day.  Drew is 

making a conscious effort not to repeat the cycle of poverty that he’s sees his family 

embedded in, but also he recognizes that his mindset and behavior must change in 

addition to his education level changing.  He sees his education as “… endless 

opportunities, and that’s for everyone in my family” as well as 

… a huge responsibility … the times in where I want to give up, you know, I 
can’t.  The times when I feel I’m most stressed I got to think about, you know, 
what people are going through at my house or my mother’s house or the fact that I 
know something that they don’t.  It’s a lot to take on and you just want to give 
them this information but, I mean it kind of hurts too at the same time, just 
because I don’t want to create like any mental distance, misunderstanding of one 
another just because you have one that’s getting this higher education then one 
who doesn’t have one …  
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This idea is encapsulated in the picture below5, wherein Drew sits with a family he 

helped build a house for with Habitat for Humanity in Florida, throwing up the “hook 

‘em” horns hand sign.   
 

 

Figure 1. Drew with children in Florida 

He also included pictures of his mother, siblings, and cousins also throwing up the hook 

‘em and articulated that he was proud and happy to be a positive influence on their 

aspirations.  Concerning the family he helped in the picture above, Drew said,  

I will always remember, like, teaching them that and, hopefully, you know, they’ll 
be students here one day, and I’ll be able to have some type of like pool for them 
in some way to get them here at this university and influence them like, hey do 
you want to be a Longhorn?  I know you may not feel like this is for you or if you 
do, you know, that’s great, but I want them to go to college, so that’s another 
thing in which this university has allowed me to do is give that. 

Drew walks a fine line, though, trying the show his family a different way of doing 

things, do what he needs to do for himself, and also not alienate his family.  Although 

Drew has made an explicit effort to pass on his knowledge of college, budgeting, and 

financing, often giving money to the family for health bills, his family is less-than-

                                                
5 All photos containing pictures of people are filtered to protect the identities of the participants and their 
families. 
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receptive.  In particular, Drew attempts to help his mother gain clarity about the way she 

uses money unwisely.  However, in doing so, Drew also creates tension.   

The family often does want to hear his advice, so he alienates them.  In a way, he 

also alienates them by having money available to help them.  And, though Drew 

recognizes he has a kind of financial knowledge that his family needs to learn, it’s 

difficult for him to convey.  For instance, when, due to working two part-time jobs on top 

of his classes and organizational activities, Drew decided to quit the overly burdensome 

job for “physical health and mental health,” he had to confront his mother about her 

priorities and how she needed to dedicate her finances to her health care: 

… it’s just, keeping my fingers crossed. I told her to go ahead and do it, however, 
I would have to basically pay her in July when I get back and I’m working again 
for that, you know, those months ahead. That could hurt her income, however, I 
also know that I would really like my mother to look at the way she spends her 
money, because health insurance is what she needs now with her conditions 
instead of something she should just want. This is a necessity.  You’re paying so 
much money for this medicine and everything.  I’m trying to help you, but it’s 
just like I’m breaking out physically that I, you know, I can only do so much.  So, 
that was something I basically had to take in and swallow and say, you know, you 
have to take care of yourself, too, before you take care of someone else.  That was 
hard, but what had to happen. 

Like many firsts, Drew has a difficult time balancing his duties to home and family and 

the college student who is growing away and trying to escape from his past.  His family 

wants the best for him but fears he will “forget where he came from.”  And, though they 

do not intend to, they add stress to his life that make his aspirations difficult to achieve. 

Gender, Family, and Respect 

Drew’s father left the family early on, and for the first six years of his life, Drew 

had no father figure until his mother remarried a man who would prove to be financially 

unstable, unreliable, and a domestic abuser.  When Drew turned 16, his perspective on his 
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family and his role in his family shifted dramatically.  He experienced tension with his 

stepfather, who was not fulfilling his duties as the “man of the house,” and he 

experienced tension with mother, who – despite Drew’s admonishments that she should 

obtain a divorce – stayed with her cheating and irresponsible husband.  Simultaneously, 

Drew was discovering his sexuality and met the person who would become his first 

same-sex lover and boyfriend.  Given his family’s Christian faith, he was wary of coming 

out to his family while still coming to terms with his identity, and he also could no longer 

sit on the sidelines while his mother was pushed aside and disrespected by her husband.  

A friend’s family with whom he had stayed occasionally opened their doors to him and 

Drew moved out:  

… I just wanted to get away. I was like … this is too much for me.  So, one day I 
just left a note on my mother’s bed stand and left … she [my mother] cursed me 
out, told me where I was going.  I was very fearful because I knew something 
would happen. So I went home the next day … around a year later, financial 
struggles again, my stepdad was sleeping around, cheating on my mother … she 
was really losing sense of herself; she was drowning in this marriage, and I just 
told her, “why don’t you divorce him? Why don’t you … I can help you.”  I had 
already been working at 15 as a busboy, and I was like, you know, let me, let me 
help you, let me be that man.  And that is what I told my mother at that age.  I was 
like, let me be that man that you need right now and it wasn’t like, you know, 
when saying that it’s not like … I hated him, I just wanted my mother to have the 
best life that she could, you know?  And so I just said let me help you.  Um, and 
she just was like, you know, no she felt like she being the mother is very in like 
that cultural sense like authoritative like, no you know, you should respect him, 
knowing he’s your father and I was like, I can’t really do that to a man who’s 
really affecting my mother and hurting women and not really caring about them.  
So, I told um, like one day I was really angry at the fact that that was happening.  
So I told my mother … I’m going to leave … that next day my mother called me 
later that night, “When are you coming home?”  I said, “I’m not.”  That was 
probably the hardest thing to ever say to a mother, or anybody at that matter to 
have your child say something like that and at that time … and I think I still 
struggle with like the fact that I left.  I don’t know how my life would’ve ended 
up if I would’ve stayed.  
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This stage in Drew’s life is monumental.  He sees his mother “losing herself” and realizes 

that if he stays, he will lose himself, his values and his goals.  He makes a conscious 

choice to move away both literally and figuratively in order to be the person he needs to 

be for himself, but it is not a move without sacrifice.  Indeed, only years later did he 

realize that he had been her “backbone … keeping [her] sane.”  But Drew was coping 

with who he was as a man, both in terms of his gender and his sexuality.  Concerning 

gender, he tried to “be that man she needed” but was rebuffed.  Regardless, his stepfather 

provided a very real template of what being a man was not: being a man for his spouse 

and family is not financial instability, abuse, and cheating; it is the antithesis.   

Drew later clarified that the absence of a positive male role model also impacted 

how he sees himself in relation to other men: 

… my dad wasn’t present, or I felt like I didn’t have a real man in my life and 
someone I could look up to, someone I respected at all times, and I think that 
masculinity that was – it was there, like, I have it, but I feel like I needed more of 
it to understand, I guess, men too; because I was around my mother a lot, my 
sister, girls … they never looked at me as if I was not masculine, but I think I felt 
like it just because they gravitated towards me, and the guys kind of stood back, 
you know, they were very distant.  I mean, I think that even happens now, which 
I’m okay with, but I’m also real big on respect.  So, I’ve just made it clear to them 
that you can respect me, I can respect you, and I think that that helped me. That 
helped me a lot. 

For Drew, masculinity has become about respect, and he has continued to cultivate 

positive and respectful relationships with men throughout his college years, looking up to 

a Black male professor in particular who “made me feel like I had value, like I had 

something to say.  Also, that I could do anything, anything that I could put my mine to 

it.”  Drew also specifically sought out male-oriented activities because he was searching 

for a “brotherhood,” and one organization fulfilled that need for him, giving him a tight-

knit group of men who were similarly minded concerning leadership, respect, and drive:  
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… just being around them makes me want to strive to do more to be better … if 
not to be better to basically observe them, you know, analyze that whole 
organization and try to make the organization better, getting - inviting certain 
guys over to say okay, this is a good guy.  He’s going to do good things. 

His involvement with this organization, in turn, caused him to dedicate himself more to 

his academics, since he needed a certain GPA to qualify.  He did not quite get the GPA 

requirement; however, the organization “see[s] me fight, and struggle, and try, and 

continuously try,” and Drew believes seeing this fight in him is what prompted the 

organization to accept him anyway. 

Race, Religion, and Sexuality 

Though Drew has been negotiating his identity as a son and brother from a low-

income family his entire life, he has only recently engaged with his identity as an African 

American: 

… this is what makes it hard, because, my mother is American and she considers 
herself Black.  My dad, on the other hand, is from Zimbabwe and he considers 
himself an African-American, however he’s lived in this country since, I think the 
80’s, but has yet to apply for citizenship, because, he can’t have dual citizenship 
from where he’s from.  I had no clue of that until he told me probably about a 
year ago, and I identify myself as an African-American …  

For Drew, his heritage is almost newfound since his biological was absent for most of life 

and he only recently found out about his father’s Zimbabwean roots.  This discovery 

spurred him to become involved in African-oriented coursework, organizations, and 

activities on campus.  However, his racial heritage is less at odds with his sexuality than 

his family’s religion is: 

… I can identify with both characteristics [Black and African American] and also 
as a gay male, which, I wouldn’t say recently come about but it was something 
that I was very cautious about coming out with that information, sharing that 
information with people. And I think just because of my religious background – I 
grew up in a Christian household, more Pentecostal or Presbyterian, and some call 
it holiness at the same time. … it was very like, traditional – women wear dresses, 
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men were considered to have stature in their religious background, and so it was 
hard for me to come to terms and also tell my mother and really accept the fact 
that I was gay at the same time. So that was something that was, I guess, all 
encompassing my freshman year and which I had to decide.  And it’s more like, 
it’s almost deciding to go to college; some people it can be easy but, for some 
minority students, it’s kind of like, I don’t know what else to do, and it’s kind of 
hard to do it sometimes ‘cause we, I think we connect with our families more, or 
we tend to.  So that’s the same thing with me and being with my sexuality it was 
like connecting with my family, which has ties to a religious background.  It was 
hard to separate the two and I didn’t want to live a secret life at the same time …  

For Drew, coming to terms with and being open about his African heritage was easier 

than being open about his sexuality.  Though he explored and personally embraced his 

identity as a gay male when he was in high school, he did not come out to his family until 

he was a freshman in college.  This was due in part due to their Christian upbringing, 

which he saw as incompatible with his gay identity, but also in part due to the increased 

distance he feared it would bring him from his family, a family he had already taken 

many steps away from by moving out at the age of sixteen and pursuing educational 

goals outside the experiences of the family.  

Though in college Drew felt he could be open about his sexuality, even educating 

a close and previously very close-minded friend about homosexuality when they visited 

Guatemala together, he could not be so open in high school.  In high school he was 

frustrated by the way he felt others talked about him behind his back; however, this 

period in his life also taught him valuable lessons about being authentic, even when faced 

with the opinion of others who might not approve: 

… during that time, we [Drew and his boyfriend] had actually broken up; I hadn’t 
talked to him, but I started like to show interest in different ways like, I’d talk to a 
guy here and there or something, but never really putting myself out there.  And 
dance was just … I knew people were saying things, but they wasn’t saying them 
in my face, so I felt like they had enough respect for me to not say it to my face, 
but they also didn’t show some type of loyalty at the same time because they were 
still saying them [behind your back].  I [thought], is this really going to demean 
me in any way?  Well, let’s find out.  So, if I do this, then people, you know, just 
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don’t like me anymore, then I have to be okay with that.  And so when I got into 
those type of programs and started doing those activities it was more like, okay, 
well let’s see what people say and, if nothing needs to be said, they obviously 
have a lot more respect than I thought they would.  

Similarly to Drew’s realizations about gender, it comes down to respect, that his sexuality 

is one identity, but that, regardless of how he chooses to enact and perform that identity, 

what he wants from others is not their tolerance or approval, but a basic level of respect 

for the way he chooses to live his life authentically.  And this seems to be the core that 

has sustained Drew throughout his life.  He has had to negotiate his class identity in 

social systems that saw him as “less than,” his gender in a world where he did not feel he 

had positive role models, and his sexuality in environments that had the potential for 

rejection and hostility.  Through it all, he has embraced his multiple and sometimes 

conflicting identities and found ways to “do Drew” in genuine and open ways.  

Summary 

Drew’s early experiences taught him the power and cruelty of labels, but he also 

learned how to transcend labels by cultivating particular identities.  He did this not only 

through his clothing but also through activities, engaging in football, dancing, AP 

coursework, and student government, creating an image of himself for the world to see, 

an image he created with care, perhaps to keep others at a distance, but certainly to give 

himself a feeling a belonging.  Drew was a mascot while in high school, a role he enjoyed 

for its fun and silliness.  When Drew showed me a picture of himself a mascot, though, 

he explained another time he had a realization of who he was in relation to others, this 

time about academic preparedness:  

… I think back in high school too at the same thing, just remembering that time 
and remember how I, you know, was educated just not educated enough. Um, so 
it’s just like that’s, I feel like that’s [a] funny part of being here and then 
becoming knowledgeable at the same time.  So that’s why I chose a mascot 
picture … the mascot’s being funny, silly, just like, you know.  People think 
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they’re stupid, you know, that’s kind of like what I’ve like came into college … 
and when I think back and when I first came onto on this campus, that’s how I felt 
like I was. I was happy, I was funny, I was silly, and then, you know, then it 
actually hit me. 

 

 

Figure 2. Drew as tiger mascot 

Drew expresses here much of what he experienced in school and college – a sense 

of disconnection and a sense of being judged unworthy by others: “stupid.”  And, in a 

way, he sees himself in similar light, calling himself dressed as the mascot “silly”; 

however, Drew sees himself as silly only in that it took outside forces to see himself more 

clearly.  Others saw the mascot as silly, and, after arriving at college, he realizes he was 

silly for thinking he was prepared; he saw himself as the “silly” mascot others had 

perceived, having put on a veneer of success, only to be “hit” with reality. 

However, college also gave Drew confidence.  Academics challenged him; he 

worked multiple jobs to help his family, and he cultivated a vast network of friends and 

resources that gave him desired capital and connection.  Through it all, he realized what 

success truly meant to him: 

I value success, financial stability, my family as well.  I value friendships and 
loyalty.  I think worthiness and just accepting myself and knowing to look in a 
mirror and be okay with all of that … knowing that you’ve got flaws but being 
okay with those flaws at the same time … success … is not necessarily having the 
best job but doing something you love and then being able to basically expand on 
it … knowing this is all of what your identity is and then being able to relate to 
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people and really take their views and perspective and then … then you hear back 
from them.  It’s like feedback.  That’s what success is for me.  Just not a 
reassurance, but it’s letting you know what you’re doing has some type of benefit 
to someone else.  It’s more about other people and that makes me feel like, you 
know, success is granted. 

In many ways, Drew represents much of what the first identity category entails regarding 

notions of success: strength, resourcefulness, and resilience in the face of adversity, 

commitment to goals and the opportunity education represents, and courage when 

vulnerability is the only pathway available.  His story highlights the incredible strengths 

many firsts must have in order to succeed; however, his story also highlights the way 

many of his opportunities up to college were created serendipitously rather than 

systematically.   

Throughout his life and educational trajectory, Drew came to embrace his African 

heritage, continually renegotiates his family identity and the strain they place on him 

financially – a burden he is happy bear to assist them in their own aspirations – and he 

came to terms with what being a man and being a gay man entails: cultivating a life that 

is authentic but that forges valuable relationships and garners him the respect he desires; 

i.e., he can look in the mirror and be satisfied with what he sees.  In college, he joined a 

program targeted to assisting low-income and first-generation students, and, through this 

program he learned about campus resources he could utilize, networks he needed to 

cultivate, he formed lasting relationships peers, staff, and faculty, and he found a 

brotherhood he had always yearned for.  Drew’s college pathway has not been gilded; 

indeed, he still struggles to grow but not grow away from his family and past, to achieve 

his aspirations but remain “humble,” and to succeed without leaving his family behind.  

But Drew’s story illustrates that every “weakness” or marginal identity claimed can be a 

source of strength and can be funneled into creating success given opportunity, resources, 

and support. 
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SAMUEL – THE HERCULEAN OUTCAST 

Growing up in Austin, Texas, Samuel felt a high degree of uncertainty in his 

young life, from a father who was absent and then only partially present, to living in a 

“ghettoized” Austin area that made even living a dangerous task due to robberies and 

shootings.  Samuel says he grew up “poor,” living in a “crappy duplex” with “mice and 

roaches.”  When very young, he shared a bed with his parents; and, when he needed a bed 

of his own, he inherited his brother’s room and his brother was relegated to sleeping on 

the couch in the living room.  Raised predominantly by his mother, grandmother, and 

aunt, Samuel did not find a close positive male role model until later in life when he 

formed a connection with his non-biological grandfather.  Instead, Samuel often looked 

elsewhere for role models, not finding his father, extended family, or peers to have 

qualities he to which aspired. 

Despite attending a school that was under-funded, having one foot in a world of 

drugs and gang activity for a time, and feeling like a “misunderstood” “outcast” for much 

of his life, Samuel achieved well in school and made an early commitment to education 

even though he was a gifted athlete.  He excelled in football and was offered a grey shirt6 

to Rice University even after he was injured in his sophomore year in high school; he 

declined because his heart was set on his hometown school, the University of Texas at 

Austin.  After nearly flunking out his first semester – in part due to the declining health of 

his mentor and grandfather – Samuel returned and graduated in six years total.  When he 

initially enrolled, he was pursuing the dreams of his grandmother to become a lawyer or 

doctor, but he finally re-routed his course to what he wanted to do – teach and coach – 

and finished with a degree in history.  Currently a high school substitute teacher, Samuel 

                                                
6 A grey shirt is a guarantee of four years of funding regardless of playtime in exchange for early 
commitment to the university. 
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aspires to becoming a high school and possibly college football coach, plans to return to 

school for a graduate degree, yet still thinks he “hasn’t really done that much.”   

This principle, that he knows others in the world have it much worse than he has, 

guides much of Samuel’s understanding of himself and his world.  Also emanating from 

deep within is Samuel’s deep seating feeling that, as a young man growing up and in 

college, he felt as an outcast; outcast from his family, his peers, and his school; his sense 

of loneliness is also linked to his family status since his brother died at a young age and 

his grandfather died while Samuel while in college.  Pivoting off of this sense of 

aloneness is Samuel’s family identity, which is predominated by women and forced him 

to find alternate male role models.  In addition, Samuel’s family identity is closely tied to, 

but also sometimes at odds with, his aspirations and his identity as an athlete.  In 

addition, Samuel has a strong sense of morals and how these tie in with who he sees 

himself as a man, which is, in turn, linked to some of his early experiences growing up in 

an all-female home in an urban area. 

Outcast and Urbanicity 

I interviewed Samuel twice, each interview lasting over an hour and a half, and 

throughout our time together, Samuel’s feelings of being an outcast were palpable.  He is 

a young man who keeps everything “inside” and “bottled up,” and yet, given the 

opportunity, he was very open with me and admitted that he had told me things he had 

never told anyone else.  Growing up in an urban area, Samuel became acquainted with 

drugs, violence, and loss early in life.  For a time, he was kind of mule, transporting 

drugs; there were shootings near his home, some of his cousins were involved in gangs, 

and he “even stared down a barrel one time,” lucky to get away with his life when a drug 

deal “went wrong.”  To exemplify his early life, Samuel showed me a picture of dead 
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bodies, an image of drug paraphernalia, and a picture of gun-toting members of the MS-

13 gang (see Figure 3) to illustrate what some of these events meant to him:   

This is dead bodies that remind me of where I could have been, because, I would 
help my cousins do certain things that I wasn’t proud of … I never harmed 
anybody, but … it had to do with paraphernalia.  And I did it for acceptance.  
Because they wouldn’t accept me any other way … it was stupid of me, [but] I 
was looking for acceptance because I was alone. 

 

   

Figure 3. Images that Samuel used to illustrate his younger life 

The images as well as his family members and friends who have followed in these 

footsteps remind him of what could have been – he, too, could have been a gang member, 

a casualty of the illegal drug industry through violence or use.  However, his strong 

morals kept him from ever using drugs, and, indeed, he only participated in transporting 

drugs to find acceptance, to ease the sense of loneliness he felt.  Samuel also credits his 

family ties with his decision not to go down that path:  

…if it wasn’t for my mother and my father I honestly would have either, you 
know, be dead or locked up … I would have gone on this road if it weren’t for my 
parents.  If I didn’t have either one of my parents I would have gone down this 
road.  I know I would have just because its easy because you saw acceptance and 
that’s what most of the kids in high school, that’s what they feel. 

Samuel not only felt alone in his social life, though; his loneliness was exacerbated when 

he was teased as a young man for being chubby, which he attributes the predominance of 

women and absence of men in his life growing up: “… being around all women … they 
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didn’t force me to go out and play.”  In addition, some of that loneliness has to do with 

the lack of positive male role models in his life.  His father was largely absent, and his 

older half brother did not allow Samuel to get close, and, when Samuel was seven and his 

brother 18, his brother tragically was killed by a truck. 

Role Models and Gender 

Samuel, therefore, looked elsewhere for clues to what being a man would be for 

him.  He couldn’t look to his mother, aunt, and grandmother; plus, his female figures 

“wouldn’t let him [my grandfather] influence me in any way.”  His brother was killed 

when he was young, and, though Samuel’s father “was consistently in my life … I never 

had him around all the time.”  Samuel, therefore, cultivated multiple role models whose 

qualities give some clue to how Samuel constructs masculinity as toughness of mind and 

body, giving back to the next generation through teaching and service, classiness, and 

being strong and silent. 

Regarding strength of mind and body, Samuel’s role models include Ray Lewis 

and Warren Sapp.  These men embody what Samuel hopes for himself: that despite being 

big – an attribute he was teased for – and despite his negative experiences growing up, he 

will be recognized for his athletic abilities and he will prevail over his past.  Samuel also 

admires Mac Brown, who represents the kind of coach Samuel wishes to be: 	   

[He] may not win the most, but he’s definitely a guy you respect, real stand up 
person.  I admire him because he sticks up for his kids … He’ll sit down with 
those kids and look at their options of where they want to go and who’s willing to 
take them, and he’ll try to get them to where they need to go. I admire that a lot 
about him because its not only about who’s doing good for him, but its about the 
kids because you know those kids who didn’t pan out, well, he’s not throwing 
them away. 

Samuel recognizes that he wants to be a person who gives back to others, in particular his 

community and fellow athletes.  He takes his responsibilities as a coach quite seriously, 
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considering a coach’s “first job” is to be a teacher.  In particular, Samuel wants to help 

students similarly situated to himself, “a kid of a certain mentality and from a certain 

area,” and wants to work with differently abled children, who he sees as “less fortunate.”  

For Samuel, his aspirations are linked to his sense of sacrifice, giving back, and helping 

others, which he also connects to constructs of masculinity, and, though he certainly 

connects masculinity to physical strength, he also connects it to qualities of philanthropy, 

teaching the next generation, and selflessness – qualities that are the antithesis of what his 

cousins and father represent to him.   

Samuel also connects masculinity to class, clothing, and classiness, linking these 

ideas to two more role models, Dean Martin and Fred Astaire, who were  

… cool, debonair … you never saw them dressed like a scrub; I mean they were 
always in nice clothes, and they were always in a tux or a suit, always. It 
represents class, the debonair that they had its like, it just looked like the power 
they had not to mention, the good music. 

Samuel sees being a man as being cool in face of strife, remaining collected when others 

doubt you or are jealous of you – as his cousins are of him and as his father was to his 

mother – and trying to stay above the fray.  One of Samuel’s favorite spots helps to 

illustrate his ideas about staying aloof and apart, partly out of lack of acceptance and 

partly out of choice.  He likes to go to hill south of the city and gaze at the stars: “I can 

look out at the city, you know while looking up at the stars and just sitting there by 

myself.”  For Samuel, growing up was a lonely affair, one he had to navigate alone, 

coping with teasing, a brother’s death, navigating an urban culture of violence of drugs, 

and lacking a positive male role model, yet Samuel excelled at school and athletics and 

matriculated to college.  

Indeed, Samuel attributes his success to these challenges:  
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So that’s made me tougher in a sense you know, my experiences have made me a 
tougher person.  I still hold a little anger … and I don’t like to say sadness 
because I don’t like to get sad, I don’t like to cry, but you know I still hold some 
of that because you know, of everything that I went through, and its jut tough to 
forget you know all the years, because it was over 20 years of just you know, 
difficult stuff …  

The difficulties Samuel faced as a young man have indelibly shaped him, and Samuel 

knows that he can only move forward by letting go of past anger and grudges and 

continuing to reach for his aspirations and goals. 

Family and Aspirations 

Samuel’s family identity was initially closely connected to his aspirations.  His 

father told him, “… ‘it was either the military, a job, or school,’ and I chose school 

because I figured that’s where my future is going to lie … the way that I saw it, was it 

opened the door for me …”  In addition, Samuels’ parents  

… instilled in me, you know, that education was important and that I needed to do 
well … I rarely got anything under an A.  It was just something that I needed to 
do well – I had to do well … I was a perfectionist, and so it was like I wanted 
everything to be perfect. 

From an early age, then, Samuel achieved in school, earning high grades, playing on the 

football team, and learning to shrug off negativity, whether it was in the form of teasing 

(which stopped after he proved once that he could and would finish a fight) or jealousy.   

And though Samuel received support for his college aspirations from his parents, 

aunt, grandparents, and particularly influential history teacher, he did not receive support 

from his extended family.  Instead, they were often jealous of his success, a concept 

Samuel links to his familial and Hispanic cultures:  

… that’s what my older cousins did [hang out and smoke pot], and they’re jealous 
because of the car that I drive or because of what I’ve accomplished, but they 
don’t see all the sacrifices I made.  Even when I wasn’t, even when I didn’t have a 
job, when I was working, no, not even when I was working, when I was getting 
money for whatever, I’d save that money.  And whenever I’d buy new shoes or 
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buy new clothes going out here, going out to eat, I was saving my money and 
that’s one thing that they don’t see, they automatically want to know why I’ve had 
this success that I’ve had, which to be honest I don’t think I’ve had that much 
success contrary to what my mom or what my dad tell me … I don’t know where 
that jealously came from, but its funny because Hispanics are very jealous of each 
other.  Hispanics, that’s one thing about Hispanics, it’s weird and some people 
don’t understand, but you know you got a lot of African Americans and 
Caucasian Americans that they like to see each other do well, but with Hispanics 
its not that way; because, if its not them, then they don’t want to see anyone else 
do well … 

Here Samuel connects several ideas – the jealousy of his cousins, who do not see or 

appreciate the sacrifices he has made to succeed; the ideas of success, which his cousins 

perceive but Samuel does not see in himself; and cultural norms, wherein both within his 

family and his culture, jealousy is a way of communicating.  Part of the disparateness 

concerning success certainly has to do with how success is defined.  While his cousins 

equate success with the car, clothes, and money that Samuel now has, Samuel equates 

success with getting the coaching job he ultimately wants and has not yet achieved.  In 

addition, Samuel connects this kind of jealous behavior with Hispanic culture7; Samuel 

seems to prefer the culture of schools, which thrive on learning, and the culture of 

athletics, which seeks to create strong minds and bodies.  This no doubt also relates to the 

behaviors many of his cousins are engaged in, including underage drinking and drugs – 

for Samuel, those are wrapped up with the jealousy of his cousins, the lack of support of 

his extended family, and the lack of close friendships. 

After hearing about Samuel’s challenges growing up, I was hopeful that the tone 

of our interviews would be uplifted soon – I wanted to hear a story about Samuel finding 

his place in college, making friends, and succeeding.  However, that is not how Samuel’s 

first years went.  In fact, Samuel almost flunked out his first semester, his grandfather 

                                                
7 Samuel identifies as Hispanic but he is truly an American melting pot, including multiple heritages: 
“Mexican, Italian Cuban, Spanish, and a Native American tribe from Louisiana.” 
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died in his second year of college, and he felt an acute sense of loneliness at campus and 

home.  At home, the alienation connects to the jealousy of his cousins: “I felt like a lot of 

alienation from my family – not my immediate family, but a lot of the family that were 

my age, jealously from my aunts on that side.  I just felt by myself …”  Compounding his 

feelings of alienation at home was a feeling of not belonging on campus.  Whereas “… 

I’ve been a straight A student throughout elementary, middle school and high school, 

college is where it was different, because, college – I wasn’t prepared.”   

Several images standout from this interview due to their relation to his feelings 

during his first year of college, but in particular encapsulate his experiences.  Samuel 

Googled “outcast” (See Figure 4).   

 

   

Figure 4. The image Samuel chose from Googling “outcast” 

Samuel commented about the picture that “… everyone is looking at him, and everyone 

is all colorful and happy and he’s not, and its like, he’s getting judged for it, and that’s 

how I felt with my family.”  After his grandfather died, Samuel felt as though he lost his 

“safety net,” and the loss of this connection made him feel even more like an outcast 

because he lost the one person he felt he could confide in and who gave him a meaningful 

connection to his family identity.  His grandfather’s death also resulted in a great deal 

anger, anger Samuel is still working through:  
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I guess that’s another reason why a lot of people didn’t hang around me.  I was 
real bitter and real negative … I would always be a jerk to a lot of people because 
I didn’t want anyone to get close … 

For Samuel, shutting people out was easier than letting them in, particularly because he 

felt so misunderstood and judged by his family.  His grandfather’s death as well as his 

deep feeling of loneliness, resulting from doing something – college – that his family did 

not understand, made his first year of college even rougher.  Samuel’s lack of academic 

preparedness made coursework a struggle, and, though Samuel was enrolled in a program 

designed to assist low-income and first-generation students, Samuel felt the program did 

not do enough to give him the knowledge and tools he needed to succeed; for example, 

Samuel did not find out until his junior year that he could drop classes part way through 

the semester. 

Regardless of his first year performance, though, Samuel was determined to 

succeed.  When he had initially enrolled, the future he saw beyond college was truly his 

family’s dream, not his own, though: 

… my mother wanted me to be a lawyer, my grandmother wanted me to be a 
doctor, so that’s why I went through so many changes of trying to do what 
pleased them, until I finally found what pleased me, and that brought it back to 
football, which is why I want to coach.  You know but also, because me growing 
up me, not having anyone I can talk to you know, you know cousins and friends, 
supposedly friends you know be jealous of me, you know because of what I had 
accomplished and what I was doing, that was one of the things that motivated me 
to be a coach because you know just one wrong path, one wrong move and a kid 
goes into the wrong path. I see it happen a lot where I used to live… 

Indeed, before his grandfather’s death, Samuel got advice that helped to carry him 

through to finish his degree.  And, though his father told him to quit,  

My grandfather was one of the people who told me to keep on going in school, 
and I remember one time he told me, “mijo, do what you want to do.  Don’t do 
what your grandmother wants you to do, don’t do what your mother wants you to 
do, it’s your life, you do what you want to do.” 
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His grandfather’s advice to “do what you want,” coupled with his mother’s desire for him 

to get a degree and his feeling that “nobody else in my family had been to college, and I 

was going to be the first one and they wanted me to be perfect, the perfect student,” 

helped Samuel persist.  It is important to note how Samuel’s familial identities play off of 

and are in tension with one another.  On the one hand, his mother is encouraging him to 

complete college, but in a major Samuel does not prefer.  His father tells him to quit and 

get a job, his cousins are jealous, and his grandfather is the only voice telling him he 

should follow his heart and do as he wants to do.    

Samuel may have taken six years to finish his degree, but his circuitous pathway 

through four different majors before settling on history, gave him an intrinsic 

understanding of the kind of guidance and support students need.  Guidance and support 

that he wants to give back a teacher and coach.  Ultimately, his experiences taught him a 

valuable lesson about being himself, finding his own way, and following his own dreams.  

Summary 

Samuel was an outcast.  He was unpopular and teased as a young boy, somehow 

managed to avoid the pitfalls of drugs and violence, coped with a quasi-absent father and 

the deaths of his only close male relatives, struggled academically, and, somehow, came 

out on the other side a dedicated teacher and coach who cares deeply about his students 

and takes pride in being a giving and loyal family member despite conflict that inevitably 

arises.  Furthermore, Samuel brought an image that captures not only his struggles but 

also his upward trajectory: Hercules (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Hercules 

As Samuel puts it: 

Hercules. The way I see it, Hercules is one of the superheroes that, he sacrificed a 
lot for other people, and that’s the way I see myself. I’ve sacrificed a lot, I’ve 
done it all the time, that’s one of the reasons, it’s not a lot of money, this doesn’t 
include everybody, but it does include the people that I know will pay me back.  
About 1500 bucks and I just loaned that out within the span of last month and 
that’s why I see myself, not like him but with those same qualities that I will 
sacrifice something for me, for something for someone else, especially if its my 
family or my parents. 

Samuel sees himself in Hercules due the sacrifices he has made for those loves and those 

who care for him.  He admits he puts up emotional walls and keeps many of his feelings 

locked inside, but he cares deeply for those around him.  However, Samuel is also 

Hercules because of his labors.  Even though “There was no motivation, none for the first 

to three years of college,” Samuel managed to surmount his devastating freshman year, 

navigate major changes, and persist despite deep feelings of alienation and loneliness at 

home and school.  His Herculean determination, particularly in light of a school system 

that failed him in many ways, shows the true caliber of Samuel’s character, because his 

story is paved with challenges, and, at the end of the day, he just wants to give back to his 

family and community.  For Samuel, achieving his degree is not the end-all of his 

accomplishments, his life growing up taught him that, but  
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It’s a big deal for me, because, like I said, everything I went through and now that 
I feel like I can move forward, I can leave that behind. The further I move on, 
with my life as far as career wise and taking that next step the further I get away 
from all the crap I went through and it shows me its worth it, what I went through. 
The sweat, blood and tears its worth it now. 

Samuels’ pride and achievement lie not in the piece of paper upon which degree his 

written, but in his triumph over myriad personal and academic challenges.  For Samuel, 

true to the Hercules who lost his family but achieved greatness through battle, Samuel 

achieved a confidence in himself, his values, and where he’s going, not despite but 

because of his struggles. 

SUMMER LEE – SELF-MADE 

Summer Lee is a veteran who grew up in a single-parent household, lucky to have 

several strong female role models to inspire her.  Despite even at a young age looking up 

to intellectuals and scholars and having a vague dream of getting a Ph.D. one day, 

Summer Lee felt she was made to feel “less than” by others, mostly because of her low 

socio-economic status.  Summer Lee fell in with the wrong crowd when she was in 

school and did not excel; indeed, she barely graduated.  However, her strong family ties, 

her ability to create cohesive fictive families, her love of travel, and the way she has used 

social systems – namely the military and college – in her life to achieve her dreams 

creates an indelibly positive stamp marking Summer Lee a self-made woman. 

Income, Family, Gender, Fictive Families 

Summer Lee grew up on the east coast in a moderate-sized city in Pennsylvania, 

aware of her family’s low income – her mother consistently worked more than one job – 

but happy in a loving home comprised of her mother, brother, and sister.  At the age of 

eight, though, Summer Lee’s mother was in a terrible car crash.  Told by the doctors that 

her mother would die, young Summer Lee was confused and scared; she lived with her 
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aunt for the next year while her mother – who did not die – convalesced.  And, through 

the pain of her mother’s recovery came positive growth, Summer Lee connected with the 

females in her aunt’s home, and her mother was able to use the money from the car crash 

to buy the family’s first home: 

… It was really great, the time I got to spend with my aunt was really special, I 
got to hang out with my three older female cousins.  For some reason my family 
is very female heavy, we have a lot of strong women, and so I think I bonded with 
them in a way I wouldn’t have otherwise, and they were somewhat role models 
for me, especially with one of them who has now become very successful – she 
took me under her wing and took me to amusement parks or just driving around, 
doing whatever … my mom used the money she got from the accident; she used it 
for a down payment on the house, and it was the first time we were able to own a 
new home, and it had a pool in the back, and it was finally the time when we 
stayed in one place, before that we moved all over … 

From the way Summer Lee juxtaposes these ideas, her sense of stability increased over 

these years, due to both the stability of having a first home with her family and her 

experiences living in a household dominated by strong and, ultimately, successful 

women.  Summer Lee did not describe what made these women “strong” in her eyes, but 

her mother’s ability to raise three children alone and hold down multiple jobs is certainly 

strength, as is the way her own mother, her aunt, and her cousin give back to those they 

love; therefore, strength is also being generous with affection and time. 

Her female family members also cultivated in Summer Lee a love of travel and 

adventure.  Indeed, Summer Lee’s love of travel ties in closely with her notions of 

family.  For Summer Lee, being with family is about finding adventure in some form, 

whether it’s a trip to the beach, a special night on the town in a limo, or playing in a pile 

of leaves (see Figure 6).   
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Figure 6. Summer Lee’s family adventures 

Summer Lee’s love of travel may also connect to her younger years as a child, 

when her family moved frequently for financial reasons; however, the end result is the 

same: a person whose experiences are a product of her adventurous spirit.  At the age of 

18, Summer Lee’s sister proposed taking a tour of the country, and Summer Lee did not 

hesitate to venture forth: 

[It was] my sister’s idea.  She found an Amtrak round-country trip for $300 and 
you could pick three stops and stay as long as you wanted and that sounded 
amazing … it was freeing, it was fun and exciting, I saw the whole country 
because you’re in the train, you get to look out the window; it gave me a glimpse 
of what was possible, not just about living in the city, there’s a whole world out 
there, we met so many amazing people and I thought, this is who I am and this is 
what I want to do. 

Here, Summer Lee clarifies another aspect of what being a strong woman is about: 

looking for and taking opportunities and being fearless (though Summer Lee would say it 

was not courageous at all, merely the way things were and who they were).  And 

certainly, Summer Lee’s love of travel helped to make her choice to join the military 

more palatable.  

Summer Lee’s biological family is not her only family, though.  She also created 

fictive families through friendships that helped her learn about life, decide on life 

directions, and create a support system.  In her early years of education, Summer Lee got 
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unexpected exposure to an entirely different economic level, making a friend whose 

family was in an opposite socioeconomic status: 

… from 3rd grade on I was in the same school, made some really close girlfriends 
that I hung out with, and it was interesting because one of the girls I became good 
friends with was very wealthy; her dad was a millionaire, and so I was from the 
bad part of town.  I would go to her house; the dichotomy was ridiculous.  I 
hadn’t learned manners, my mom wasn’t home much, that was the place I learned 
the proper manners, I learned when to say thank you, it was nice to have that 
world, to have both worlds. 

The dichotomy Summer Lee describes is one of multiple locations: geographically, since 

Summer Lee is from the “bad part of town”; financially, since they are millionaires and 

Summer Lee is not; parentally since Summer Lee’s mom is working while her friend’s 

dad is home; and behaviorally, since this home, not her own, is how Summer Lee learned 

about “proper manners.”  And yet, these two girls formed a tight friendship due to their 

meeting at school.  However, Summer Lee’s class status did always meld with her school 

identity.  Regardless, this is a fictive family who taught her valuable lessons about 

growing up and interacting in the world that she appreciates to this day. 

And this is not the only time Summer Lee cultivated a fictive family to provide 

her needed support.  She did so in the military, finding close friends and dating a young 

man who ultimately encouraged her to move to Austin, TX and pursue a degree at UT.  

Upon arrival at UT, however, Summer Lee felt “overwhelmed” by the city-like institution 

and, online, found a group of individuals similarly committed to travel and adventure as 

herself.   

The Armchair Travelers (Figure 7, left) proved to be a fictive family that helped 

Summer Lee connect in a way she could not to campus.   This group of was draw 

together by their love of travel and experiencing cultural diversity in all forms and is 

comprised of a group of older young professionals.  And, though Summer Lee initially 
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had a difficult time connecting to the much younger and less mature undergraduates, she 

did find deep connections through her class cohort in her major (Figure 7, right). 

 

 

Figure 7. Summer Lee’s fictive college families 

School, Income, Outsider  

Summer Lee’s memories of school are generally positive, especially in her early 

years, but, as she entered the middle grades, her school experiences took a downward 

turn.  She felt labeled as “less than,” had a hard time fitting in with the typical groups, 

and formed a group of friends that was more dedicated to skipping and trying illegal 

substances than earning good grades.  More than success in school, like many young 

adults, Summer Lee craved acceptance: 

… the cliques formed, and I don’t fit in with the preppy people, and I don’t fit in 
the with jocks or the geeks or the band – well, all the people I’ve spent years with 
in my community, low income projects, rough around the edges, they were my 
peers; we had our environments in common and that’s what they were doing, 
obviously, that’s what I was going to do, it was fun, walking around the 
neighborhood, hanging out, us against the world … When you go to school and 
you feel like you don’t have as much as other people and you don’t have it as easy 
and you’re going through things that they aren’t going through and then you feel 
like they are looking down on you because of the situation that you’re in, it causes 
this rift, you’re not going to tell me I’m less than; I am who I am, and this is what 
I’m going to do; I don’t care what everyone else thinks, we’re going to do what 
we’re going to do, F you all.    
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Certainly, Summer Lee could have chosen school as her primary identity, but school did 

not validate her, it made her feel “less than,” and this lack of acceptance and lack of peer 

group caused a rift.  Not unsurprisingly, Summer Lee chose the group that she knew and 

had grown up with.  This group gave her a sense of certainty in her identity, whereas 

school only made her question her identity and self-worth.  And thumbing their noses at 

the school system gave this group a purpose and a tie that kept them together, resisting a 

system that did not value them or their perspectives. 

In addition, Summer Lee worked through many all of her teenage years, dedicating 

time and being retained at the same job for four years (Figure 8).  On the one hand, she 

was skipping school, smoking pot, and drinking with her friends; and, on the other hand, 

she is a dedicated employee, making money and earning her way.  When I asked Summer 

Lee about this seeming paradox she replied,   

… I was so dedicated, stayed at the same job all those years … I liked my job 
much better than school. I had control over this. I could or couldn’t go; I could 
schedule the hours I wanted to work; I knew who I wanted to work with; it wasn’t 
threatening, I had money, so it was comfort … [Beth: Why was school 
threatening?]  The people, the social anxiety, not having money for clothes and 
not feeling good enough. 

 

 

Figure 8. Summer Lee at her high school job 

For Summer Lee, the lack of control over her school environment coupled with her 

outsider status to make her turn away from formal education and find acceptance 
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elsewhere.  Indeed, her experiences in school of not having the “right” clothes to wear 

and “not feeling good enough,” led Summer Lee down a negative pathway: 

… I think I was hanging out with the wrong crowd for a while, getting into drugs 
and drinking a lot.  I don’t know how I passed through high school, I think 
truancy laws would have failed me or charged my mom, but I missed 30, 40, and 
50 days consecutively while I was in high school.  I probably could have been 
labeled an alcoholic, until 18, 19, doing the same thing, getting in trouble … 

Despite her truancy, Summer Lee graduated high school with aspirations of attending 

college.  She passed her classes without needing to attend regularly, and enrolled in a 

community college despite limited knowledge of college and its processes.  After one 

year of community college and struggling to pay bills and tuition while still maintaining 

some of her negative high school behaviors, however, Summer Lee realized that 

community college was not working. 

Military, Success, and Diversity 

Turning to the military, Summer Lee saw joining the Navy as providing freedom 

– a concept she also attaches to earning a postsecondary degree – however, the military 

was also a paradoxical idea for Summer Lee.  In one way, it was certainty – she knew 

that she would be traveling and gaining the kind of freedom she felt when she traveled in 

high school and she knew that, at the end of it, she would be able to attend college, reach 

for her aspirations, and gain further freedom through education.  In another way, it was 

total uncertainty, a leaving behind of known family and friends as well as her 

community:  

It was removing myself that all that I had known, the community, the style of 
living that was there in my immediate surroundings; I always had a strong work 
ethic, I just hadn’t had somewhere to let it shine, where I could pick up new 
responsibilities and jobs and I could show people what I could do, and, because I 
was so successful in doing that, it really raised my confidence that it hadn’t been 
before, and I also had some really exemplary role models and leaders in the 
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military that kind of guided me along, too.  I would just look at them, like, they 
are an amazing person; I want to be like them. 

And so, upon graduation from high school, Summer Lee first tried to pursue her dreams 

through community college, but it was too difficult because of finances and lack of 

college capital.   In contrast, knowledge is part of what the military does – it trains you 

for the position you will hold and has mechanisms in place to funnel people through the 

system in lockstep.  In addition, once enlisted, Summer Lee’s yet untapped hard working 

and achievement identities were given opportunity to flourish: 

I had to do school when I joined the navy and there were huge incentives to do 
well, it was like, if you do well in this school, you’ll get to fly and not be on a 
boat; if you do well in this school, you can be in Hawaii and not in Virginia, and 
so I just remember, I am doing that, I set my mind to it and I did it.  I was top in 
my class in both classes; the guys were so mad, I am fighting against all these 
people and I’m doing well, and that was a big switch: Okay, if I just put my mind 
to it, I can succeed and can do really well and that was probably a big turning 
point for me. Plus, when I was in school, I had a higher-up come to me, a man, I 
was one of two women in the class and he said to me, you should really think 
about doing a different line of work because there are more women in this [other] 
field.  And I was like, I will prove you wrong, you are crazy.  So that was 
something else too, being a woman in the military was, sink or swim.  I have to do 
amazing to even be recognized at all.  It was a source of proving myself, but it 
changed who I am and how I operate.  Now I do that all the time, it’s how I do 
things. 

The military gave Summer Lee a sense of control over her education that K-12 schools 

had not; in addition, her success at education was tied to tangible rewards that she valued 

– job posts, living situations, and – for the first time – Summer Lee tied her success to 

self-worth.  In elementary and secondary school, Summer Lee felt like an outsider due to 

her socioeconomic status; whereas, the military positioned her gender as the outsider 

identity.  Once Summer Lee began to see herself as successful, though, her outsider status 

transformed from a mark of shame into a motivator for success.  This may have to do 

with some of her early experiences with strong females – she had never considered 
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gender a limitation, whereas low socioeconomic status was always a shortcoming 

separating the haves and the have-nots. 

The military was not just a pathway to a future education, though; it had value in 

and of itself for Summer Lee, teaching her valuable lessons about her capabilities and 

giving her a sense of accomplishment and pride in her achievements:  

… I was so responsible for everything that was going on during intelligence 
collection, everyone was communicating to me for the information … it was just 
incredible.  I would think, look where I came from, and look where I am now, and 
how far I’ve come … It gave me a sense of pride and confidence, and I guess a 
sense of identity of who I was, like who I am, someone who can be in charge of 
something that’s really important, during a really important time in our nation’s 
history. 

In a very real way, Summer Lee came of age in the military, finding aspects of herself 

heretofore unknown and gaining confidence in herself and abilities.  The military also 

gave her an appreciation for cultural diversity in a new way: 

I guess just all the travel that I’ve done and the countries that I’ve been to … one 
of the big times that affected me was when I was in Afghanistan and I would walk 
around the base and there were people working there from all different countries, 
Sri Lanka and Uzbekistan and Jordan and Afghanistan and India, and I just 
remember we would all sit at the coffee shop on base and there were all these 
older and younger men from all these different countries, and we would talk about 
love and family and life and religion and culture, and it just blew my mind.  I 
couldn’t believe it; I was getting all this information, these people just had their 
hearts and minds open, and it changed the way I viewed Americans; I had this 
disgust for American men at that point because, I thought, there were men my age 
and we would have these deep conversations and there was apiece missing in 
American men, and it was a really culturally rich experience. 

Summer Lee attaches her appreciation of diversity specifically to men; however, she also 

connects it to a diversity of ideas, perspectives, cultural experiences, and a general sense 

of open mindedness that echoes the values of the academy.  In addition, though Summer 

Lee did not have a label for this aspect of herself (bisexual) until she attended UT, she 

also values diversity in terms of sexual identity.   
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Sexuality and Academics 

Summer Lee had her first female-female sexual experience with a second or third 

cousin at the age of 11; in addition, “there were snippets of that throughout my life”; 

however, it was not until her experiences in UT’s Peers for Pride program that Summer 

Lee had the “stunning” revelation of a key part of her identity.  When I asked Summer 

Lee about her experiences in the military regarding Don’t Ask Don’t Tell, she said, 

I probably was less inclined to experiment with women because of that, doesn’t 
mean that I didn’t…it’s confusing in having to be in the military where people 
had to lie about it and it’s just hard to look at these people in the eye and think, 
gosh, you can’t even be yourself or live your life fully.  That was really upsetting.  
So, it’s something I’ve always been interested in.  I had pockets of same-sex 
experiences um, but I really just brushed them off.  I don’t know what I brushed 
them off as, I just kind of ignored that that was a part of myself, and it was 
through the Peers for Pride experience and kind of journaling every week about 
all these issues and about exploring my mind and thinking, wow, all those times 
that I created these experiences and yet didn’t own them as part of myself, and 
why did I do that for so long?  And so, it was really powerful to just kind of own 
it for what it was and be one with my identity instead of kind of just shunning that 
… I got to a place where I could say, this is who I am, and it’s okay … I don’t 
know … it was stunning. 

Summer Lee’s deep connect to social justice most likely gained root at a much younger 

age, particularly given the way she felt ostracized and oppressed through her 

socioeconomic status; however, the military’s explicit injustice towards non-

heterosexuals resonated even though Summer Lee did not see herself as anything other 

than heterosexual.  This potential but unrealized connection of identities – the part that 

values diversity and fights for social justice and the part that identifies with a 

marginalized group – did not sync until her experiences in college.  Summer Lee was 

able to connect these identities through her experiences with Peers for Pride, though, an 

experience she cites as one of her most profound college experiences. 
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Through another UT program, Summer Lee also gained access to a pathway 

towards achieving her childhood dream of becoming an intellectual elite.  The 

Intellectual Entrepreneurs program led Summer Lee to a mentor who gave her the kinds 

of college capital she lacked upon high school graduation.  In addition, this knowledge, 

linked with Summer Lee’s persistence in contacting professors about research 

opportunities, lead her to a research internship and, ultimately, to financial assistance in 

pursuing her graduate degree. 

Summary 

Summer Lee’s story is one of self-realization.  She knew herself to be a woman of 

worth with an adventurous spirit at a young age, but did not find educational success until 

she enlisted in the Navy.  Here she learned about her capabilities and saw herself as 

successful in school for the first time, unencumbered by the low socioeconomic status 

identity that made her an outsider as a child.  The military provided access to travel and 

connected travel to her academic achievements, not only giving Summer Lee tangible 

rewards to strive for, but also providing a pathway to the freedom she long associated 

with education.  When I asked Summer Lee what her degree meant to her, she replied,   

It is a source of pride.  I don’t know, looking back at the old model, where people 
didn’t really get college degrees … I feel like, well, this is kind of the way of the 
future, so it’s more expected of me, and it’s more natural.  But, I don’t know, I 
kind of feel more self-made, because I didn’t have people telling me that this is – 
besides society – this is what you have to [do], that is what you’re going to do and 
… coming to that decision on my own makes it so much more real, I guess ‘cause 
it kind of came from me.  I’m kind of creating my future, myself, like I could do 
anything.  I wasn’t pushed to do anything so, what I’m doing is exactly what I 
want to be doing and it’s a really special feeling. 

And here, Summer Lee captures herself.  She is a self-made woman.  Having grown up 

without the financial and college capital to achieve the educational aspirations she had 

but felt disconnected from throughout secondary school, Summer Lee recast herself.  She 
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used another identity – her adventurer – to leverage available resources and social 

systems, the military, to forge a pathway to the future she desired.  

MONICA – THE HIGH ACHIEVING FEMINIST 

Monica is a Guatemalan American, raised in a family of mostly men.  She has 

always excelled at school, and, though she always knew she would go to college, she did 

not always know how to get there.  In addition, people are very central to Monica’s life.  

Though her mother and father were often absent – spending time in Guatemala to run 

businesses there – she feels closely connected to her immediate and extended family and 

spent much of our time together talking about the many people who are important to her.  

Monica cultivates friendships carefully; she feels it is vitally important to have a close 

alignment of values, and she has clear goals and values – high grades and clean fun, all in 

service of reaching her career goal of becoming an architect and attaining financial 

independence.  Monica has also been betrayed by her family, though.  Her father cheated 

on her mother, and Monica’s perceptions of gender roles and her own independence from 

her family have been shaped by that betrayal.  Monica’s family is not only closely tied to 

her culture but also her sense of morals.  In addition, her aspirations and ideas of gender 

roles – or more accurately, how she resists traditional gender roles – are also connected.  

Furthermore, part of understanding Monica is understanding how she views her peers and 

friendships, and how these tie in with her notions of achievement. 

Race and Culture, Family and Morals 

Monica conceptualizes her Guatemalan culture in a multiple ways.  On one hand, 

she “can’t stand” to be called Mexican because a lack of recognition of other Latin 

American cultures is ignorant and close-minded.  What Monica seems to be getting at in 

the following passage is the way people, and in Texas, a state predominated by Mexican-



 174 

Americans, tend to generalize based on skin color so many things about her: she has 

brown skin, therefore she must be Mexican and Catholic; simultaneously, though, 

Monica walks the world as a person with light skin.  A friend calls her “pale,” suggesting 

perhaps that Monica is not “brown enough” or suggesting another level of ignorance – 

that to be brown is a limiting concept.  Monica resists others putting her in a box of any 

sort; she is not Mexican, not Catholic, and embraces the idea that skin color has many 

shades within a family and culture: 

… here in Texas I personally can’t stand it when they call me Mexican because 
it’s so ignorant … I’m Hispanic, I come from Latin America, I fall into all those 
categories, but you will not call me Mexican.  I can’t stand it.  A lot of people 
wouldn’t even believe me in high school when I told them I’m not Mexican.  I’m 
like, for heavens sake, in your scope, you just believe that everything below Texas 
is Mexico! … Especially now with the immigration laws, “Ah, you Mexicans, 
you Mexicans.”  And people would talk mess about Mexicans in class and they’d 
say, no offense, girl, and I’m like, girl, talk all you want, I’m not from Mexico … 
That really bugs me sometimes and even when I tell them, my family is from 
Guatemala, and they say, isn’t that in Mexico? No it’s not ... I sometimes get 
annoyed by that or when they assume that I’m Mexican that I’m Catholic.  I’m 
not Catholic; I’m Christian.  I go to a Christian church.  And a lot of times, I can’t 
stand that.  Just because my skin is the same color as you.  One of my friends calls 
me pale.  She thinks I’m the whitest Hispanic she’s met in her life; she’s like, 
“You’re white!” I’m just light complected.  There’s a lot of light complected 
people out there.  One of my close friends, she’s Mexican; she’s blond hair blue 
eyes; my dad has green eyes; my dad’s uncle has blue eyes, sometimes I just can’t 
stand it. 

However, to say that Monica rejects her Latino American roots and rejects any 

association with Mexico would be inaccurate.  Indeed, in her many summer trips to 

Guatemala8, she and her family drove through Mexico, and feels a deep connection to the 

socio-political problems facing Latin American Countries collectively: 

I feel, in a way, I might self identify with Mexicans because we used to travel 
through Mexico; I know a lot of cities in Mexico; I’m not ignorant to that country.  

                                                
8 Monica wanted to show me pictures of Guatemala, but she could not find them. 
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I know a lot of stuff about Mexico; just because I come from a different country 
doesn’t mean I don’t understand what’s going on, because, whether we like it or 
not, Mexico and all those other countries are third world countries and, in a way, 
that’s how they are all similar – they go through the same political problems, the 
same type of poverty … everyone from Mexico and other states are trying to 
come to America, so in a way I self identify in those aspects: we all migrated 
here, my parents came illegally, your parents did too, doesn’t make Mexico better 
country than mine.  I self identify with the problems that all those countries have 
together because I can relate to that even if I’m not Mexican; my parents went 
through the same process as yours. 

For Monica, the heritage she claims is linked to the heritage of others in Latin America; 

however, she reserves the right to claim that heritage and association for herself and, as 

the prior passage indicates, is offended when others position her inaccurately.  Indeed, 

she not only accepts but embraces some of the common problems Latin Americans face; 

however, she reserves a right to distinctiveness as well.  For Monica, diversity is not as 

simplistic a concept as being brown, or being the child of immigrants, it’s about the way 

these identities come together: she is from a family of immigrants, but she is Guatemalan, 

and her family and heritage deserve distinction.  

As the last passage illustrated, Monica’s culture and race are quite central to her 

sense of who she is, and, unsurprisingly, her culture is closely tied to her family, in 

particular her parents: 

My parents [are important to me]; they’ve always been a very big influence but … 
I feel like my parents came here illegally.  They got amnesty by Clinton so they 
have jobs and what not, and the idea of Guatemala that has always been stuck in 
my dad’s head is that you give your children a livelihood, you give them a huge 
piece of land, you give them something they can live off of; that’s not how we’re 
raised here, because it’s like you want me to go to college you want me to set 
boundaries.  They’ve always worked for what the have there; they have land; they 
have commercials over there; they get some kind of money from that place and, 
because of that, my parents were always absent because they always worked.  
And my mom was absent when I was younger and, because of that … my older 
brother was always very fatherly with me. 
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Monica’s parents’ connection to Guatemala is dual, though.  On the one hand, she 

appreciates the cultural diversity she gained through trips to Guatemala and the 

connection she has with Lain America; on the other hand, she recognizes that the values 

her parents bring with them are not entirely compatible with Monica’s modern life.  In 

addition, their connections to Guatemala caused her parents to be absent frequently.  This 

lead to strive in some ways, which will be explored more later, but did bring her a closer 

connection to her brother, who became a father figure for her.  Monica’s extended family 

also played an important role in her growth.  Her uncle and aunt, for example, housed her 

older brother for a time, taught Monica and her siblings strong Christian values and 

morals.  Her uncle was a pastor and would show them a “different scope from my dad, 

not that my dad wasn’t involved in church, [but] somewhere down the line he strayed 

away from that, but my uncle was very, very strict, and my aunt was very, very strict, 

too.”  Monica’s family is, therefore, a blend of traditional and nontraditional.  Traditional 

in that there are two parents, three siblings, and at least one dog (practically nuclear); 

nontraditional in that her parents were often gone, replaced by an older fatherly brother 

and a caring uncle and aunt, all of whom helped to raise her. 

Family, Age, Gender, and Relationships/Dating 

Though Monica did not explicitly tie together her family and her morals, they are 

deeply entwined, though not always in a positive way.  In addition, Monica often 

conceptualized the spaces between her parents and herself as one of age – she sees her 

parents as older, coming from a more rigid generation and she positions herself as 

heralding in new traditions and ways of being that suit her and her own future: 

I feel like a lot of times I pick up more on the errors that my family does, and I 
reflect that as a positive thing, and I mirror my life towards the mistakes that 
they’ve made, and I’m like, I’m not going to go down through that path, even they 
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are always going to be a positive influence, they can be a negative influence but I 
take that as positive: I’m not going to do that.  I shy away even if it is family, 
especially I feel like if it’s at my age, the decisions that I make now, are going to 
be reflected in my future; I have responsibilities now, so whether my parents do 
something right or they do something wrong, I need to kind of go against what 
they have shown that’s a mistake, because now I’m a grown up, now I make my 
own decisions for myself. 

Here, Monica demonstrates the way she has individuated herself from her parents – she 

does not always agree with their decisions and knows she must make the right choices for 

herself.  She sees her parents as providing necessary “grounding” and “humbleness,” but 

also giving her examples of what not to do, thereby providing a kind of picture negative 

of what she wants to do in her own life.     

Monica’s conception of her parents having made mistakes is tied to her 

understanding of age, parenting, gender roles, and morals.  Her father had an affair with a 

younger woman in Guatemala, and Monica learned that while, on the one hand Monica 

“can’t disrespect my father, he’s always going to be my father,” she also learned  

… that I can’t fix someone’s marriage; it’s not because of me that he cheated on 
my mom.  If you couldn’t be a good husband, that’s all between you guys, I’m the 
child here, but you can just be the father that you need to be to me.   So that kind 
of happened; I tried to be positive about it, and I still have to respect you, I’m not 
applauding you for what you did, because I can’t accept that personally.  I’m not 
going to sit there and give you the dad of the year award either, but I’m not going 
to say that you haven’t been there for me, because of you I am here, and I 
appreciate everything you’ve done, but to be honest I’m not going to accept that 
in my future, I’m not going to tolerate that. 

Monica’s father also had children with this woman, a situation that Monica took much 

more personally: 

… that’s an offense towards me, we’re we not good enough? You needed to have 
a second family?  It’s different if my mom wasn’t a good enough spouse to you, 
somewhere along the line she couldn’t please you the way someone else pleases 
you, so you want to go find it somewhere else and now, it’s like, you have 
children, so we weren’t good enough, you have someone else.  I don’t despise 
them, I’ve never met them in my life, it happened recently, even at that, that’s 
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when recently me and my dad got into conflicts … I can’t look at you the same 
way and, in my life, I can’t deem this as right, in a way, the reason why I’m being 
different toward you is because this is what you’ve taught me, you’ve taught me 
right and wrong and you are in the wrong.  So this is how I was raised.  You tell 
me that this is not supposed to happen, so now you’re doing something wrong, do 
you still want me to think it’s right?  No.  You raised me this way, so don’t be 
upset if I don’t agree with you and don’t be upset if I’m not taking your side 
because you’re the one that’s messed up; you’re the one who’s triggered all this 
stuff in my family, and I can’t sit there and act the same way toward you.  It’s 
kind of like a tug-of-war thing, hey man, you reap what you sow … you’re a 
grown man, you make the decisions that you’ve made, and I can’t go off of that, 
but the decision I’m going to make, is my husband will not do that to me, I’m not 
going to allow that and my children will not see that.  You guys are old, you’re set 
in your ways and even at that, I’m still starting my life; you guys are old, you’ve 
already lived your lives, you know and I can’t stay on the same, I can’t agree with 
you and hold your hands through this process.  Stuff like that, since they’ve taught 
me, now I might come into conflict with them because they are old, cranky and, 
whether we like it or not, our parents are a little old fashioned sometimes.  It’s not 
like that anymore, in a way they speak out of ignorance sometimes, and I can’t do 
that, I’m sorry. 

Monica expresses here not only what being a family means, but also what being a 

husband and wife means in terms of gender roles, and how age and generational 

differences divide her from her parents.  For Monica, being a family is not only about 

teaching values and morals, but also about upholding those values in your personal life – 

an ideal she feels her father has betrayed.  However, Monica initially only saw her 

mother as the true betrayed figure and, indeed, places some of the blame for the cheating 

in her mother who could not “please” her father enough.  When the second family is 

revealed, however, Monica is personally affronted, feeling as though she and her siblings 

were “not enough” for her father.  Though she does not articulate it, this puts positions 

her similarly to her mother – as not “pleasing” enough.  Monica also attaches these ideas 

specifically to age and generational differences, though – her parents are “cranky” and 

“old fashioned,” speaking “out of ignorance.”  She, on the other hand, says she will not 

tolerate this kind of behavior in her relationships, suggesting that both parents are 
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complicit in this devaluing and ignorant predicament – her father for being selfish and 

lacking in the morals he taught his children and her mother for allowing it to happen.  

Monica also has more modern ideas of what it means to be a woman.  Indeed, her 

ideas are often divergent from her mothers’, and divergent from her early socialization 

experiences in school, where she felt like an outsider because of her tomboy ways: 

… me and my mom were always in conflict.  She was a girly girl, she wanted to 
see me in beautiful dresses and what not and, if I went shopping with my dad, I 
would come back with shirts and pants.  She was like, you didn’t get her any 
dresses for church.  I hated it; I hated all that, and that’s my me and mom haven’t 
clicked until now because my mom was too much of a girly girl for me.  I was 
raised with boys; I don’t care if there’s grass in my hair; I don’t care about 
makeup.  My mom would shove me, shove me, shove me.  I get that at home, [so] 
I’m not going to come to school and deal with that, especially because you’re not 
my mom.  So all the little girly girls would be like, “Oh, I got these shoes” … I’m 
not going to wear a dress to school, that’s disgusting, but yeah, so I guess that’s 
how it was, all the cool girls had all the cute stuff for girls, and, whether you like 
it or not, she has such a pretty shirt, she has such a pretty backpack, and I just had 
whatever, I didn’t care.  They said, Monica’s weird.  All the weird kids liked me, 
ugh, that’s so embarrassing, he eats his boogers, I don’t know, it was just a bad 
time. 

Monica relates that there was a huge disconnect in her young life – she was raised in a 

family of boys and was a self proclaimed “tomboy,” but this demeanor brought conflict 

with her mother and conflict in her early years of school, but both conflicts relate 

specifically to fashion – wearing dresses to church and having the “cute shoes” and 

“pretty backpack” in school.  Monica, “didn’t care” about not being aligned with the 

“girly girls,” but she also did not want to be aligned with the “weird,” booger-eating kids.  

Being a tomboy, therefore, positioned Monica in opposition to girls embodying 

normative female roles as, almost as default, positioned her with the “weird” kids, forcing 

her into a group to which she did not want to claim membership.  And, while she felt 

socially as an “odd child” and frequently found herself in fights, she still excelled in 
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school, liking “the idea of it, the busy work.”  Monica’s academic success continued 

throughout her K-12 experiences, and, though her negative experiences with gender 

norms might have turned her away from education, it did not.  Monica continued to 

embrace her nontraditional and more modern ways of being a woman, spending time as 

the tomboy but also, in middle school, learning that she could dress up and “be pretty” 

when she wanted to. 

Aspirations, Gender, Relationships 

Indeed, as Monica began to see herself not only as a tomboy but also as “smart” 

and “pretty,” she also began to form aspirations and connections of success for herself 

that, once again, were line with more progressive notions of womanhood: 

Well, when I was younger, I always thought, I’ll become this famous architect, 
right, I’m going to live in this wonderful house.  It’s funny, I never thought, oh, 
I’m going to be this successful woman, I’m going to married and have children, 
I’ve never thought about it in that way, I never thought that success would be 
measured: I’m going to be a happy wife.  I’ve been very independent.  I’m just 
going to have a nice house, live it up!  If somewhere in the mix there’s a good guy 
and he comes in, then whatever, but he is a small factor.  I’ve always thought that, 
and sometimes I don’t even like the way I express it: I want a big house, a nice 
couch all this, because, it’s all vanity.  But if I reach my goal somewhere, my goal 
has given me that type of lifestyle, then I will appreciate that, but I will not lose 
my roots of it, I will always be grounded … I want to be where I’m at because I 
chose that career and I’m happy and somewhere down the line it turns out that I 
am happy as a wife then, okay … 

For Monica, her aspirations for success are less tied to traditional female gender roles and 

much more tied with economic independence and success – goals traditionally associated 

with male success.  Success for Monica is owning a house, having nice furniture, and 

achieving her goal of becoming a well-known architect; in short, establishing a particular 

lifestyle.  She qualifies this by saying that success for her was never about being a 

“successful woman,” suggesting she is well aware of how her aspirations are at odds with 
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normative notions of femininity – such as those embodied by her mother.  In addition, 

she states that if a “good guy” comes along, she will consider this as part of what 

comprises her future and happiness but only “a small part.”  Thus, Monica continues on 

the trajectory of her youth, defining herself not by traditional notions such as those held 

by her parents and even some of her peers, but rather seeking a pathway that aligns with 

her own choices and goals. 

Monica also ties some of her notions of gender to the relationships she cultivates 

as well as her identity as a high achiever: 

… if I was going to consider a relationship I needed you to be on the same kind of 
mindset as me; I refused to be the girl that dates the idiot.  There’s always those in 
high school, like, oh you’re so pretty, you’re so smart, you’re dating this idiot?  I 
refuse that.  I got that all the time from that kid; I will not date someone who the 
teachers said, you’re dating him?  They know him because he’s that bad of a 
student and they know you because you’re that good of a student, and you’re like, 
you date him?  Hey ... I guess, I’m not that proud. 

Monica attaches her identity as a female and her incumbent dating choices with her 

identity as a successful student.  She does not want to be the successful academically but 

unsuccessful socially – indeed, the fact that she considers what teachers might think of 

her dating choices and the way she measures a man’s worth by his own intellectual 

prowess suggests that she considers being smart in the classroom part and parcel with 

being smart socially, both of which are influenced by the way she sees herself as an 

independent, responsible individual able to make choices about her life and future. 

Peers, Relationships, and Achievement 

Monica views her peer friendships and dating relationships much the same way, 

as relationships strategically cultivated with those who have similar values, goals, and 

modes of being as herself: 
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… a lot of my friends that were very structured the way I am, like I like to have 
fun but, at the same time, I’m not going to hang out with people who you’re going 
to think she’s easy and you’ll think I’m easy, too, because I’m with her and that’s 
not the case.  I want respect everywhere I go and if I get disrespected it’s because 
I’ve put myself in a situation where someone thinks its okay to disrespect me, and 
I don’t like that, and that’s how me and my close friends were.  

Just as Monica did not want to be associated with a boy who was perceived by others as 

not smart or not high achieving, she did not want to cultivate a peer group that was 

unstructured, partied too much, or sent a message to others that she could be 

“disrespected” by association.   

That is not to say that Monica has always had this philosophy.  In high school, 

Monica had a “dumb mistake” relationship with a boy that she still regrets:   

… I started talking to the boyfriend I’m dating now and kicked him [the previous 
boyfriend] to the curb … I might as well be by myself and not miserable with 
someone else … I moved on, all by myself, I didn’t need you, I did it by myself. 

When Monica realized things were not working out the way she wanted – it was too 

much of a “rollercoaster” and the relationship lacked trust and stability – she “kicked him 

to the curb,” again seeing herself as the active agent in her life, making decisions and 

choices that impact her life but doing so in a manner that lines up with her goals and 

aspirations. 

Monica talked about her high school relationships and college relationships in 

similar fashion, including friends and friends – she wanted to surround herself with like 

minded people who valued hard work and academic success and who knew how to have 

fun but did not indulge in risky behaviors such as drinking to excess or smoking pot.  

And all her peer friendships and romantic relationships –except the “dumb mistake” in 

high school – were cultivated with her goals in mind.   

From a very young age, Monica was encouraged to attend UT; indeed, she says 

she was “brainwashed.”  Her father would drive them by the stadiums and encourage her 
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that “that’s your school, that’s your school” and to “wear burnt orange.”  Indeed, she 

always felt the burden of being the first in her family to attend to college, a status her 

early academic achievements bolsters: 

… they’ve always said, you’re the one who’s going to go to college, even when I 
was young, I would come home and do my homework and he would say, oh my 
little girl’s going to go to college … and my brothers had the opportunity, the 
oldest he’s so talented artistically, but school was just not his thing … I feel like 
because of that they shoved me on this burden: you have to go to college, you’re 
the only one in this family that has shown since day one that you have that trait 
that you like school.  I’ve always loved school … I always knew I was going to 
go to college but, in a way, I didn’t know how to get there, I didn’t know what a 
GPA was, I didn’t know what my rank was, I felt like the one person was maybe 
one of my high school counselors, but she was more focused on people who were 
going to graduate, colleges, and stuff.  

Her first status comes out in several ways, though, not all complementary.  She is the 

hope of the family, but those hopes are a burden to her, an opportunity unrealizable by 

her siblings, but a burden she also takes up willingly.  Monica also loves school, which 

seems like a natural fit to matriculating to college to her family, but her experiences show 

her that, in fact, she does not have the knowledge needed to navigate the college process.  

And though Monica did not receive much support from her school or teachers regarding 

college, several things helped her find her way to UT:  

She [the counselor] came and talked about rank one day and I was like, what the 
heck is rank?  She passed out papers and gave us our rank and she said top 10% is 
this, and I was right there, and I was like wow, good job!  And my friend, we 
were always the bookworms, but I was the biggest nerd in my group, and we were 
like we should only take honors classes the next year, so we could be together in 
the same classes, that in a way helped me … I’ve maintained my grades fine, but 
if I had known that my first two years of high school like freshman and 
sophomore year I would have kicked my butt, but I didn’t, I was fine, I did fine, 
but I could have done much better had I known.  But as soon as I found out my 
junior year … I was like, well, that sounds very good, I need to get there and I 
worked my butt off my junior year, and I jumped like ten ranks; I was on the edge 
because the class gets smaller by year because people drop out.  I was kicking butt 
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in all my classes, and that’s when I really got triggered, when she started talking 
about rank … 

The information provided by a school counselor, her achievement as a top ten percent 

student, her high achieving peer group, and the competition of increasing her high school 

rank all motivated Monica above and beyond the expectations of her parents and family.  

However, the foundation of Monica’s achievement and high aspirations are embedded in 

her family and their sacrifices:  

… even though he’s [my dad’s] leaving us something there in his country, you  … 
came here for the American dream, your kids are American citizens; they have so 
many opportunities; you should take advantage of them.  I feel like I’m the last 
shot to take advantage of it, and now it’s epic fail.  It was always all eyes on me 
because I always liked school from the beginning … Everything that you’ve [my 
mom has] worked for and all the pain you’ve gone through, it’s all worth it in the 
end, because I’m going to make you proud, not that my brothers haven’t made 
you proud, but I’m the only girl, I’m your baby and I want to take care of you, 
regardless of how hard you work now, regardless of if you want your social 
security tax to come later on when you retire, I’m going to take care of you.  I 
push myself because of her; she’s suffered the most; my dad has suffered, too, but 
she suffered a lot more, and the least I can do is make her proud. 

Monica sees herself as the product of struggle and the opportunity of future ease, for 

herself and her family.  In particular, she recognizes that her failure to achieve the hopes 

of her family would be an “epic fail,” meaning a failure to herself personally, her family 

and a group, and – possibly – all first generation students or all immigrant families who 

aspire to such goals.  In this way Monica internalizes the burden of her role as first in the 

family, but she then channels that burden through her love of education into a productive 

academic existence. 

Monica’s high achieving identity also carried through college.  Although her first 

semester was not as strong as Monica would have liked, she fared better than many 

freshman, and was on honor role by her second semester.  When I asked Monica what 

changed for her, how she was able to turn her grades around, she cited “Better studying 
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habits; I picked up a lot of little techniques to retain better, time management wise.”  

Monica also showed me several pictures related to her life in college that connected with 

her identity as a hard working and high achieving student, including pictures of her post-

it note review materials, one of her three calendars, and even a series of text messages 

showing how she and her friends would continue helping each other study after the 

review session had ended but before the test (Figure 9). 

 

 

Figure 9. Monica’s pictures of her study and time-management techniques 

Not just Monica’s study habits changed, though; she also started changing her 

peer group.  In her first semester she still maintained contact with her local Austin high 

school friends, but in her second semester she started to expand her friendship to 

classmates.  However, her selectivity in choosing friends did not change.  What also did 

not change is these became her everything friends – they studied together, ate together, 

played basketball together, and supported each other throughout their college years. For 

example, Monica and friends would often meet to eat lunch, watch some TV, and 

reconnect between classes at a couch in Gregory Gym.  The name they gave the couch 

says something about the way Monica and her peers view their connection: 
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The almighty couch. Me and Amy would eat lunch there, yeah, we took a picture.  
We would watch ESPN or TV, we would all pack our lunch; I started packing my 
lunch sophomore year, same with Amy and Jason turns out he packs his lunch 
too.  We would all pack our lunches and say what’d you get today, well I got ham 
… Gregory [Gym] is cool for me; I go there sometimes to watch TV, I can’t eat 
and do work, I won’t eat and end up doing my work, so we’d go there and play 
volleyball at Gregory, Jason would rock climb and we would watch him, we’d 
play basketball too.  Gregory’s a good place for me at least. 

For as hard working and dedicated to her studies as Monica is, the almighty coach and 

her fictive campus family illustrate the need she has for a balanced life – she cannot and 

does not study nonstop, but finds a way to get the “hardcore” studying in and finds time 

to decompress and play sports with her friends. 

Summary 

For Monica, her achievements were not dependent on others – she had a drive and 

a thirst for education all her own, and she owned her choices and took responsibility for 

her actions and their consequences at a very young age.  However, what is also clear is 

that Monica’s successes were driven even higher by the way she created and maintained 

friendships throughout high school and college – they were her study buddies, her 

competition, and her friends.  In addition, Monica is also acutely aware of what she 

represents to her family – hope and the American dream.  She knows that she is 

achieving a degree and her aspirations of becoming an architect not only for herself but 

also for her siblings and parents.  However, Monica does not allow traditional gender 

norms to dictate what success is to her.  She chose not to follow in her mother’s 

footsteps, not to kowtow to social pressures in elementary school, and not to allow her 

father’s betrayal to ruin romantic relationships in her life.  Instead, she has set goals that 

she believes will make her happy – a job she loves, monetary independence that will 

allow her take care of her family, and home and furnishings she can come home to.  If a 

man is part of that picture, if being a wife “happens” to bring her happiness, Monica will 
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not shun it, but she does not see her role in life as finding a man and settling down to 

support his goals.  And, though not once did Monica call herself feminist or claim an 

identity as a feminist, she surely is one. 
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Chapter Five: Thematic Narratives 

As previously stated, the goal of chapters four and five is to present data that 

answer my research questions.  The research questions are: (1) what are the narratives of 

successful first-in-the-family college students at the University of Texas at Austin?  (2) 

how do students’ intersectional identities shape their experiences? and (3) considering the 

within-group diversity of the category, what are the implications of using “first-

generation college student” as a construct?  Dividing the data into two chapters of 

manageable nuggets of information not only coincides with the two analytic methods 

employed but also aligns with my research questions.  Chapter four included data 

analyzed through the first analytic method and answering the first two research questions.  

The data in chapter four could not encompass the entire participant pool; however, 

chapter five can and does include data from all participants.  For chapter five, aimed at 

answering the first and third questions, I utilized a thematic coding process.   

Thematic narrative analysis allowed me to understand to what extent students’ 

stories were in concert or tension across individual experiences and also allowed me to 

understand the different ways students responded to and made meaning of common 

challenges.  This kind of analysis reaches to the some of the core tenets of 

intersectionality, not by looking at an individual’s intersecting identities, but by 

examining students’ processes and how they make sense of their experiences.  In 

addition, thematic analysis addresses the third research question by examining the data on 

a collective rather than individual level, thus questioning and probing the bounds of the 

category itself and disrupting the grand deficit narrative already attached to firsts in the 

literature.  To organize this portion of the data, I used four macro constructs aligning with 
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my research questions, the literature reviewed, and the context of the study: first-

generation status, success, identity, and the University of Texas at Austin (UT) context.   

First, however, allow me to introduce participants as a group and to point out 

some of the characteristics of this diverse group of individuals.  See Tables 1 and 2 below 

for personal demographic information and family demographic information, respectively.  

 
Name9 Degree 

Conferred 
Gen
der 

Age Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Major(s) Financial Aid 

Monica Dec 2013 F 18-24 Hispanic Liberal Arts Loans, Work 

Angie May 2012 F 18-24 White Communication, 
Liberal Arts 

Loans, 
Scholarships, 
Work 

Lola May 2011 F 18-24 Hispanic Communication Loans, 
Scholarships, 
Grants, Work-
Study 

Sophie May 2011 F 18-24 Hispanic Area Studies Loans, 
Scholarships, 
Work 

Violet May 2012 F 18-24 Hispanic Liberal Arts Loans, Grants, 
Work 

Summer 
Lee10 

May 2011 F 25+ White Social Sciences Loans, G.I. Bill, 
Work 

Tyler May 2011 M 18-24 Hispanic Engineering Loans, 
Scholarships, 
Work 

Drew11 May 2013 M 18-24 African-
American 

Liberal Arts Loans, 
Scholarships, 
Grants, Work 

Owen May 2012 M 18-24 Hispanic Engineering Scholarships, 
Grants, Work 

Table 1. Participant personal and college demographics 

                                                
9 All names are pseudonyms. 
10 Identifies as bisexual. 
11 Identifies as homosexual. 
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Samuel May 2011 M 18-24 Hispanic History None 
Joaquin May 2012 M 18-24 Hispanic Engineering Loans, 

Scholarships, 
Grants, Work 

Ethan May 2011 M 25+ White Area Studies G.I. Bill 
Jackson May 2012 M 18-24 Biracial Liberal Arts Loans, 

Scholarships, 
Grants, Work 

Wyatt May 2013 M 18-24 African-
American 

Liberal Arts Loans, Grants 

Zamir May 2013 M 18-24 Asian Engineering Loans, 
Scholarships, 
Grants, Work-
Study 

Leo May 2012 M 18-24 Asian Engineering Scholarships, 
Grants 

Adrian May 2012 M 18-24 Hispanic Engineering Loans, 
Scholarships, 
Grants 

Table 1 continued. Participant personal and college demographics 

This study explores the educational experiences of 17 individuals.  Six graduated 

in May of 2011 (Tyler, Samuel, Ethan, Summer Lee, Sophie, and Lola).  Of these six, 

Sophie and Samuel are currently working fulltime and Tyler, Summer Lee, Ethan, and 

Lola are enrolled in graduate school.  Angie, Adrian, Owen, Jackson, Joaquin, Leo, and 

Violet all graduated in May 2012; Zamir, Drew, and Wyatt plan to graduate in May 2013, 

and Monica plans to graduate in December 2013.  Six participants identify as female and 

11 as male; one female identifies as bisexual (Summer Lee) and one male as homosexual 

(Drew).  Nine identify as Latino (Monica, who is Guatemalan American, as well as Lola, 

Sophie, Violet, Tyler, Owen, Samuel, Joaquin, and Adrian, who all identify as Mexican-

American), though one of those nine (Samuel) is multiracial.  Two identify as African 

American (Drew and Wyatt), one as Asian (Zamir), one as Asian-American (Leo), three 

as White (Summer Lee, Angie, and Ethan), and one (Jackson) as biracial (African 
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American and White).  The median age of the participant group is 22, with the oldest 

participant 32 years of age and the youngest 20.   

There is a diversity of fields of study, but the majority majored in liberal arts 

(Monica, Sophie, Violet, Drew, Samuel, Ethan, Jackson, and Wyatt) or engineering 

(Tyler, Owen, Joaquin, Zamir, Leo, and Adrian).  In addition to these majors, Summer 

Lee majored in a social sciences field; Angie and Lola majored in communication.  In 

terms of their financing their college educations, students leveraged a variety of financial 

resources, except for Samuel who relied entirely on his family and lived at home.  Of the 

remaining 16 participants, 13 obtained government loans, 11 obtained a scholarship of 

some form (though amounts varied widely, from a few hundred dollars to full funding), 

10 obtained a grant of some amount, 10 worked during college (though some only 

worked in the summer and some held positions on campus in a student affairs office or 

lab), two participated in a work-study program, and two used veteran benefits. 

 
Name Family Status Family 

Income12 
Student’s 

Birth 
Country 

Parents’ 
Birth 

Country 

First 
Language 

Highest 
Parental 

Education 
Monica Mother, Father, 

Brother, Brother 
Mid US Guatemala English Some 

College 
Angie Mother, Father, 

Sister 
High US US English High 

School 
Diploma 

Lola Mother, Aunt, 
Grandmother 

Low US Mexico Spanish Some High 
School 

Table 2. Participant family demographics 

                                                
12 Income level determined by triangulating U.S. Census Bureau income quartiles and TRiO data for 
family size and low-income levels for 2012.  In instances where the students’ estimation of family income 
did not match the expected systemic data, I identified the student as indicated by transcript data.  In other 
words, if the student indicated a family income of mid-income range but talked about being from a low-
income family and struggling financially as a child, I identified the student’s income as low, coinciding 
with his/her lived experiences. 
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Sophie Mother, Father, 
Brother, 
Brother, Brother 

Mid Mexico Mexico English Some High 
School 

Violet Mother, Father, 
Sister, Sister, 
Brother 

Low US Mexico Spanish Some High 
School 

Summer 
Lee 

Mother, Sister, 
Brother 

Low US US English Some 
College 

Tyler Mother, Father, 
Sister, Sister, 
Sister 

Mid US Mexico Spanish Elementary 

Drew Mother, 
Stepfather, 
Sister, Brother 

Low US US English Some 
College 

Owen Mother, Father, 
Sister 

Mid US Mexico Spanish Middle 
School 

Samuel Mother, Father, 
Grandmother, 
Aunt 

Mid US US English High 
School 
Diploma 

Joaquin Mother, Father, 
Brother, 
Brother, Sister, 
Sister 

Low US Mexico English Some 
College 

Ethan Mother, Father, 
Sister, Sister 

Mid US US English High 
School 
Diploma 

Jackson Grandmother, 
Brother, Sister 

Low US US English Some 
College 

Wyatt Mother, Father, 
Sister 

Mid US US English Some 
College 

Zamir Mother, Father, 
Brother, 
Brother, Sister 

Low United 
Arab 
Emirates 

Pakistan Urdu High 
School 
Diploma 

Leo Mother, 
Stepfather, 
Sister, Bother 

Low US Laos English Some High 
School 

Adrian Mother, Father, 
Brother, Sister, 
Sister 

Mid US Mexico Spanish High 
School 
Diploma 

Table 2 continued. Participant family demographics 
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I also collected information about participants’ families.  Eleven participants have 

relatively nuclear family structures, with a mother, father, and some number of siblings 

(Monica, Zamir, Sophie, Joaquin, Adrian, Wyatt, Owen, Angie, Ethan, Violet, and 

Tyler).  Two participants had absent fathers but the presence of a stepfather (Drew and 

Leo), and four participants had families with a female as the family head, though for two 

it was a mother (Lola and Summer Lee), for one it was a grandmother (Jackson), and for 

one it was a mother, grandmother, and aunt (Samuel).  In terms of socioeconomic 

status13, eight identified as having grown up in a low-income family, eight in a mid-

income family, and one in a high-income family. 

Fifteen participants were born in the United States; Zamir was born in the United 

Arab Emirates and Sophie was born in Mexico.  In terms of parental lineage, only seven 

participants have parents born in the United States (Angie, Jackson, Summer Lee, Drew, 

Samuel, Wyatt, and Ethan).  Zamir’s parents were born in Pakistan; Leo’s parents were 

born in Laos, and Monica’s parents were born in Guatemala.  Lola, Joaquin, Violet, 

Sophie, Adrian, Owen, and Tyler’s parents were born in Mexico.  Of those whose parents 

emigrated from Latin America, four emigrated illegally but later obtained citizenship or 

work visas.  In terms of language status, 11 participants have always spoken English, 

while five spoke Spanish first (Tyler, Adrian, Owen, Lola, and Violet), and Zamir spoke 

Urdu first.  Finally, parental education varied widely; I have indicated the highest 

educational level obtained by either parent in the table.  Tyler’s parent(s) matriculated 

through elementary school; Owen’s parent(s) though middle school; Sophie, Leo, Lola, 

                                                
13 Income level determined by triangulating U.S. Census Bureau income quartiles and TRiO data for 
family size and low-income levels for 2012.  In instances where the students’ estimation of family income 
did not match the expected systemic data, I identified the student as indicated by transcript data.  In other 
words, if the student indicated a family income of mid-income range but talked about being from a low-
income family and struggling financially as a child, I identified the student’s income as low, coinciding 
with his/her lived experiences. 
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and Violet’s parent(s) obtained some high school education; Angie, Samuel, Ethan, 

Adrian, and Zamir’s parent(s) obtained a high school diploma; and Jackson, Summer 

Lee, Drew, Wyatt, Joaquin, and Monica’s parent(s) obtained some college education. 

As the reader can tell from this demographic information, the participant pool is 

diverse across several axes, including but not limited to gender, sexual orientation, 

socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, parental education, immigration status, language 

status, field of study, family status, and financial aid resources.  The sample, therefore, 

certainly has had diverse educational trajectories.  What tie this group together are three 

characteristics: they are all the first in their family to graduate from college (though for 

some, an older sibling helped pave the way); they have been or are successful in 

matriculating through college; and they all attended the University of Texas at Austin.  

Though they are a diverse gathering of individuals, these students have experienced some 

common challenges.  In order to explore their experiences, I will delve more deeply into 

their first-generation status, their diverse identities, their success, and the University of 

Texas at Austin (UT) context. 

FIRST-IN-THE-FAMILY STATUS  

Students’ first status emerged in a variety of ways but was most often attached to 

feelings of accomplishment and pride at beating he odds.  Students also connected their 

first identity to their family support, though educational mobility often was accompanied 

by growing familial distance.  Finally, all students linked their first status to a 

generational impact beyond themselves, encompassing their siblings, cousins, future 

children, and past generations. 
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Beating the Odds 

All participants attached feelings of pride, accomplishment, and happiness to their 

educational success and their first status.  In particular, students articulated that they 

knew they were overcoming challenges not all students face and were proud of their 

ability to persist despite the possibility of failure. 

Leo, for example, spoke about not having guidance and his lack of positive role 

models:  

Being a first-generation kid, and being the oldest I had no one else to guide me on 
where to go my cousins weren’t the greatest role models my cousins dropped out 
of high school so I didn’t want to do that at all. 

Leo was not alone in his recognition of overcoming stout obstacles to achieve his goals.  

Drew also communicated that, while he knew he was attempting a feat that would be 

challenging due his “differences,” the accomplishment meant all the more for having 

achieved so much against the odds:  

As a first generation college student my time here at the University of Texas has 
been extremely awesome.  However, I still feel as if I lack the resources of some 
of my peers.  Despite my differences, it is the only way I can see change in the 
future if I graduate from college.  My degrees in Sociology and Youth and 
Community Studies will embody opportunity, struggle, ambition, and courage 
within them because I did not quit.  I may be the first generation, but there will be 
many more members of my family from future generations who will obtain 
doctoral degrees and law degrees.  I hope for a better future and I see change 
coming soon.   

Drew’s comment illustrates the awareness firsts have their lack of “resources.”  All 

students in the participant pool talked about their first status as positioning them as “less 

than” their peers; however, as Drew’s reflection that his degree represents “opportunity, 

struggle, ambition, and courage” also resonated throughout participant experiences.  It is 

important to note that these positive feelings are attached intrinsically to their first status 

in part because their first status represents a negative expectation. 
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Owen also noticed a discontinuity between his family and his fellow engineers’ 

families.  Owen related a story wherein he and his friend were studying for an 

engineering course.  His friend commented, “I asked my dad about this problem and this 

is what they do in practice.”  Owen was astounded at this and realized this moment 

caused him to reconsider his parents and his sense of self: 

Owen: They [my parents] were juxtaposed to [the parents of] engineers, people 
with degrees, and I’d never seen my parents as people lacking a degree or 
anything like that, they were just my parents, but now I saw that we both have 
parents but they were very, very different, we were both raised, we were both 
from the same cities even because they were from Houston as well, even though 
we were parallel and we had the same interest, even though those things were the 
same, we were still very different, I’d never been exposed to that because back 
home I didn’t know anyone’s parents who were engineers or anything like that, 
they were working class parents, labor jobs, that’s what I was always used to so it 
was different. 

Beth: Did that change the way you thought of yourself at all?  

Owen: I think so, like I said, it felt like my family didn’t have something and that 
made me feel kind of, not bad, not bad about myself, it made me proud; I’ve made 
it this far, I’m unique, that’s something special, it definitely made me want to 
have something for my family; it drove me, like OK, we don’t have that but I can 
bring that to my family, I can bring a degree.  I don’t know it defined myself 
more, that aspect of myself, it was just like, everybody’s like that but then I found 
out that everybody wasn’t that way so it defined that side of me which I didn’t 
pay attention before. 

Owen’s comment illustrates that firsts attach two paradoxical concepts to their first 

status: difference and pride.  Indeed, students’ conception of themselves as overcoming 

challenges their peers did not confront allowed firsts to reframe deficit rhetoric 

surrounding their first status as pride, hope, and accomplishment. 

Violet provided a very clear conception of how the ideas of first status, 

accomplishment, and deficit work together to mutually constitute her experiences.  She 
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spoke about fulfilling her college goal as both fulfilling her family’s goal and “defying 

the odds” of her “situation”:  

Being the first in my family to graduate from college is a huge honor and 
fulfillment of a goal that is not only mine, but also of my parents.  My parents 
struggled as I was growing up but I defied the odds of many in my situation and 
am now a few months away from graduating.  The opportunity to set the example 
for my siblings to follow is great because I have proven to them that it doesn’t 
matter what my family did, we can still forge our own paths and be successful in 
life.  I am also glad that I can be a role model to not only my siblings but also to 
other growing students as well.  

Students, therefore, link powerful affective responses to their graduation and degree 

attainment due to the way they attach overcoming challenges to their first status.  The 

degree becomes an emblem of accomplishment and pride not only for themselves but 

their families.   

Familial Support and Tension 

 In addition to feeling their degree attainment as a first was about beating the odds, 

all students cited support from their families for pursuing their goals.  Familial support 

manifested in a variety of ways, though, and was often accompanied by hidden tensions. 

Lola puts it most succinctly: “My family is number one, that’s definitely my 

motivation, they are my support system so family always comes first.”  Leo more 

specifically cites his mother as a strong motivating force in his degree attainment: 

… another reason why [I studied harder] is because I wanted to make my mom 
proud, growing up as the eldest child in the family my mother looks for me for 
like, talking to in English and getting help on various things you know I 
remember a point in my life when I said something kind of smart, and my mom is 
really proud of me and she was like, good job, I’m glad you figured that out.  I 
guess I felt good about myself and that’s when I started to want to do good … 

Leo’s comment is particularly relevant as it highlights a phenomena of mutual 

reinforcement that many students commented on: parental encouragement led to success, 
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and success led to feelings of pride/accomplishment, which spurred the student to 

continue achieving.  

The most meaningful support students cited was aspirational and motivational in 

nature; however, maintaining support was not always easy.  Students commented on 

specific kinds of support parents provided, such as being driven to and from school 

events, receiving emotional support, being given clear ground rules and expectations, and 

receiving help when studying; however, at some point, all students surpassed their 

parents in academic knowledge.  Regardless of prior levels of involvement and 

assistance, parents had to then take a more motivational and aspirational role in their 

students’ lives.  One of Adrian’s pictures (see Figure 10) of a common household 

occurrence illustrates the way parental support had to change in reaction to educational 

attainment:   

That’s my dad. Um, so this is at home.  This is our house in Houston … and the 
reason that I chose this picture is, this is my dad at 2 a.m.; I was actually studying 
for a test.  This is actually … here in college, but at home this is basically what 
high school was about as well, growing up, that my parents couldn’t help me out 
with my calculus homework or with my biology or anything like that.  They 
found it very fascinating what I was doing, but if they couldn’t help me, they 
would be next to me.  I took the picture, so I was sitting right next to him. 
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Figure 10. Adrian and father work late at night 

The image Adrian chose positions himself and his father as side-by-side companions, 

working at a table by lamplight on their projects.  And, in a way, they are companions in 

creating Adrian’s success – his father wants him to know he is not alone.  In other way, 

they are incredibly distant; Adrian’s increasing education takes him further away from his 

parents and all they know.  This literal space is particularly meaningful in that it 

highlights the figurative space parents must navigate – maintaining support and 

connection even as their child moves away from them. 

Educational achievement was often paired with a growing distance from parents, 

even in tightly knit families, a tension that ran throughout the transcripts.  Owen, who 

was waiting to hear admissions decisions from graduate schools when I interviewed him, 

articulated it thusly: 

That [getting into graduate school] is what is driving me right now.  I feel really 
kind of young and in another sort of boundary, I guess coming into undergrad and 
getting away from my family but I was still in Texas but now I’m crossing 
another boundary, going out of state and doing my own thing, on my own 
endeavors I guess; because, it’s my own decision – with my family’s support – 
but I feel more kind of alone, I don’t really know what’s on the other side, but I’m 
still going for it, so I feel like it’s more different.  I feel like I’m going to be more 
distant from my family, both physical distance and also they don’t understand 
completely what it means to go to grad school or go into research, because, I 
know they haven’t done that before or know of anyone who has done that so I feel 
like there is some separation. 

Importantly, Owen describes his Bachelor’s graduation as “another sort of boundary,” 

indicating that his high school graduation and college trajectory were another boundary, 

what could be characterized as intellectual border crossing.  Owen describes here what 

several students echoed – that obtaining education beyond their parents is movement 

away from the people they love.  This boundary happened in various ways and at various 

times for participants, but they all recognized the move toward education was 
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simultaneously a move away from family.  Despite this movement, as Adrian, Lola, and 

Leo voiced above, participants’ parents were a major source of inspiration and support.  

Students did derive motivation from various sources, though.  Parents were most 

often cited as providing direct motivation through encouragement and positive support.  

In some instances, though, parents provided motivation by embodying the opposite of 

what the student sought: 

I think it’s also made me realize, like, I love my mom, but I don’t want to be like 
that when I get older.  I want to be able to look back on my life and be, like, I was 
happy, and I did things, and … I made a difference, you know?  I don’t want to 
look back on my life and regret, I guess. 

For Angie, her educational attainment and aspirations were divergent from her parents’ 

achievements not only due to their direct encouragement but also because Angie aspired 

to be different than her parents.  Angie’s mother did not intend to inspire her daughter in 

this way, but it was motivation for Angie nonetheless. 

Some parents strategically enacted this same pattern, though.  Tyler’s father had 

his son work side by side with him at his auto body shop from the time Tyler turned 12.  

This was to instill in Tyler the value of a work ethic and earning his way in life, but also 

served to inspire Tyler to want to move beyond the day-to-day grind he experienced 

alongside his father: 

Being a first generation college student is really important to me and most 
important to my family.  Since I can remember, my father has always pushed me 
to be better than him, to look for a better life than he ever had.  My father is very 
fortunate to be where he is at with only a sixth grade education.  He has told me 
of the struggle[s] … he’s had [in the past].  He taught me the valuable lesson of 
hard work but putting me to work with him at his shop at the age of 12.  Working 
10-12 hours a day with sometimes no A/C in the hot summer.  He didn’t do it as a 
punishment but rather to see what it is he goes through everyday.  That’s when I 
learned how important an education was to my future.  I was blessed with the 
ability to learn and pick up on things fairly quickly so I knew I had to take 
advantage.  My opportunity for a college degree probably meant more to my 
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family than it did to me.  Although somewhat pressured by this, I knew I could 
not fail them.  Receiving my BS this past May was probably the happiest I’ve 
seen my family.  Their support is the biggest thing that helped me throughout my 
years. 

In this way, Tyler was inspired achieve more than his father had and to do so for himself 

and his family.  This did manifest as a kind of pressure, but the pressure was also a kind 

of support, bolstering him when success was less tangible.  Tyler’s degree, therefore, 

become the collective achievement of the family since their support made it possible. 

Generational Impact 

All participants linked their success and achievements to their positive self image, 

hard work, and pride.  However, they also all saw their educational attainment as 

emanating from past generations and impacting future generations.  Angie, who had one 

of the more strained relationships with her parents14, though emphasizing her personal 

accomplishments, still links her achievement to her family, in particular her and her 

sister’s future children: 

Angie: I’m not sure where to even start because it is kind of just not hitting me 
that I am actually graduating … but I suppose it means that I have automatically 
made something of my life.  I have genuinely succeeded by reaching this goal and 
haven’t let anything hold me back, which makes me proud of myself.  Also, 
because none of my family … really cared about school, this is now what sets me 
apart from them … I am transcending my background or something and also that 
graduating will frame my image, my person as how I want to be seen in their eyes 
and everyone else’s.  I want to be that smart, reliable, determined girl/woman of 
the family.  But also, I think it sets the standards and the path for the future of my 
family as well as my own future.  I want my kids and my sister’s kids to say, look, 
mom and Aunt Angie did it … we can do it too! 

Angie illustrates the way firsts are persisting for themselves and their families 

simultaneously.  Angie connects this sense of success to her identity as a woman, a leader 

                                                
14 Angie’s father had a well paying job he hated and was an alcoholic, and her mother was desperately 
unhappy for much of Angie’s life growing up. 
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in the family.  While students connected personal characteristics to their success in 

variety of ways, they always connected their attainment to their families and their ability 

to bring something back to their families. 

 Ethan, for example, connects his educational trajectory specifically with financial 

security.  Ethan conceptualizes this as a classic American Dream narrative, even citing 

the iconic imagery of Horatio Alger’s ragged Dick, who pulled himself up “by his 

bootstraps”: 

Um, it’s a point of pride.  I think it’s a point of, uh, hopefully transition.  I mean, 
there’s been generations of poor Zimmermans15.  So, … hopefully it’s sort of the 
tide is turning, you know.  It’s … I guess, basking the cliché, you know, if it could 
be some sort of bootstrap story, that would be nice.  Um, I forget how the saying 
goes, but it’s something about, you know, families are always changing their 
position in America.  They’re always rising and falling or something like that in 
America.  And I hope … that I can contribute something to the rise of the 
Zimmerman family, you know, in some way.  Um, I think that that’s important 
‘cause I don’t want my kids to have to live the same childhood I did.  I lived a 
great childhood … I mean, don’t let me make it sounds worse than it was; it was a 
wonderful childhood.  I wouldn’t trade it for anything. 

Ethan’s hope is for his achievements to impact not only his personal life, but that his act 

of “pulling himself up” will result in his entire family benefitting from increased 

socioeconomic status.  And this conceptualization makes sense considering Ethan grew 

up in a low-income household, as he illustrated in one of his pictures (Figure 11).  

 

                                                
15 Pseudonym. 
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Figure 11. Ethan’s sister playing in the family’s driveway 

This picture features his sister “in the driveway, like, playing with a bucket. That was 

basically our childhood (laughter) … It was uh … it was like a very rural sort of 

rednecky, poor kid existence.”  For Ethan, the generational impact lies in creating 

financial stability. 

 Jackson conceptualizes his generational impact as relating to financial stability as 

well; however, he also connected it to race (he is biracial), and more explicitly connects it 

to past generations, in particular his grandmother.  In this passage, Jackson also 

comments on some of the distance he feels with his family, but he concludes with the 

idea of breaking a cycle, a cycle he frames as a generations-old struggle of race and class:   

Essentially, to be a first generation college student in my family is a continuation 
of an effort to attain stability in this world by my grandmother … To the rest of 
my family, excluding myself, this is some general path toward gaining a foothold 
in life in a financial sense.  There is a nice simplicity in their conception of what I 
am doing here at UT.  It is merely another, though better, means of securing a job.  
The limitless opportunities, the self-discovery, and the prestige of it all is mostly 
lost on them.  However, they are very supportive in a minimal and general sort of 
way.  I am not certain that one person in my entire family could tell you what I do 
here at Texas, but it doesn’t make a difference to me.  I know they would if they 
could or knew to.  To me, I am embodying a class and racial struggle that began 
before me and will wage on after.  It is a responsibility to break a cycle and start a 
new one.  I knew I must make the absolute most of it because this chance could 



 204 

have gone to someone else.  That directly implies a responsibility and a duty in 
being the first, in this capacity, or really with anything in life. 

Jackson also emphasizes in this passage that these achievements and the incumbent 

potential for family prosperity come with duty.  This is a responsibility to take what his 

grandmother started long ago – when she supported her daughter in an interracial 

marriage and raised her grandchildren in the wake of her daughter’s murder – and to 

forge a new future for his family that less bound by historical narratives of poverty and 

race.   

A final way students conceptualized generational impact was as paying their 

parents back for sacrifices made.  Students were aware that their educational success 

came with a price for their parents, whether that price was in working dead-end or 

physically hard jobs, dreams deferred to support their families, or distance creating by 

sending their children into the less familiar postsecondary educational realm.  Lola 

connects this notion of paying back her parents to easing their financial burdens; she also 

links their sacrifice to her ability to “not be a statistic”: 

Being the first in my college [family] to graduate means I am able to provide my 
family with help that they never were able to have before.  It will allow me to help 
them stop working and finally relax and live a comfortable life.  Graduating has 
opened doors for me and helped me not become just another statistic.  I will be 
able to have a decent job where I won’t have to worry every single day if I’ll have 
enough money to make rent.  It will also allow my future children not to worry 
and stress over their family’s financial situation.  They will see that anything is 
possible and they can achieve, go to school, and do anything they want.  Being the 
first to graduate means I can finally pay back my family for everything they have 
done and provided for me.  

Financial stability is clearly a goal for firsts, and graduation is also clearly a necessary 

stop on the way.  Jackson, for example, said, “I think I’m still in project one, or I’m 

finishing their project, I haven’t started mine yet.”  The meaning students attached to 

their first status links back to their families, often through multiple generations, including 
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parents, siblings, grandparents, future children, and cousins.  As these passages illustrate, 

firsts see their accomplishments as a part of something greater than themselves, a kind of 

generational stability that reaches beyond their individual future success into the lives of 

loved ones. 

IDENTITY 

Participants articulated that multiple aspects of identity were salient in shaping 

their perceptions of education, success, and self.  Constructs that resounded throughout 

participant’s narratives include race, culture, gender and sexuality, hard work and high 

achievement, and immigrant status. 

Race  

Race was most significant for students who grew up as a minority in some way, 

such as Wyatt, who was made to feel an emblem of his race by being expected to be “the 

Black guy in my school who was supposed to be the smartest black guy or whatever.”  

However, minority status came in multiple forms.   Angie also grew up as minority, but 

in a very different way; she was one of few white students attending predominantly 

Hispanic schools.  While for Angie, the construct of race manifested in college as 

surprise at the “Whiteness” of UT’s campus, for Wyatt, campus represented a new 

chance to blend in and live his life out of the racial spotlight. 

Students also attached meaning to their success in light of their race.  All students 

were aware they were beating the odds concerning their lack of college-educated parents, 

but students who were aware of low educational attainment within their claimed race saw 

themselves as beating the odds from a racial position as well: 

 … my parents … have been very motivational in getting that [my degree], in 
helping me get here to where I’m at today, and the person that I’m today, and the 
values that I hold um, and then from me, that means a lot for especially for the 
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Hispanic community.  There aren’t that many Hispanics that are in engineering 
and sciences even in such a large university like UT.  I think a couple in 2009, I 
think one of the Tex[as newspapers] … or something like that, they, they actually 
interviewed me about adding diversity to the program.  They said “what do you 
think about the diversity here?”  I said, “It’s a very diverse school, a fair group, 
but I think we can do better.  There aren’t that many Hispanics.  There’s four or 
five of us in [my engineering field].  There aren’t any Hispanic professors.  
There’s, more Hispanic students in chemical and mechanical electrical 
engineering.  But overall, so the ratio is very small.  And I think we can do better, 
and you know, just moving forward with that.  

Adrian connects his own racial identity to broader diversity goals, positioning himself as 

someone who is contributing to positive changes in diversity due to his attendance at UT 

and his intention to obtain a Ph.D. and become part of the academy.  In this way, Adrian 

is beating the odds on at least two levels, his first identity and his Hispanic identity. 

Race was also significant for those who directly experienced racism of some sort, 

such as Zamir, who was featured in chapter four – though the racism he directly 

described was more related to religion, his religion is tied inextricably to his race.  In 

addition, Drew, also featured in chapter four, experienced racism when he tried to run for 

a government office in high school and was told he would win “because you’re Black.”  

Drew responded to this racial aggression by attempting to be seen as an individual rather 

than as his race, but he met with only partial success.   

Race was also significant for students, such as Jackson, who did not fit a 

stereotypical racial phenotype.  Jackson said,  

… actually, as a matter of genetics and just cultures that all came into me … I 
didn’t really have a choice from the beginning … I never had the option to choose 
a particular demographic or, um, cultural style or anything and stick with that … 
my father’s black and my mother’s white; my father’s parents were a military 
family and well to do and my mother’s family was a struggling single mother with 
children and lived in a small country town.  So, they couldn’t have been more 
opposite as far as where they were coming from and life experience and where 
they were going.  So, from the beginning, I couldn’t choose between a, sort of, 
more simple, wholesome country life and kind of a bustling, ambitious city life.  
So I was right on the line on that all growing up and far as racially, um, I don’t 
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look like either race.  Don’t look like anyone in my family, other than my brother 
and an aunt.  So, we were … it was already confusing from the beginning to kind 
of wrap your mind around how racial things worked.  

Jackson’s comment here highlights the significance of race in his life, but also how race 

(and class) were about straddling worlds for him.  He never fit into either, and Jackson 

attributes this lack of fitting in too much of his success – he was “forced” to circulate in 

multiple groups, none of which looked like him. 

Culture 

For many students culture, not race, was a much more important construct in their 

experiences.  For some, like Owen, his bicultural experiences – shuttling back and forth 

between the U.S. and Mexico and mingling cultures – are key to how he sees himself:  

I think it [my culture] nurtured my positive side so definitely let me keep it 
throughout my whole life and it was never taken away from me so that’s good … 
it was definitely a ton of culture mixed together, that’s how I was raised, I was 
never one, like I have to be American I have to not eat and not speak Spanish and 
not eat Mexican food; it was definitely both all the time and it’s really confusing 
for someone else to think, American thanksgiving in Mexico, that’s really weird, 
but it happened every year, it was kind of a tradition.  So that’s why I identify a 
lot with Mexican American or Chicano, having both, that’s how I see myself – I 
do have both, they are mixed together; I would never be able to say I’m one or the 
other because then I would be denying one of them or rejecting the other one. 

For Owen and several other participants, culture was always prominent and they 

navigated and transitioned among multiple cultures seamlessly, their sense of identity 

secure in its fluidity and multifaceted. 

For a few students, though, culture did not become prominent until college, when 

they explored their culture through coursework and organizations.  For, example, when I 

asked Sophie about what she learned in college, she spoke of her culture:  

Sophie: I learned a lot.  I learned a lot about my self, my culture and my people … 
my Mexican culture, my family especially, my raza!  My culture; I learned a lot 
about the history of Mexican American people here in the United States.  I 
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learned, I was so much more aware about the social issues that Mexican American 
people face, especially Mexican immigrants, because, that is the culture I relate to 
the most, Mexican immigrant people.  I am not Mexican American … I guess not 
… When I introduce myself I say Mexican, I was born in Mexico.  I’m Mexican, 
but then I stop and explain that I’ve been here all my life, so I guess in a sense 
then I am Mexican American … I was [also] more aware of social issues; I was 
more aware of the daily struggle that Mexican immigrants face everyday, and I 
guess that also gave me a deeper appreciation for what my parents did for me.  I 
always knew that I wanted to come to school to be able to repay like a debt that I 
feel like I owe them for what they did for us, but it’s not just for them anymore; 
because, I know there are so many people who can’t go to college, there are so 
many people who, because of their immigrant status, they are afraid to go to 
school, with all of the Dream Act stuff going on right now, a lot of people are 
afraid of being deported.  I feel like I am not only a voice for them but also have 
the opportunity to help in some way, use my education in some way to then 
educate other people. 

For Sophie, her culture not only connects her to a personal and familial past but to a 

broader idea of the Mexican American immigrant experience.  Learning about her culture 

provided Sophie with ways to conceptualize herself and connect her achievement to 

others in a more meaningful way.  Sophie is also still a bit conflicted about her culture, 

though – she comments that she must qualify her claim to Mexican American culture, 

perhaps in part because she came to know her culture later in life.   

 Many students linked their culture to specific traditions, including food and 

language.  Adrian showed me a picture (Figure 12) of his family and their Christmas 

tradition of making tamales and told me: 

I think it [my culture] has played a major part into it [my educational journey] just 
because, you know, my parents have always reminded me to stay close to your 
roots, and to remember those and remember what, you know, your grandparents 
fought for here and what, you know, we did to come here and work, a lot of 
sacrifices we made ‘cause we could’ve easily stayed at the ranch, you know, if my 
mom wouldn’t have convinced my dad, I never would’ve probably have been 
here.  I probably would’ve, I probably would’ve taken over my dad’s ranch.  Who 
knows?  But I think that would’ve been very likely.  And so, but my parents, 
okay, even though you’re in the United States and you’re working, I understand 
you are very involved in your studies, number one thing, but don’t forget about 
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where you come from and what language you speak.  So, because, I’ve forgotten 
a little bit, some of the Spanish I grew up learning, my parents always emphasize 
that when I go home to speak Spanish, you know, find some friends, watch the 
news in Spanish and stuff like that.  My dad actually just got me a little 
dictionary, so you don’t forget, “Oh, thanks, dad!”  And I want to; I’m very 
motivated.  I used to, growing up I think I would, I didn’t like speaking Spanish 
… I spoke it at home but I almost, I feel like embarrassed when I would go to 
school.  I’m like, you know, I guess because I don’t know felt like they’ll know 
I’m Hispanic, Mexican and people wouldn’t like me or something like that. 

 

 

Figure 12. Adrian’s family makes tamales for Christmas 

Adrian not only connects his culture to food and language, though.  The food and 

language are emblems of what his culture represents to him: unity and progress.  He cites 

his grandparents and parents for their sacrifice, himself for his achievements, and his 

culture as the glue that holds all of them together.  If there is a balm to the family tensions 

and distance created by social mobility, it seems to be culture, at least for some students. 

Culture was not always positive, though.  Lola and Violet in particular felt that 

they had to break societal and even familial stereotypical expectations attached to their 

culture and gender.  In this instance culture does not bind family but instead alienates 
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peers.  Lola discussed how, by attending mostly AP classes and being one of few Latinas 

in those classes, she felt separate from her peers.  When she would attend electives, “it 

could go one of either ways, they could have me help them or like, ‘You’re not Mexican, 

you’re white,’ because, I guess I was in AP classes and stuff, so for a long time I felt like, 

maybe I’m not Latina …” Lola continued to explain the distance created from her 

Hispanic peers by embracing her high achieving identity: 

Lola: I don’t know how to explain it, by being in AP classes and going on towards 
my education, maybe that was a cop out or maybe I was seen as being white-
washed or something, and I think that was a big thing in my school that it was 
like, because maybe I wasn’t wearing tight clothes or that I wasn’t pregnant, 
which I was totaled for, it’s like, “You’re Mexican, why don’t you have a kid 
already?” it was kind of … My school was very weird. It was very much, ok, 
you’re doing that, you’re either a nerd or your not a Mexican, I guess, yeah it was 
very interesting. 

Beth: Do you think that has anything to do with why you prefer the term Latina 
rather than Mexican America, or maybe those are just terms, I don’t know… 

Lola: Yeah, it doesn’t matter to me, but sometimes I would be like, I am Latina, I 
am Mexican American, just because I’m not living up to the stereotypes doesn’t 
make me any less.  Spanish was my first language; you can’t get anymore 
Mexican than that. I guess it always bothered me and I guess that’s why my 
sorority helped me learn more about myself and that being an educated Latina 
woman is awesome, and I’m not living up to the stereotype. 

Lola’s peers created a negative stereotype – a Latina wears tight clothes and gets 

pregnant while young – that Lola refused to live up to.  This breaking of the mold caused 

a schism between Lola and her Hispanic peers on the basis of culture.  And, though Lola 

could claim Spanish as a clear marker of her Latina heritage, she was often still perceived 

as “white washed.”  Educational attainment, therefore, sometimes required students to 

actively move against the tide of peer pressure and, in doing so, tackle issues of culture.  

Lola questioned her own sense of self – whether she was Latina enough – and used her 
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sorority (a Latina service organization) to help her reclaim her culture and take pride in 

her own construction of being a Latina. 

Income 

Income was a driving force for many students in their educational journeys.  

Social mobility was a clear goal for many students and their families, but those from 

lower income backgrounds attached more importance to the mobility education would 

garner them.  Summer Lee, for example, attaches her status of coming from a low-

income background with feeling devalued; her educational attainment becomes a 

commodity, separate from income but contributing to her sense of self-worth, a worth 

that her education makes “inherent” to sense of being rather than attached to external 

monetary values: 

I feel like I’ve triumphed or something. Uh, like I could have gone anyway, being 
from a low-income family and not really having much and that’s - I feel really 
comfortable with who I am because I have this, I have my education, I have the 
value that’s inherent within that, and I have that to offer to the world now, 
whereas I didn’t - I felt really incomplete not having that and coming from low-
income. It was like, it was helpless and worthless and I just …my self-worth has 
expanded infinitely. 

Summer Lee’s aspirations for achievement in some form, which she attained first through 

the military and then through education, blossomed at a young age, in large part due to 

her low-income status the way she felt “helpless and worthless.” 

Once gaining access to college, income remained salient for many students, such 

as Drew, featured in chapter four, who continued to send money home and had to 

navigate fending for himself, contributing to his family, and not allowing his family to 

become overly dependent.  Just as Drew and his family experienced tension over the 

growing financial distance between his circumstances and theirs, income could become 

part of a narrative of distance and a move away from familiar family roots.  Jackson, the 
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recipient of a full scholarship, tells of the time he was give a speech in his senior year and 

his grandmother came to Austin, Texas for the first time to see him give his speech.  He 

had offered to buy her a new dress, but she refused.  On the day of the speech, they left 

for the venue and Jackson told me that 

… she’s all quiet and everything, and I can tell something’s on her mind and I can 
tell she’s getting upset driving down through campus, and I ask her, you know, 
what’s wrong?  Because, internally I’m shaking because I’m about to give this 
speech in front of like the president and everybody and I’m like trying to get 
myself together and now, and I can’t believe that she’s here and that I’m seeing 
UT and my grandmother in the same picture because there’s, like I said, these 
have been two different world.  And so, this is a blending of realities … and I’m 
just like what’s, you know, what’s wrong?  And, in this moment, and then it’s one 
of those things I try to not let myself think of anymore, you know, but it turned 
out to be that she thought that she wasn’t dressed nice enough.  That she was 
going to embarrass me or, you know, not live up to whatever it is and I just – ah – 
that was the shot through the heart, because, that’s this game I’m playing … and I 
couldn’t tell [her] that’s the heart of everything that I do with you, is … I want 
you to know about it and understand your contribution to it so you can be proud 
of it.  But I don’t want to make you feel like we’re in two different classes or in 
two different worlds now and so how to strike that balance is my game. 

Jackson’s story begins with amazement at his realities colliding but concludes with a 

sense of disconnection.  Jackson’s realities have been kept distant by income, 

circumstance, and partly intentional choice on Jackson’s part and yet, when they collide, 

his grandmother feels ashamed on a day when he feels pride.  Not all students 

experienced their realities colliding in such a way, though.  This clash happened in such a 

way because Jackson’s low-income background and high achieving identity are conflated 

– he was singled out at a very young age for his academic abilities and constantly “adults 

were consciously, you know, intervening in my path.”  This intervention was certainly a 

positive influence on Jackson’s ability to succeed and find resources to support on his 

pathway, but these interventions also took him steadily away from his family and all they 

held familiar.  As Jackson puts it, “I had moved into a world of possibilities out of a 
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world of acceptance.”  And the world possibilities, for Jackson and many other 

participants, requires a fine balancing act to maintain connection while moving forward, 

Gender 

Gender is significant in some way for all participants, but meanings varied 

greatly. Angie and Monica came to claim their identities as a feminist, Lola and Violet 

cam to embrace their identities as high achieving Latinas.  However, even these 

seemingly similar gendered meanings had variance. 

On the one hand, Angie, when studying broad, came to realizations about her 

body, her ownership of her body, and the way gendered standards of sexual activity were 

co-opting her power: 

… if you tell somebody in France like, oh you need to go on three dates before 
you figure out if you want to be with somebody, they don’t understand that … 
because I was there and I had so many guys hit on me and because I did sleep 
with more people than I normally would, I realized that I, I am an attractive 
person, and I don’t need to justify my self worth based on other people finding me 
attractive, you know?  And, like, I don’t need a guy to tell me what I’m worth, 
you know?  I think a lot of girls don’t learn that.  And I think, I mean, yes, I 
probably was a little slutty while I was there, but I feel like I need[ed] to do that in 
order to realize this.  And I don’t need to do that to be happy, but, if I want to 
have sex, I should be able to have sex, you know?  Like, obviously, be safe about 
it, but, … I feel like there’s this huge double standard and guys can do it 
whenever they feel like it, but if a girl, if you go home with one guy, you’re a 
total slut.  And it’s like, what does it matter?  As long as you’re safe about it, you 
should be able to do that if that’s what, like, it’s your own body.  You can do what 
you want with your body. 

Angie was influenced by her mother growing up – who Angie says should have left her 

father much sooner – and by her personal experiences in exploring her own sexuality, and 

the conclusion she came to relates intrinsically to her gender, sexuality, and identity.  She 

characterizes her behavior in France as a “little slutty”; however, her ultimate conclusion 

that “it’s your own body” reveals that exploring her gender and sexuality brought her 
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closer to understanding herself and gave her the ability to claim her own identity while 

maintaining awareness of greater social discourses – the “double standard.”   

 On the other hand, Violet came to a realization about the way her peer group of 

mostly males helped her to not only embrace a Latina feminist stance of equality in 

leadership but also helped her avoid the pitfalls of some her females friends who were 

more focused on men than themselves: 

I usually don’t think about it especially lately its been brought up to me a lot 
more, people have been like “you’re just a really tan white girl” like thanks, 
because its not that I lost my heritage at all but once I went to high school it was a 
predominately White high school here at UT I’m not involved in Latino things not 
because, not to say I don’t like it, I’m not involved in a Latina sorority or like in 
Latino Leadership Council and stuff like that and so its always a nice reminder: 
“You’re not just another leader you’re Latina, you’re female.”  It’s always nice to 
be reminded of that.  It’s nice when people … I feel I don’t give myself enough 
credit and people like to remind me of that credit I need to give myself.  So it’s 
nice being around guys.  Partially I feel like it’s hurt my dating life, but at the 
same time it’s good that I didn’t date in college because I feel like that would 
have only distracted me in the ways I’ve seen it distract other people, and so I’m 
glad I did surround myself with so many guys that I felt like good friends with, 
rather than, not to say having a boyfriend is bad but again I’ve seen too many of 
friends get distracted from their goals because you know, they spend too much 
time trying to make a relationship work.  It’s just, I’m glad I stuck with my goals 
and I surround myself with the people that I did.  But its nice to be I’m definitely 
girly but I’m not always needing to be around girls I feel like all my co-workers 
all the girls, the guys are single but the girls all have boyfriends and all day they 
talk about each others boyfriends and I’m like that why I don’t hang out with 
y'all!  [laughter]  Bye!  So.  Yeah. 

Violet reveals here that her gender is about embracing power and accomplishment, not 

giving that power to others through dating and distraction.  Her goal-oriented attitude 

helped her come to a similar conclusion as Angie, that their power happiness are 

connected to their gender, but they arrive at this destination through very different 

pathways. 
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Gender was not only salient for female participants; however, women female 

participants talked about gender as a construct more explicitly in conversation and 

seemed to have more language available to them to discuss their gender.  Though gender 

was less a part of direct discourse, gender identity development certainly affected the 

men as well.  Featured in chapter four, Zamir’s father provided a stable template of what 

masculinity looked like sacrifice for family.  In addition, Drew had to forge for himself 

what being a gay man meant to him and actively sought a group of men to serve as role 

models and mentors, and Samuel coped with being an athlete raised by women – a 

conflict that made him an easy target for bullying but manifested in adulthood as quiet 

confidence and introverted coping responses. 

In addition to Zamir, Drew, and Samuel, though, Tyler communicated his 

evolving sense of what it meant to be a man.  He started working in his father’s auto body 

shop when he was 12, made very good money for such a young man.  He worked part-

time during the school year and full-time during summers.  And this formed the core of 

what being a man is to Tyler:  

… it worked out because it you know gave me money kind of thing and also led 
me to you know, to see how work was like and defined hard working life of what 
my dad did and what he went through.  And I think he did that on purpose so that 
I can see actually what it was like, and he would always, you know convince[ing] 
me that school was always a better way to go and how much he stressed … He 
really emphasized … how much an education was more, was much more 
important than it really is, [than] I guess that I thought.  And I guess, through 
those years I worked with him I became more the type of person that I am today.  
Just a hard working kind you know, those who know what hard works is about 
and what it means to make a good pay check and not just have things given to 
you.  And uh, I guess I took that with me through college … 

Tyler conceptualizes manliness as being hardworking and making a good paycheck.  This 

kind of conceptualization could have led Tyler to stray from his educational goals, stay at 

home and continue on the trail his father had broken before him.  However, the key to the 
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way Tyler’s definition of gender changed is in his father’s encouragement – his father 

provided a template through action and possibility through discourse.  In college, these 

divergent possibilities – being a man through labor and being a man through education – 

came together in Tyler’s research, which involved using jackhammers (Figure 13): 

… this is my first year [doing research] and, I don’t know, like I said it’s just the 
hands on type of environment.  It’s just what I love to do and, when I worked with 
my dad it was always hands-on type of field work and I loved it, but he didn’t 
want me to do, you know, what he did.  He wanted me to go to college, which is 
kind of ironic ‘cause what I’m doing now is, you know, intensive labor, but yet 
it’s a degree.  I’m getting a Ph.D. out of it … It’s really interesting.   
        

 

Figure 13. Tyler conducting research with a jackhammer 

Through his research, Tyler was able to combine his father’s actions of successful 

masculinity and his father’s words of successful masculinity.     

Gender as a construct – sometimes conflated with sexuality – was an important 

dimension of growth for all participants; however, as the passages above illustrate, 

students navigated gendered messages from home and society in diverse ways and made 

meaning of their gendered and sexualized experiences in unique ways. 
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Balancing Hard Work, High Achievement, and Life 

All students embraced identities of hard work and high achievement, though how 

they defined these terms varied.  Several students had been high achieving in high school 

– taking AP and honors courses, attaining a high GPA, and graduating in the top ten 

percent of their class – but did so without much need for hard work16.  These students 

arrived on campus and had a realization that habits had to be changed and skills 

developed.  They had to rely on a hardworking ethic they had learned elsewhere or had to 

adjust their meaning of success. 

In the case of students who adjusted their work ethic and bolstered their skills, 

Sophie provides a good illustration of how this phenomenon played out for many 

students.  Grades came easily to Sophie in high school, but she quickly found out that her 

high school habits in conjunction with holding down a job to pay for living expenses 

would not lead to success: 

I had to make a lot of adjustments, it was really, really tough, I’m not going to lie; 
my first semester has been the most tiring and most exhausting, and it was the 
worst semester I had in the history of school … I didn’t know how to study for 
one; I came in thinking that I could apply what I did in high school to all my 
classes here and it wasn’t true at all.  I didn’t spend enough time reviewing the 
work that we did in class; I didn’t have good time management skills; I didn’t 
have studying skills; I worked a lot, too, so that took away from my time to be 
studying because I had to work to live.  I lived in an apartment; I lived off 
campus, and I paid for my own living; I didn’t use financial aid for that, so I was 
working, paying bills, going to school; it was a whole new city, a whole new 
experience; my first semester was pretty bad; my GPA dropped a lot and I was on 
academic probation for the first semester, and it was rough, and from that point on 
it was all about making up that first semester, which was really rough.  

                                                
16 I would also like to note that the two military veterans in the sample, Summer Lee and Ethan, 
commented that their academic transition was smooth – the military had taught them the time management 
and study skills to succeed; instead, their transitions were more meaningful through a social lens, as seen in 
Summer Lee’s narrative in chapter four. 
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In the end, Sophie’s high achieving nature helped to propel her through her first semester 

and build success out of initial failure.  She did not access resources such as tutoring, 

peers study groups, or extra resources17; instead, she built her time management skills out 

of necessity and relearned how to study and succeed on her own.  A similar experience 

was characterized by Tyler as “self-motivation and self-taught discipline”; he did not 

experience as severe a GPA drop as Sophie, but he did have to re-teach himself study 

skills and time management skills. 

 For some students, though, transition to college influenced them to reconsider 

what they considered success to be.  Wyatt, for example, had been a high achieving 

student in high school and, similarly to many students in the study, found his first 

semester to be more difficult than anticipated, even finding himself on academic 

probation after his first year.  However, Wyatt explained that 

… my GPA is high now, I know it could be higher but I started realizing that … 
sometimes it’s better not to get A’s in these classes, because, not that it’s not 
better.  I’m not a perfectionist.  I always know there’s going to be room for 
improvement … My teachers in the past want us to be perfect, even though I got 
A’s in high school I knew I wouldn’t get A’s in college all the time because, like I 
said, I study, but I like to do other stuff in my time, not to get off subject, but I 
watch sports a lot, and I play video games and basketball, and I would go out, 
once or twice a month, hang out with my friends … I didn’t want to be the type of 
person that school would surround my life; I wasn’t worried about it then, I’m not 
worried about it now; I’ll get what I deserve.  

Wyatt had a very different response to academic probation than Sophie, but the reader 

will notice his emphasis on balance, which is quite similar to Zamir’s emphasis from 

chapter four.  Both came to a realization that maintaining balance, not a high GPA per se, 

was important.  However, although Wyatt and Zamir draw from a discourse of “balance,” 

                                                
17 It is important to note that students who accessed services such as tutoring, First-year Interest Groups 
(FIGs), the Career Exploration Center, and participating in peer study groups early on had less difficulty in 
transitioning academically.  Students’ use of college resources will be discussed further later. 
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they do so in different ways.  Zamir characterized balance as embracing an ethos of 

learning and expanding his networks, while Wyatt characterized it as balancing his 

academic and social lives.   

Violet provided yet another conception of balance:  

For me, I think it’s kind of a mix between like, student in terms of academics but 
also especially in terms of extracurriculars, especially since that’s been such a big 
part of me.  So I definitely think that like I said about my co-workers, ugh they 
just work and class, and I feel like they haven’t really taken advantage of 
everything that this university offers with like over like a 1,000 student 
organizations, and for me it’s like the full college experience is someone who 
goes to class, takes their classes seriously you know doesn’t necessarily have to 
be an A plus student, takes their classes seriously and gives back to the university 
by like getting involved in extra curricular activities … but also being involved 
with the fun stuff too … like in the football games, hanging out on the weekend 
with friends … without it going out to the real world is going to be a lot harder 
and also just like building that circle of friends that I know I’ll have later on in 
life… 

Violet’s conception of achieving balance relates to three domains: academic, service, and 

social.  She also clarifies why she believes balance to be important: it not just about 

giving back, though her service orientation is strong, it is also about preparing for the 

future while finding a way to bridge academic life and real life.   

All students brought up the idea of balance, and, though they conceptualized 

balance in a variety of ways, it always related to their desire to cultivate multiple aspects 

of their lives.  For example, Drew wanted to be involved in organizations in order to 

create social capital, and Summer Lee realized that academic success meant little without 

an active social life.   

Leo took a more philosophical approach, his conception of balance being 

inextricably entwined with his religious beliefs: 

Balance.  Balance is very important.  Respect.  Like, do work, and then you have 
fun, then you balance them out as equal as possible.  Too much of either is not 
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good for your health.  So I believe in balance in relationships – my girlfriend and 
I, there’s a good balance between us, there’s give and take.  The same amount, 
there’s good balance between your friends you know – how long you hang out 
with them.  When you hang with someone too long, you can get really annoyed 
and, if not enough, you feel like you’re not being a good friend.  Balance as in, 
you give me this much I take this much.  Kind of stems from my religion as a 
Buddhist, kind of the middle way you do good things and maybe … good things 
happen to you, bad things happen to you and its something you have to cope with 
… So that’s what I mean when I say balance. 

This conceptualization of balance is much more comprehensive than any other 

participant, since Leo encompasses all of his life into the idea – work, play, romantic 

relationships, and friends are mentioned specifically here.  But, the way he connects 

balance to health is important as well.  Many participants connected the concept of 

balance to happiness and health, such as in Drew’s narrative from chapter four.  For 

firsts, balancing multiple roles as well as family and school dynamics was part of their 

everyday lives; as Jackson mentioned earlier: “this game I’m playing … balance is my 

game.” 

Immigrant Status 

Immigrant status varied among participants.  Some, such as Zamir and Sophie, are 

first-generation immigrants along with their parents; while Zamir had early experiences 

of adapting to American culture, Sophie moved to America at such a young age that she 

considers herself Mexican American.  Several students (Leo, Monica, Lola, Joaquin, 

Violet, Sophie, Adrian, Owen, and Tyler) identify as second-generation immigrants and, 

though some spoke another language initially, all learned English at such a young age 

that they did not have some of the negative acculturative experiences of Zamir.   

Owen’s comment illustrates the way first status could resonate powerfully when 

students saw themselves as the first of an American-born generation to college: 
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Being the first person in my family to go to college is very scary.  It was scary not 
knowing what to expect, and having no direction/advice from people who I trust 
the most – my family.  It meant that I was a little bit on my own, in terms of 
setting goals or expectations.  But, the reason that I kept with it and didn’t let that 
fear overcome me was because it was so special.  It felt as if I was the 
representation for my family at the University of Texas.  It felt like it was my duty 
to succeed and prove that our family, and Mexican immigrant families in general 
were not lazy/deadbeat and can compete with the rest of the United States.  It was 
very serious for me.  It wasn’t just going to college as an American kid.  For some 
reason, once my pursuit of higher education began, things like my family, my 
roots, and my childhood became so much more important.  In general, it – being a 
first generation college student – meant having to embrace my cultural identity, 
since my family was not here to hold my hand through it as it always had been 
before. 

Owen’s comment highlights the way deficit rhetoric often surrounds the narrative of 

firsts.  He perceives himself as being less prepared and less informed due to his college 

first status and he senses that others see him as lazy/deadbeat due to his culture, which 

can also be read as his second-generation immigrant status.  For Owen, and many 

participants, attaining a degree is as much about proving others wrong as it is about 

proving themselves and their family right.  For Owen, this struggle caused him to clasp 

his family and culture even closer, as seen earlier in the chapter.   

For others, immigrant status linked more explicitly to an American Dream 

narrative.  Zamir illustrated this in chapter four with his picture of the American flag.  

Joaquin expressed a similar sentiment, though he links the idea less to himself and more 

to his family, who were the first generation to come to America: 

I guess I consider myself lucky because, like I said, my dad tried to provide for 
the best and we lived in a quiet neighborhood middle-class, so you know at first it 
was typical, the apartment, and, then as the family got bigger, my parents moved 
into a house and we’ve been there for 15 years, a quiet neighborhood.  Good, 
American dream, like you see in the movies you know kids playing in the streets 
stuff like that, so on that side we did get lucky, compared to some of my cousins 
oh other people here that I know. 
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However, first- or even second-generation immigrant status was not necessary for 

educational attainment and family prosperity to be linked to the notion of the American 

Dream; for example, Ethan connected to the American dream narrative through his 

family’s low socioeconomic status. 

Some students, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, have parents who 

immigrated illegally but later obtain citizenship or work visas.  Students only mentioned 

this in passing before moving on to discuss other family-related ideas, such as family 

support, family pride, or concepts of generational impact.  This may be because all of 

their parents have obtained a legal means to stay in America; however, many students 

still identified with the immigrant narrative, including the illegal immigrant narrative, as 

indicated by Sophie’s comment earlier regarding her awakening to her culture and current 

immigration issues as well as Monica’s comment in chapter four concerning the way she 

identifies with the Mexican immigrant story as a Guatemalan American herself.  One 

comment probably sums up participants’ perceptions of their illegally immigrated 

families best:  

My dad has been in the U.S. since he was 19; he came illegally; he was here 
illegally until 1988 when he received his citizenship, but his first motivation was 
to pull his family ahead: my grandfather and grandmother and his brothers and 
sisters.  He wasn’t married at the time, and he really wanted to provide for them; 
once he met my mom and got married and everything, his motivation was us, was 
to provide a better opportunity for his family, and I think he did amazing. 

The American dream, though an idea finding its roots in the 19th century, still 

reverberated through student narratives, in large part because students see themselves as 

beating the odds.  Students were aware of the lower status conferred on them by multiple 

identity constructs, including first status, race/ethnicity, class, gender, and immigrant 

status, but the idea of the American dream kept many of them focused on the possible 

success rather than the risk inherent in the effort of socially mobility.   
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SUCCESS 

Students conceptualized success in variety of ways, some of which have already 

been discussed in other contexts, such as making generational impact, balancing their 

academic and non-academic lives, embracing their sense of self, and embracing learning.  

This section will further delineate how students conceptualized success as failure and 

risk, learning, service and diversity, peer influences, and through pictures.  

Failure and Risk 

Several students conceptualized success as movement through failure.  Joaquin, 

for example, said, “You have to go over the hill to get to where you want to go.”  And 

Owen saw success as the ability to cope with and build off of failure: 

For me I guess, it’s failing.  College isn’t perfect; you don’t just go in it and go 
through a route and succeed.  I feel like you have to try things that you don’t 
know, whether it’s going to turn out good or bad, but the whole trying process is a 
part of college.  It’s about learning and it’s about … You’re given the opportunity, 
the setting, where all you have to do is learn, you don’t have any other 
obligations, just learn, and get your degree in whatever you’re pursuing, like your 
major.  That’s what made it so attractive, I think, it kind of distilled the whole 
learning process, this is all that is expected of you, as a student, all you have to do 
is learn, and nothing can harm you, it’s kind of like a bubble.  

Owen’s conception of success entails the notion of a willingness to risk, but it is a 

calculated risk, taken in a protective “bubble.”  For Owen, failure is acceptable because 

the pathway to success is a serious of lessons taught through risk and failure.  Monica 

reiterated this idea when she said that  

I feel like success is always a big one, but success can be measured in whatever 
goal that you want and a lot of times big goals require big sacrifices and whether 
your goal is completely smaller than mine, if you’ve put in 100%, then we’re 
equal … I feel like … if at the end of the day I try to reach my goal and I have 
failed, I don’t want to live with that self regret … so I need to set my goals high, 
well, not high, but reachable … I try to achieve the best that I can and, at the end 
of the day, if I’ve put my best foot forward and I still didn’t achieve it then, okay, 
that’s not for me … 
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Monica’s articulation of success adds yet another layer – that risk and the possibility of 

failure are necessary for achieving high goals and avoiding regret.   

Learning 

For Jackson, however, success was not about risk, but about tying his education to 

broader narratives of humanity as well as his job to learn the rules of the real world.    

I have learned … what have I worked on in college?  Ok.  What have I worked 
towards in college?  I have worked toward being an effective thinker and knowing 
the story, knowing our human story on every possible level.  First it was scattered; 
I didn’t know what I was looking for; I was looking for an answer.  I was looking 
for something, someone to say something towards this topic … just anyone who 
was speaking the truth, or at least trying … then as I sort of got a grip on what I 
was doing and I got a better approach for it, [a] systematic approach, I then started 
kind of pulling everything together ... I’m here and I have this decision to play the 
game or not.  Well, if I do play, I want to play it the best way possible. So, I need 
to know the rules and, actually, Barbara Jordan, I just saw this recently, Barbara 
Jordan [said], “If you want to play the game properly, you have to know all its 
rules,” and I was like, “Thank you!”  Thank you for saying that ‘cause that’s what 
I was doing.  So now, what are those rules?  … now I just have to learn the rules; 
I’m going to be the rule master.  I didn’t know that’s what I was going for, but 
eventually I realized that’s exactly what I was doing … it just all amounts to what 
have we done here or what are we as humans and what have we done here?  
Because I feel like the job that I’m going towards is tasked with answering and 
addressing that question.  And so, you have to know where we’ve been; you have 
to know what we’ve done and what we’ve thought about it, you know?  So that’s 
what I’ve learned here and it’s given me every opportunity to do that.  

Jackson touches on several ideas that other participants also voiced.  He speaks of college 

as a place of learning valuable critical thinking skills, how to evaluate knowledge claims, 

and how to develop a systematic approach to problem solving – these ideas of college as 

a place of learning higher order thinking skills was commented on by several students.  

Jackson also speaks of learning the rules of the game – a game he conceptualized earlier 

as a balancing act.  The idea of the game being balance certainly works in this passage as 

well, but Jackson also connects the idea of the game to broader social problems and his 
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ability to answer them adequately; in other words, the balance he is talking about now is 

less personal and more social or systemic.  

Other students extended this idea of success as learning.  Tyler, for example, 

talked about learning regarding thinking skills, himself, his passions, and the professional 

environment: 

… learned a lot about myself I guess.  I learned that, you know, I definitely can 
take something apart, figure out a solution to the problem.  I’ve learned … that I 
like school more than I thought … I like the theory behind things.  I’ve learned 
that I love to do research … I love doing hands on type of things … and other 
things that I’ve learned … I’ve learned how to, uh, balance my lifestyle and be 
more … I’ve learned how to, you know, I’ve learned how to tie a tie and speak 
professionally and speak in an interview, interview skills and stuff like that. … so 
I’ve learned a different side of like you know just … how to go about different 
things within a professional environment, so, just a professional environment 
general, I’ve learned how to adapt to it, you know, characterize myself.  

Several participants reiterated Tyler’s idea that college relates to learning about problem 

solving, the self, and professionalism.  Sophie, for example, talked about how college 

was successful because of the insight she gained to her family and culture.  In addition, 

Summer Lee commented that she learned about how to evaluate knowledge claims, and 

Joaquin spoke of learning how to communicate effectively and professionally with 

others.  

Service and Diversity 

Lola also voiced the idea that communication as a key college lesson that would 

help her attain success, but she connected the notion of success less to herself and more 

to broader diversity and social justice aims, i.e., service, which echoes Jackson’s ideas 

about contributing to the human narrative.  Lola commented that she learned about “… 

dealing with people, not negatively, but learning how to work with other people and 

getting different groups together for a greater cause.”  Lola connected learning and 
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success through bringing diverse groups together and the ability to communicate well 

with those groups. 

Lola was not alone her orientation towards and value of service.  Joaquin’s 

frequent drives through Mexico helped him to  

… just appreciate where you come from, you learn to appreciate where you live 
because not everyone is lucky. You see people trying to make a living you see 
people, the situation where they live at and everything is just like, wow. Makes 
you give back even more. 

Joaquin’s culture and firsthand experience of the deprivation of others, therefore, lead 

him to value service and giving back to his community.  Adrian also saw the value in 

service, a value instilled in him by his parents:  

I think that mostly came from my parents … just connecting … I was watching 
some TV show and they, they quoted it: “If you, as an adult when you grow up 
and you’re working and everything like that, if you don’t go back, you’re helping 
yourself; if you don’t go back to your communities and help them out, you’re 
living half dead.”  You know, you’re pretty much, because that’s where you grew 
up from, that’s what gave you opportunities to go to school there, and this and 
that, and all the resources that you used.  You have to give that back when you get 
older.  And so that kind of stuck with me, you know … and it’s also the right 
thing too, to pass on, to get involved, to make sure to be aware of what’s around.  
Oh well, we need to recycle paper or we need to clean up, wow, this beach is so 
dirty, we would do that for science club.   

Adrian voiced here a common thread among participants: that success brings with it a 

responsibility to give back in some way.  Participants conceptualized success as 

contingent on others helping them along the way and as assistance in giving back to the 

communities to which they claim membership.   

For some, service was about a global community: Adrian talked above about 

contributing by helping with environmental issues, while Jackson focused on systemic 

policy change.  For others, success flowed back to their communities in a more local way. 
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Lola, for example, saw her success as flowing back a local community in the form of 

other underrepresented students:  

… this was a program I did my senior year and those are all my middle school 
students … we brought them over to UT and we were kind of explaining to them 
what college was like and that program really meant a lot to me.  It was all low-
income, underrepresented students, and that’s when I realized that education is so 
important and that is what I really loved to do … Because of a lot of the students, 
when I would go, at first were really shy, some of them were labeled, you know, 
your “at risk” kids and they were like be careful, some might not want to talk to 
you, and the ones that were labeled the “most at risk” were the ones who opened 
up the most and were like “nobody cares about me” and all this stuff and it was 
like “ah” and we would also talk about college and it was like “Well, Miss, what 
if I do go to college, nobody looks like me.”  And I was like, well, that’s kind of 
true, I got there and I felt like that, so what about these students that had it 
rougher than me.  They are going to go to college and what, drop out of college 
because they feel like they don’t belong?  So, I think that really pushed me to get 
into this.   

Lola’s comment is not only about service, though.  In some ways, it echoes Adrian’s 

earlier comment about adding diversity – she sees her success partially as being an 

emblem of success for others.  Simply put, Lola knows that she looks like many under-

represented students and gladly takes on the mantle of being a role model for them. 

 And Lola is not alone in embracing diversity as a concept – almost every 

participant talked about diversity in some form, whether they saw themselves as 

contributing to diversity, valuing the diversity around them, or seeing the future world as 

a diverse place they were now better prepared to navigate.  Several students also 

commented that UT, despite its diversity rhetoric, had work to do, but they also voiced an 

appreciation for the effort and progress made and recognized their part in this progress.  

Several also cited UT’s diversity as a key reason for choosing UT over other Texas 

institutions.  



 228 

 In addition, several students commented on campus emblems of diversity – the 

Martin Luther King Jr. and Barbara Jordan statues in particular.  These statues were 

symbols of institutional efforts of inclusivity and helped students feel connected to and 

welcomed on campus.  Drew, for example, identified with Martin Luther King Jr. (MLK) 

not only for MLK’s contribution to civil rights movement, but also through their shared 

major, sociology:   

… the MLK statue.  That’s important in several ways and looking at his, reading 
some of the speeches, and I almost learned the “I Have a Dream” speech, just to 
basically, to do it again in front of an audience.  I almost did that in high school, 
and reading some of those words and some of the things that he said, and then to 
know that he was a sociology major.  I was just like, wow, obviously, I’m pulled 
in this area for some reason, and I don’t even know it yet …  I was like seeing his 
statue and learning about it, and then knowing that he is the first statue the sun 
hits, you know, the sun hits in the morning that was just, that impresses me too. 

Drew’s comment that he is “impressed” that the sun touches the MLK status before any 

other statue is quite important given that – besides the recently erected Barbara Jordan 

statue – all statues of people on campus are of confederate figures. 

 

Figure 14. Barbara Jordan statue 

 Likewise, Angie connected with the Barbara Jordan statue (Figure 14):   
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And then I took a picture of Barbara ‘cause she’s my, she’s my homie … it’s 
really awesome, ‘cause she’s like the first female statue on campus, and I 
remember, my mom’s really not into politics, but she said that she really loved 
listening to Barbara Jordan talk … and so I felt really cool about that.  And also I 
always love like telling people, “Oh, I’m at Barbara, I’m with Barbara, come meet 
me” …  

As Angie’s comment indicates, categorizing the statues as representative of any particular 

group would erroneous – students connected to constructs of diversity in multiple and 

sometimes unexpected ways. 

For students who faced particular challenges concerning fitting in, diversity 

became a justification for the way they wanted to interact with others.  Zamir, for 

example, said that his religion and accent made school a difficult place to fit in: 

… school was a little bit weird for me because there was never really one group 
that I fit with.  It was weird; I started off kind of away from everybody socially 
just because I was so different, but then over time … I’ve just developed an 
ability to be able to talk to just about every group of people.  I think most of my 
friends here, it’s weird … I know people from all different types, and I feel like I 
can fit in with just about anybody, but I don’t have to identify with just one. 

Zamir’s difficulty in finding a single group to identify with caused him to seek out 

diversity and UT’s prominent diversity efforts gave him further rationale for his not 

choosing a particular group for affiliation.  Jackson echoed this sentiment, but from a 

racial and socioeconomic perspective: 

… it was good to have a really culturally diverse upbringing because it laid the 
foundation for any future encounters with things that I had not seen and things 
that I was not aware of, and so I was always very empathetic to people who didn’t 
fit within nice neat lines, which I didn’t.  So, I’ve pretty much, especially in 
choosing the career that I’m in, it dawned on me when I was choosing that the 
skillset I had as well as just the sort of inheriting identity I had, that I was going to 
have the special ability to fit into every group and no group at all, and so I would 
never be constrained by anything like skin type or social economic class. 

And Jackson touched on the sentiment that was reflected through many participant 

narratives: that diversity – both valuing it and being a part of it – was a key aspect of 
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students’ lives.  As Jackson articulated, diversity became a rallying cry that gave students 

the freedom to be unconstrained in reaching for their aspirations, less fettered by social 

labels.  

Peer Identity  

Several students also connected their success to peer group, but they did so in a 

variety of ways.  For some, their high achieving peer group helped to carry them toward 

success.  Joaquin, for example, attributes his unerring trajectory towards college to his 

peers: 

Okay, well to attend college, my decision was based on the peers that I had 
around me in high school and seeing in the news and learning from others.  I 
basically told myself that I needed [a] college degree in order to move forward, 
you know.  And my parents always pushed me to always go above and beyond, 
and that’s what encouraged me to apply to college.   

Joaquin attended a more affluent school, which gave him access to a peer group that was 

largely second-generation college attendees.  For Joaquin, this played out in myriad 

ways, from learning about the idea of college (though his parents’ high value of 

education played an important role in helping drive Joaquin to college) to giving him 

knowledge about deadlines, scholarships, and college choice. 

For some students, it was not a peer group, but rather a particular person who 

impacted their trajectory.  Ethan, for example, cited a college peer as giving him a 

competitive edge:  

… there is one [peer] in particular who I’ve  had several Arabic classes with and 
went to Syria with.  And she’s very, very good in Arabic.  And so, she’s always 
been … very helpful and kind and the most generous, but she’s also like, the high 
water mark, and so a constant challenge and … we’ve definitely pushed each 
other linguistically.  So, friendly rivalry I suppose you can put it. 
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Ethan recognized the competition his peer brought to his life, which helped him to 

succeed and inspired him to do better, but Ethan conceptualized this as a “friendly 

rivalry.”  All the students who spoke about the power of competition in motivating them 

to succeed talked about competition with friends, suggesting that competition with 

support and kindness is more important than the competition itself.  Tyler articulated a 

similar idea, stating, “I try to grab friends that are better at things that I’m not.”  For 

many students, supportive competition was key to studying and maintaining motivation. 

Several students also cited organizations or college groups, First-year Interest 

Groups (FIGs) in particular, as bringing together supportive peer associations.  Violet 

cited the Model United Nations in particular for the way gave her access to particular 

circles of students who were heavily involved in student government and politics, while 

Owen cited his FIG counselors and peers as providing needed cultural connection and 

fellowship: 

Some of the counselors in my FIG were part of the engineering program, and they 
definitely made me feel at home because one of the counselors was a Chicana, 
Mexican American like me … She made me feel at home; I felt that comfort, 
that’s why I trusted the program because it was a face that looked like me, so I 
think that’s why I stayed and liked what they were doing because there were 
people in it that I felt were like people I would see back home, something real for 
me, that’s what I guess I needed, so that kept me sane in college, and then my 
friends that I made in the FIGs … we would hang out a lot, and that’s how I got 
into SHPE18 and those other minority engineering programs, so that got me 
exposure to those things and then the counselor gave me the presentation for the 
research, so then I was like, okay, I’ll do that, and then junior and senior year I 
got into research. 

Similarly to Violet, this one connection – through the FIG advisor – led Owen to an 

expanded peer group, organizational connections, and future opportunities.   

                                                
18 Society of Hispanic Professional Engineers. 
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For some, though, peers were a source of dissonance.  Adrian, for example, 

recognized that his family’s low educational attainment created a weaker “foundation” 

than those of his peers.  When he got to college, this lack of college knowledge became 

more apparent; however, Adrian also cited his parents as a major motivation for 

persistence: 

As a first generation minority at UT Austin, it is challenging to at times not feel 
very connected with university faculty or graduate students since most of them 
came from families whose parents went to college.  In addition, most of my 
friends’ parents also attended college and you begin to very quickly recognize the 
strong foundation of education through those college students.  Although these 
have been some of the transitional challenges, I am very thankful for my parents 
and family that have been tremendous support throughout the college years.   

Adrian attached his feeling of being different from his peers to two ideas: his first status 

and his minority status.  For Adrian, the sense of pride that he acquired attaining his 

degree reaches back to a sense of differentness he felt due his status as a first and his 

status as a minority on a predominantly White campus.  Adrian’s peers welcomed him as 

a companion in studying and creating success, but the differences Adrian perceived led 

him to seek aspirational support from his family and to see the source of his success as 

originating from his family, not his peers. 

 Some students, feeling a different kind of dissonance with their peers, had to 

make a conscious decision to move in a pathway that diverged from their peers.  Adrian 

also, for example, spoke of a close elementary school friend who was initially a positive 

influence, even convincing a 5th grade Adrian to cuss less, but became an emblem of what 

not to do: 

… And so ever since then [when he told me to stop cussing], I was like, man, this 
guy is [a] really smart, intelligent kid.  And once we got to middle school, he 
started hanging around with some of the bad guys.  You know, we were in 6th 
grade, and he was hanging around with the 8th graders doing drugs and all that 
stuff like that … I was like, “Thomas, I was like, man, don’t hang out …” … My 
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first thought was dude, there’s no way my parents are going to let me come over 
and second thing was, what are you doing drinking?  Like, you don’t need to be 
doing those things … it’s pretty sad to say but he, you know, I lost him to that 
group of friends, ‘cause I looked up to him a lot and everything, and his grades 
just plummeted after that.   

Adrian’s story is a reminder that peer groups can be negative as well as positive.  

Adrian’s morals and his family’s close monitoring of his activities helped to keep him on 

an upward trajectory, but Adrian also had to make a conscious choice to move down a 

pathway that diverged from a friend he had once looked to as a role model.  

Sophie had to make a similar choice, but instead of choosing to stay in a positive 

group as Adrian did, Sophie had to move away from a negative group in order to blaze a 

pathway to college: 

… there was a little time, I guess out of a little bit of rebellion, I tended to get 
myself in a little bit of trouble with teachers, and I guess I wasn’t hanging out 
with the best people who were good influences on me, toward the end of my 8th 
grade year and the first two years of high school.  I guess I was just trying to find 
a place for myself, being older, being an adolescent, so I made some pretty bad 
choices, but I quickly realized – especially after my dad stopped drinking and my 
family went through a whole, like rejuvenation I guess?  I don’t know.  We got 
back in touch with ourselves as a family, my dad stopped drinking, we all went 
back to church, we went to family therapy and once that started happening, I got 
back on track, and I started taking school very seriously again because I realized 
very soon that I was going to be graduating high school, and I needed something 
to do after high school, and I knew I always wanted to go to school and to keep 
going to school so that was my goal. 

Family was also a key influence in Sophie’s peer group change.  She cited her family’s 

“rejuvenation” as a key factor in her rekindled motivation towards college and academic 

achievement.  Similarly to other participants, she had to make a conscious choice about 

who she would spend time with and how she would be influenced by them.     

Peers, therefore, could also hinder educational success.  Samuel, for example, felt 

that peers largely held him back by criticizing him, demanding too much of him, or 
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attempting to lead him into crime and drugs.  Samuel, therefore, sacrificed friendship for 

success: 

I sacrificed relationships, with females.  I sacrificed relationships with friends; I 
sacrificed having a good time.  It’s temporary, so I don’t really feel too bad that I 
didn’t, you know, do a lot of stuff, but at the same time, well, I could have done a 
lot of that stuff.  

Again, the notion of choice is key in Samuel’s description – he chose to make sacrifices 

that he knew would be temporary and would contribute to his ability to reach his goals.  

Likewise, some students chose relative isolation.  Wyatt told me that  

Well, for the most part I stick to myself.  I have a small, close group of friends, 
and I’m genuinely social to most people or whatever, but I stick to myself during 
school hours and stuff like that.  So during class and stuff like that, I don’t usually 
talk or whatever, I don’t speak to anybody … 

Here, Wyatt clarified that while he has close friends, he does not cultivate further 

relationships for social or academic reasons.  Wyatt’s close group, which was not an 

academic circle, is all Wyatt needs to feel connected, and he prefers solitude for his 

academic endeavors.  

Seeing Success 

Several participants, in gathering pictures of their home and college lives, 

provided a visual window into their conceptions of success.   
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Figure 15. Orange tree in the family backyard 

Adrian, for example, provided a picture (Figure 15) of his family’s backyard 

orange tree and talked about what hard work and success meant to him; he related the 

orange tree to his family, motivation, and persistence: 

I think that it [the tree] represents kind of the, the life and the motivation that my 
parents have, even though, you can be in a really challenging environment in 
whatever you do, but at the same time you can always, you know, take something 
away from it and if you put enough hard work and initiative and you’re proactive 
about it you can get, you know, not just some results but you can get really great 
results and moving forward um, to of course to never give up.  

Adrian uses the orange tree as a symbol of his achievement, which is comprised of his 

parents’ motivation, the challenging environment of education, and his own hard work, 

initiative, and persistence.  In this symbol, it Adrian seems to position himself almost as 

the fruit of his family’s and his own labor.   

Ethan also used a picture (Figure 16) to help conceptualize his ideas about high 

achievement and also linked his success to the idea of challenges.  For Ethan, 

achievement comes through “taking the leap”:   

This is the repel tower at Marine Corp boot camp … this is sort of this symbol of 
challenge.  And I thought that was sort of apt in that it both is very tangible, it 
speaks very tangibly to my experience … and also speaks to the fact that I’m very 
challenge oriented, and I kind of looked at going back to school as a real 
challenge, as sort of the next big adventure at that time.  So, I get sort of whims or 
rather, I get sort of delusions of grandeur where I need to have adventures every 
so often, and then the next big challenge – thus going to Syria for a year or even 
grad school could probably be categorized that way.  So, the same could probably 
be said of this … Sort of taking the leap proverbially … 
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Figure 16. Marine rappel tower 

Ethan conceptualized success as embracing “the next big challenge,” but he also talked 

about it as taking the chance on a “whim” and as “having delusions of grandeur.”  These 

ideas seem disparate, but are connected through the construct of success – for Ethan, 

success can only be achieved by having grandiose ideas, being willing to take a risk or 

follow a whim, and to see the goal/idea as a challenge worth conquering. 

Finally, multiple students chose images of the UT Main Tower (Figure 17) as an 

emblem of their success.  For some, the tower is a reminder of their accomplishments and 

how far they come to attain their degree.  Sophie said that 

… you see that tower and you consider all the amazing things that UT has to offer 
and, even though I have been out of school for a year and a half, it’s still my 
home, I work here, I still communicate with people that have kind of brought me 
up and helped me out through the last few years – that’s an important thing for 
me, and I guess, too, because I feel like I achieved something, because my goal 
was to get into UT, and I got into UT, and I came here and I got my degree. 

Sophie’s herself, her accomplishments, all she has to offer now that she is a college 

graduate, and all that she had to overcome in the image of the tower.  She also sees in the 



 237 

tower the connection she has to other UT students and those who helped her along the 

way.  For Sophie, the tower is success and also a sense of community. 

For some, the tower is a source of inspiration for their goals in a very particular 

sense.  Lola sees herself one day working on a predominantly White campus; therefore, 

the tower represents her future:  

I chose it because I hope to work here one day in the future or at a university like 
a research one predominantly white institution and the reason that I want to work 
at that specific type of university is because I want to help first generation 
minority students, because, I feel that at these type of institutions is where they 
get lost at … 

The tower connects Lola to future prosperity and success, but also to her ability to give 

back to her community in a meaningful way by serving underrepresented students. 

 Several students connected the tower with university’s credo19 as well.  For 

example, Drew said that 

The tower is just, I don’t know, it just gives me like this feeling of greatness, um, 
to being number one and just really feeling like really what starts here can change 
the world.  I was just like, that quote gets me every time, and the video in which 
they show some of the games and things like that, I’m just like I get so riled up 
about it … It just has this, I would say, this spice or this fire to it that makes you 
want to do something. 

Here, Drew created a link among himself, UT community’s prestige, and the service and 

positive change he can now incite.  He also references the tower as a source of inspiration 

for now going out into the world with his education and making a difference.  

 

                                                
19 What starts here changes the world. 
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Figure 17. UT tower, lit orange to indicate a victory 

The tower also represented change for some students.  Owen commented that the 

tower was a kind of architecture unknown to him before arriving on campus, and that  

… now I see it everyday, so it’s like, whoa, this is a big deal, things this big didn’t 
exist when I was a kid … I feel like that’s kind of what college is, a bunch of 
people pursuing their goals; I didn’t really get that when I was a kid, I wasn’t 
exposed to that, and that’s all that college is, it’s so different and such a contrast, I 
see that’s what college is. 

Owen initially saw the tower as something separate from himself, a “big deal” that was 

unlike his home in every respect; however, later saw the tower “everyday,” suggesting 

that what was once a source of difference is now a source of community – “a bunch of 

people pursuing their goals.” 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

The data indicate that first status emerged as an identity in a variety of ways; 

however, it was most often attached to feelings of accomplishment and pride at beating 

the odds.  First status was also linked with family support, though educational mobility 

often was accompanied by tension as students moved into a world unfamiliar to the 

family.  Furthermore, all students linked their first status to the contributions of past 
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generations as well as a future impact beyond themselves, including siblings, cousins, 

and actual or imagined children. 

Multiple aspects of identity beyond first status shaped students’ perceptions of 

education, success, and self, including race, culture, gender, sexuality, hard work, high 

achievement, and immigrant status.  These identities were almost never talked about in 

isolation, though.  Identity characteristics interacted with each other in dynamic ways to 

inform students’ perceptions, sometimes reinforcing each other, sometimes creating 

tension in students’ perceptions and sense making.  

Success was conceptualized in myriad ways.  Students connected success to 

making generational impact, finding balance in their lives, finding a deeper sense of self, 

cultivating a positive peer group, remaining committed to the value of learning, and 

contributing to service and diversity initiatives.  Although students associated success 

with a variety of ideas, they all connected success to multiple personal characteristics as 

well as the ideas of choice and freedom.  Students felt able to make decisions that lead to 

success and had confidence that their personal qualities would carry them to their goals.  
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

Despite broad expansion of access to postsecondary education in the last 60 years 

(Lucas, 2006), gaps persist regarding access and attainment for many groups, limiting the 

ability of students and families to reap the personal and societal benefits associated with 

postsecondary degree attainment (Aud, Hussar, & Kena, 2011; Baum, Ma, & Payea, 

2010; Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009; Carnevale, Rose, & Cheah, 2011; Perna, 

2005).  In addition, national agendas have begun to focus on completion as a key marker 

of institutional and student success (College Board, 2010).  Lagging in access and 

attainment are students who are the first in their family to attend college; they confront 

particular challenges quite different from their more traditional peers and have been the 

subject of higher education research for over 40 years  (Sáenz, Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & 

Yeung, 2007; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nuñez, 2001).  

The myriad challenges firsts encounter are not, however, linked solely to their 

first status.  Firsts are more likely to attend less selective institutions, where persistence 

rates are lower than at their four-year counterparts, (Hossler, Schmidt, & Vesper, 1999; 

Striplin, 1999), and firsts – due to a lack of parental college knowledge and experience – 

tend have a more difficult time transitioning in the foreign culture of postsecondary 

educational environments (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, 

Pascarella, & Nora, 1996; Wang & Castaneda-Sound, 2008; Zwerling & London, 1992).  

All of these characteristics, most of which are divergent from their more traditional peers, 

result in the decreased likelihood of firsts obtaining the degree desired (Ishitani, 2006; 

McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004).  Despite 

this robust empirical base, however, “surprisingly little is known about their [firsts’] 

college experiences” (Pike & Kuh, 2005, p. 276) and “few studies have examined this 



 241 

group beyond the simple distinction of first-generation status” (Lee, Sax, & Kim, 2004, 

p. 2).   

Indeed, the category “first-generation college student” is a socially constructed 

category encompassing a very heterogeneous group of students.  Firsts are more likely to 

claim membership to an ethnic minority group, are more likely to grow up in a low socio-

economic household, tend to be male, and are often cited as being academically 

underprepared (Sáenz et al., 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996; U.S. Department of Education, 

2005).  The category, then, crosses the boundaries of many other commonly used social 

sciences categories (e.g., race, class, gender, and preparedness, to name a few), 

suggesting firsts “inhabit intersecting sites of oppression” (Martin Lohfink & Paulsen, p.  

418).  Despite evidence that race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, and educational 

attainment have strong associations (Aud, Hussar, & Kena, 2011; Carnevale, Rose, & 

Cheah, 2011; Ramani, Gilbertson, Fox, & Provasnik, 2007) and that individual 

characteristics (e.g., race, class, gender) influence college experiences and outcomes 

(Nora, Cabrera, Hagedorn, & Pascarella, 1996), particularly for firsts (Choy, 2001; 

Nuñez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Saenz et al., 2007), little work attempts to map this 

terrain and explore how these characteristics intersect meaningfully to shape students’ 

educational experiences.  Indeed, no work to date has attempted to apply an explicitly 

intersectional framework to understanding this group or to probe the boundaries of the 

category itself.  

Furthermore, the category “first generation college student” is not only a socially 

constructed category but also a category that has been reified in the literature as a deficit 

characteristic, emphasizing students’ disadvantages, deficits, and at-risk characteristics 

instead of their success and achievement (Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & Chen, 2000; Dumais & 

Ward, 2010; Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Striplin, 1999).  Studies often 
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comment that firsts “suffer” from a “cumulative disadvantage” (Collier & Morgan, 2008, 

p. 445).  Instead of creating educational pathways for firsts, this deficit perspective leads 

to blaming students for the way systems have historically marginalized them (Ryan, 

1971).  Deficit framing can also cause students to develop “dysfunctional opposition 

culture,” or an internalization of oppression (Foley, 1991, p. 67).  To put it simply, 

framing students as at a deficit reifies and naturalizes low achievement based on students’ 

personal characteristics (Valencia, 1997).  This dangerous mix “essentialize[s] the 

phenomena,” ill-serves students, and misinforms policy and practice (Orbe, 2003, p. 2). 

This study, therefore, aimed to provide a multipronged response to these gaps in 

the literature.  Using an explicitly intersectional framework, this study sought to 

understand the way successful firsts’ intersecting identities shaped their educational 

trajectories and, simultaneously, problematized the boundary of the category itself.  To 

accomplish these aims, I asked three research questions: (1) what are the narratives of 

successful first-in-the-family college students at the University of Texas at Austin?  (2) 

how do students’ intersectional identities shape their experiences? and (3) considering the 

within-group diversity of the category, what are the implications of using “first-

generation college student” as a construct?   

To answer these questions, I employed a visual narrative methodology and 

collected data from 17 self-identified first-in-the-family students.  Narrative was an apt 

choice for this study since narrative attempts to understand human experience through 

reconstructing stories; narrative begins and ends in the lived-experiences of participants 

and requires a “valorizing individual experience but also an exploration of the social, 

cultural, and institutional narratives within which individuals’ experiences were 

constituted, shaped, expressed, and enacted” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 42).  
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Participant’s stories, then, became universal stories of human experience while 

maintaining qualities of uniqueness and individuality.  

Narrative recognizes that all research is based on language, “embrace[ing] the 

metaphoric quality of language and the connectedness and coherence of the extended 

discourse of the story” (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007, p. 29).  Narrative inquirers also 

emphasize human connectedness, research as a relational process (Pinnegar & Daynes, 

2007), and the value of local and particular knowledge as a critical source for 

understanding human culture and interaction (Geertz, 1983).  This study focused on 

multidimensional aspects of identity, and narrative was a particularly suitable choice 

since it recognizes multiple ways of knowing, values situated knowledge claims, and uses 

alternatives to post-positivist notions of validity to evaluate knowledge claims, including 

notions such as trustworthiness, authenticity (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007), and 

persuasiveness (Riessman, 2008).  

To recruit participants, I utilized a multi-pronged approach, contacting 

administrators who serve many firsts and posting flyers across campus; this enabled me 

to assemble a diverse group of students for the study.  Seventeen participants were 

recruited; all participants were successful according to the simple metric of bachelor’s 

degree attainment and either had graduated within the past year or were within one and a 

half years of graduating.  After providing consent for their participation in the study, each 

first completed a demographic questionnaire and participated in two one-on-one 

interviews.  Before each interview, the participant found or took pictures relating to their 

pre-college and college experiences.   

Students were given great latitude in determining the composition of their visuals.  

Some participants focused on the people in their lives, bringing in family photo albums, 

others walked around campus taking pictures of their daily lives, and still others found 
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pictures that represented internal states of being at particular moments in their lives.  The 

diversity of responses to the visual task illustrates the power that visual voice can provide 

study participants to enact and share their experiences in unique ways.  The visual 

elements also helped participants to guide me through particular moments of importance 

in their lives, both concrete and abstract, gave me a valuable and unique window into 

their lives, and helped to triangulate and enrich the narrative interview data (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Phelan, Davidson, & Cao, 1993; Pink, 2001; Riessman, 2008).  In order 

to be attendant to my own responses and evolving interpretations, I kept a researcher’s 

journal, in which I wrote analytic memos, described observations from interviews, and 

commented on my own process of understanding and making sense of participants’ 

narratives. 

Once data were collected, they were transcribed verbatim (Seidman, 2005) and 

uploaded to Atlas.TI, a qualitative software tool.  Altas.TI enabled me to conduct a 

layered and recursive analytic method, first highlighting the individual narratives of five 

participants, chosen strategically to emphasize the unique ways students made meaning 

of their intersectional experiences, then analyzing all narratives collectively to understand 

the group’s experiences across categories of difference.  It is important to note that I 

moved back and forth between individual narratives and the entire hermeneutical unit 

while conducting the analysis – it was a recursive and cyclical process, not one of 

linearity or iteration.  Chapters four and five presented findings from each of these 

analytic stances, respectively, and chapter six will discuss the three key findings and 

discuss implications for research, theory, policy, and practice.  
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DISCUSSION OF KEY FINDINGS 

Major findings of this study relate to three core ideas: first status, identity 

development, and student success.  

First Status 

Students made sense of their first status through two core constructs: success and 

the idea of the American dream (see Figure 18). The relationship between first status, 

success, and the notion of American dream is, however, quite complex.  Students’ 

interviews revealed that they had internalized the deficit rhetoric surrounding their first 

status, meaning that they know society and educational institutions expect them to fail, 

not succeed.  However, students were able to overcome this deficit by re-constituting 

their first status as success through the realization of American dream.  In other words, 

the mythos of the American dream allowed students to reconceive of their first status not 

as a deficit but as a triumph over low expectations, an achievement also made possible by 

their first status.  

 

 

Figure 18. Conceptual map of first status 
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Ultimately, this contradiction led students to feel pride and a sense of 

accomplishment that was shared by their families due to the way students connected the 

achievement of the American dream to their ability to give back to their families.  This 

means that a key way that students are able to navigate what they said was a sometimes 

“intimidating” and “overwhelming” higher education institution was the way they framed 

their success as earned, not given or arrived at through privilege.   

This conceptualization of success as a contradiction to first status and achieved 

through resistance to societal expectations has similarities to Yosso’s (2005) 

conceptualization of aspirational capital, which is the ability to maintain hope in the face 

of structural inequality, even when faced with the foreclosure of opportunities.  This 

finding also relates to the work of Williams and Butler (2010), who argued that hope-

focused programs and initiatives have potential for aiding in the retention of firsts 

because of the way it centers on thoughts rather than emotions and perception.  Many of 

the students in this study received a message implicitly or explicitly they were “less than” 

or they felt “shortened” by those around them.  Firsts’ success is made possible by their 

resistance to others’ expectations, remaining committed to their aspirations, and 

maintaining hope that they would prevail against the odds set against them. 

This finding also relates to Orbe’s (2003) work; he found that a college education 

represented the lack of opportunity of preceding generations and the increased 

opportunity of subsequent generations.  Students in this study often linked this idea 

directly to the American dream mythos; however, this linguistic shift is most likely due to 

the composition of the samples – Orbe’s participants all identified as African American, 

whereas a majority of this participant pool identified as first or second generation 

immigrants.  Immigrant status is at the root of the iconic American dream story; 

therefore, it is not surprising that many students in this study latched onto the 
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terminology.  However, it should also be noted that students from low-socioeconomic 

backgrounds also conceptualized their success as fulfillment of the American dream but 

did not use the nomenclature. 

This finding also corroborates the work of Hicks and Dennis (2005), who found 

that firsts had a high internal locus of control and sense of freedom, were motivated 

regarding their goals and life accomplishments, were aware of the disadvantages they 

entered college with, and actively sought resources for assistance.  Students in this study 

maintained their high aspirations and motivation to achievement in part because of the 

way they conceptualized their success as beating the odds, a concept that encompasses an 

awareness of perceived disadvantages.  Students in this study also sought a variety of 

resources to buttress their educational efforts, from sororities and organizations to 

isolation from negative influences, and, from seeking mentors to being mentors to others. 

One question that relates to this finding of the ubiquity of the American dream, 

however, is whether this kind of conceptualization is entirely fruitful.  For students who 

are successful, such as those in this study, conceptualizing success as attainment of the 

mythical American dream is productive and beneficial – the lore is corroborated through 

their achievement.  For students who do not attain their goals, however, this kind of 

conceptualization could be devastating.  In addition, the ways firsts attach generational 

impact to their success could likewise make failure all the more traumatic.  Particularly in 

a time of economic distress, attaching the American dream to achievement may be less 

than constructive for firsts.  

Identity 

Students conceptualized identity through three macro and relationally-based 

constructs – aspects of identity they claimed as personal identity, aspects related to their 
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family identity, and aspects that were personal but had to be actively negotiated through 

their families, what I am calling negotiated identity (Figure 19).  This is not to say that 

family and personal identities did not require any negotiation.  Certainly, as personal 

qualities and agency met with systems and institutional agents, students had to negotiate 

self-perceptions; in addition, students had to negotiate familial identities within the 

family and society.  The phrase negotiated identity, then, denotes that these aspects of 

identity were linked to both personal and familial qualities.  Indeed, the way students 

talked explicitly about the way they balanced identities and negotiated personal and 

familial identities in various contexts suggests that all aspects of identity are negotiated in 

some way. 

 

 

Figure 19. Macro conceptual map of firsts’ identity 

Each of these constructs is composed of several more specific identity aspects.  

Students related their sense of family identity most closely to their first status, immigrant 

status, and language status (see Table 3).  Of these constructs, immigrant status was 

perceived as a positive influence (+) in students’ educational journeys while first status 

was seen as limiting future opportunities (-).  Language status was seen as negative when 

students were young – many were told their language was a deficit to be overcome – but 

was perceived as an asset once students saw how linguistic facility could aid them in 

college and beyond, thus its influence varied (v).  Students associated their personal 

identity with motivation, leadership, high achievement, and the decision to enter the 

military (see Table 3).  All of these constructs were perceived as positive influences on 

their educational trajectories.  

is associated with is associated withis associated with Personal IdentityFamily Identity Negotiated Identity
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Negotiated identity was comprised of multiple identity aspects (see Table 3).  

Aspirations, morals, ethics, religion, hard working identity, service orientation, and 

orientation to learning were positive influences on students’ educational pathways.  

Race/ethnicity, culture, gender, sexuality, income, regionality, and peers had a variable 

influence, meaning that they changed over time or could have either a negative, positive, 

or contradictory influence on the educational endeavor.   

 

Family Identity Negotiated Identity Personal Identity 

(-) First status 

(+) Immigrant status 

(v) Language status 

(+) Aspirations 

(+) Morals 

(+) Ethics 

(+) Religion 

(+) Hard working identity  

(+) Service orientation 

(+) Orientation to learning  

(v) Race/ethnicity 

(v) Culture  

(v) Gender 

(v) Sexuality 

(v) Income 

(v) Regionality 

(v) Peers 

(+) Motivation 

(+) Leadership 

(+) High achievement 

(+) Military status 

Table 3. Family, negotiated, and personal identity constructs 
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For example, students largely emphasized their positive peer groups; however, 

several students also commented that they had to make strategic decisions about their 

friendship groups because they were aware of the potential for negative impact on their 

own aspirations.  These constructs were highly individualized and contextualized, with 

students negotiating their meaning in a variety of ways and having differing influences on 

students’ educational trajectories. 

Laying the data out in this way makes apparent why students associate the 

American dream with their success – the main negative perception they have of 

themselves and their achievement emanates from the socially constructed meaning of 

first status as a deficit.  The boundary of the category, however, is also permeable, 

allowing for a positive spin of the notion through other aspects of identity, such as 

aspirations, hardworking and high achieving identities, and service orientation. 

This finding also supports Yosso’s (2005) theory of cultural wealth, but on a 

broader basis.  The way students reframed their first status as positive through the 

American dream story resembles resistant capital, which refers to the oppositional 

knowledge and skills possessed and utilized to challenge oppression and inequality.  

Also, students’ negotiated identities, or the way students mediated many identity aspects 

through personal and familial notions, resembles Yosso’s notion of familial capital, 

which recognizes cultural knowledge.  Yosso’s notion refers specifically to cultural 

knowledge, which refers to history, memory, intuition, caring, and coping as well as 

moral, educational, and occupational consciousness; however, not all students in this 

participant pool referred to these aspects as cultural in nature.  Rather, as Figure 19 and 

Table 3 illustrate, culture is one aspect of multiple identities that are negotiated through 

familial and personal lenses.   
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My study also corroborates the work of Speirs Neumeister and Rinker (2006), 

who found that participants’ high ability identity was meaningful by creating pathways to 

resources and opportunities such as extracurricular activities, gifted/honors coursework, 

and a high achieving peer group.  For students who possessed a high achieving identity, 

this certainly proved accurate – access early on to gifted/honors coursework, the peer 

relationships that developed from shared coursework, and the leadership opportunities 

afforded these students gave them a passport to success and college-going cultures that 

eased their college choice and transition experiences.  This study provides an important 

extension to Speirs Neumeister and Rinker’s (2006) work by extending its applicability to 

non-white and non-female participants, suggesting that a high achieving identity remains 

a paramount identity even when it intersects meaningfully with gender and race.  Perhaps 

even more important, is that Speirs Neumeister and Rinker also found that participants 

attributed their success to opportunities gained through their high ability as well as 

personal characteristics (e.g., work ethic) and a willingness to explore a sense of self 

beyond the family’s definition.  While not all participants in this study could claim a high 

ability identity, they all claimed a hard working identity, and, as Table 3 demonstrates, 

associated personal attributes with success and were willing to explore, or negotiate, 

multiple aspects of identity beyond their families.  This suggests that the success of firsts 

is less dependent on ability and more influenced by the ways students perceive 

themselves, i.e., students with a positive sense of self in school contexts may find 

educational success more easily because of the way associate personal qualities with 

success. 

This may seem like hornbook educational theory – of course students must see 

themselves as participants in and contributors to their success.  However, given the 

preponderance of literature that cites firsts’ lack of validating experiences (e.g., Rendón, 
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1992, 1995; Rodriguez, 1974; Striplin, 1999; Terenzini et al., 1996; Torres, 2006) and the 

positive benefits of validating programs (e.g., Enstrom & Tinto, 2008; Folger, Carter, & 

Chase, 2004; Jehangir, 2009), this study further suggests there is need for further 

exploration of what constitutes validating and non-validating experiences, particularly 

give the firsts in this study discussed success as movement through challenge or failure – 

not all firsts may share this conception. 

Finally, students did share some common challenges associated with their first 

status.  Unfortunately, students associated their first status much as the literature does 

(e.g., Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & Chen, 2000; Dumais & Ward, 2010; Ishitani, 2006; 

Pascarella et al., 2004; Striplin, 1999), as a deficit.  For students who attended high 

schools with more college-going cultures or possessed a high achieving identity, this 

difference from second-generation students was not perceived until college matriculation, 

suggesting McCarron and Inkelas’ (2006) finding that student perceptions about 

academics may outweigh differentials in parental involvement is accurate.  Furthermore, 

class as well as race and/or culture became conflated in constructions of first status for 

some students.  Low socioeconomic status, in particular, was a construct students 

associated with deficit not only in terms of economics but also in terms of opportunity 

and access, conflating first deficit with income deficit.  The way students blended first 

status with other identity aspects corroborates the finding of Orbe (2008), who found that 

African American firsts negotiated and performed multiple aspects of identity in complex 

inherently intersectional ways. 

Success 

Students viewed their success as intrinsically linked to learning and encompassing 

both risk and the possibility of failure, saw their success as the product of past 
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generations and contributing to future generations, and believed their success would 

result in current and future contributions to diversity and service efforts. 

Firsts in this study conceptualized success well beyond the standard metric of 

GPA.  Instead, firsts saw success as being intrinsically linked to learning and 

encompassing both risk and the possibility of failure.  And, while students were 

cognizant of the possibility of failure, they did not fear it, unlike Bui (2002) found.  It is 

quite possible that students’ strong sense of support from family helped them to 

overcome their fears and/or reframe failure as success, but this relationship will require 

more exploration.  This claim does make theoretical sense considering the way early 

literature on firsts cites familial discontinuity and tension (e.g., Piorkowski, 1983; 

Rendón, 1995; Rodriguez, 1974), while more recent literature cites stronger familial 

support (e.g., Ceja, 2006; Logan, 2007; Sáenz et al., 2007). 

Hicks and Dennis (2005) found that firsts had a high internal locus of control and 

sense of freedom, a finding that relates to this notion of success as well.  A higher 

internal locus of control and sense of freedom could be giving students the resiliency to 

reframe their failure as success and to embrace possible failure as part of the learning 

process.  This relationship also needs further exploration, particularly given that this 

study only included successful firsts; firsts who struggle more academically may have a 

lower internal locus of control. 

Students also saw success as nested in generations.  This corroborates Orbe’s 

(2003) finding that students saw a college education as a lack of opportunity for 

preceding generations and an increased opportunity for subsequent ones.  This also 

pushes against perhaps now-outdated notions such as Piorkowski’s (1983) claim that 

firsts experience survivor’s guilt.  One participant did comment on her feeling of guilt 

over having opportunities preceding generations lacked, but she also linked her success to 



 254 

her future ability to give back to those who supported her along the way; in other words, 

her guilt was reconstituted as the ability to create generational impact.    

Students also talked about how success was contributing to current and future 

diversity and service efforts.  Ting (2003) found that a strong service orientation 

predicted success for firsts; however, it did not consider how students made meaning of 

success and service since it was a quantitative study.  Ting’s finding and the paucity of 

research on firsts and service suggest this is an area ripe for further study.  Concerning 

the notion of diversity, the literature is also overwhelmingly silent.  Pascarella et al. 

(2004) found no significant differences between firsts and their peers regarding openness 

to diversity and challenge and also found that academic involvement yielded stronger 

effects in openness to diversity for firsts than their peers.  Both of these findings are 

challenged by this study.  This study suggests that firsts may, in fact, be more open to 

diversity than their peers – as illustrated by the way students saw themselves as emblems 

of diversity and discussed diversity in a variety of instantiations.   

In addition, this study suggests firsts are actively challenging peers’ more narrow 

conceptions of diversity through peer interactions in and out of the classroom.  It is also 

important to note that the institutional context and UT’s multi-year focus on increasing 

and expanding notions of diversity may be a key influence in students’ perception of 

themselves as embodiments of diversity.  This finding also has policy implications, since 

this institutional culture may be contributing to students’ positive conceptions of self. 

This finding has particular relevance for the ways the first category is viewed.  

Firsts are making significant contributions to the academy and postsecondary education 

merely by being present; this study also reveals that firsts are aware of the positive 

contributions they are making through representation and interactions.  This suggests that 

one way for practitioners and researchers to reframe the first category is through these 
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positive contributions.  Indeed, amidst claims that students are “academically adrift”  

(Arum & Roska, 2011), successful firsts provide a template of active and engaged 

learning that the postsecondary education sorely needs. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH, THEORY, POLICY, AND PRACTICE 

The following sections presents implications for future research, theory, policy, 

and practice.  

Research 

 Eventually, research focusing on firsts might consider discarding the “first 

generation college student” category as a core research construct; however, considering 

students’ consistent conceptions of first status as negative and the saliency of first status 

to students’ experiences, the construct should be retained for now.  However, the 

permeability of the category, the way first status is viewed by both institutions and 

students from a deficit perspective, and the way first status is frequently conflated with 

other aspects of identity that already encompass marginalized experiences (e.g., low-

income, race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality) suggest that the category may be less-useful as 

a central research construct.  Instead of focusing on first status as a key identity marker, 

therefore, first status should be considered as one of multiple categories of identity.    

 Much remains to be discovered concerning the way firsts access and navigate 

college, and, considering its ubiquity in educational research and policy, I offer several 

possibilities for subsequent research.  In the future, firsts should be studied from a 

strengths-based perspective; work such as that by Harper (2012) on anti-deficit framing 

of Black male achievement as well as the success framework presented in Figure 20 

could prove particularly useful in the study of firsts.  Research to date has emphasized 

deficit, and this deficit stance has migrated from research to practitioner discourse and 
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been internalized by students.  And, while students framed identities that could be seen as 

negative (e.g., race, class, gender, and immigrant status) in a more nuanced and 

individualized ways, they consistently perceived first status as a detractor from their 

educational goals.  Future research, therefore, needs to continue to focus on the 

successful adaptations of firsts, such as their ability to manage and perform multiple 

aspects of identity, to navigate multiple cultures and languages, their strong and 

supportive family ties, and the huge value-added they bring in terms of their commitment 

to learning, service, and diversity.  These final three constructs should be explored in 

particular since they were so positively related to students’ conceptions of success.  

Research should also be expanded concerning firsts’ transition experiences.  The 

most recent work on transition experiences is from 2004 and 2006 (Engle, Bermeo, & 

O’Brien, 2004; Schultz, 2006).  Engle, Bermeo, and O’Brien’s (2004) work regarding the 

impact of pre-college programs and transitional support needs to be extended.  Almost 

universally, this study’s participants had difficult transitions, though for a variety of 

reasons.  Focus on transition, in particular the first few weeks of college, is needed to 

provide insight into firsts’ transition experiences. 

In addition, as the literature (e.g., Saenz et al., 2007; Somers, Woodhouse, & 

Cofer, 2004) suggests, financial considerations are a key concern of many firsts.  

However, while these studies focus on the impact of policies on student actions, this 

study found that students’ perspectives about the abstract value of education and their 

family’s unique financial circumstances were key aspects of how students made sense of 

institutional policies.  Future research should examine the way students and their families 

make sense of educational policies, in particular the FAFSA, which multiple students 

found difficult to navigate, and the process by which students found and leveraged grants 

and scholarships.  Future research should also delve into how students gain knowledge 
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about grants and scholarships – students utilized multiple resources from counselors, to 

peers, to older family members, cousins, and Google searches to understand financial 

matters and find resources; however, all students expressed frustration at their widely 

divergent processes.  Future research should consider mapping these cognitive pathways 

to better address students’ awareness of and ability to navigate financial aid. 

To aid in the future study of firsts, I have also provided a conceptual map of 

students’ perceptions of success (see Figure 20).  This model demonstrates the way 

multiple and intersectional identities moderate students’ notions of success; the way they 

drew on personal qualities, learning orientation, familial support, and external supports to 

bolster their aspirations and success; the pull that first status exerted on their ideas of 

success; and the way students saw their success as radiating out from themselves.  In 

addition, the model emphasizes the ways students negotiate identity and leverage 

resources to enact their aspirations rather then the deficit characteristics students and 

institutions attach to first status.  The reader should also note the ways visual research can 

enhance this model’s descriptive power.  Students in this study presented pictures that 

related to nearly every construct presented in this model, providing depth and texture that 

extended my understanding of students’ experiences.   

Student success has been studied in a variety of ways, but most of those methods 

are quantitative and focus on students’ actions.  This study, however, illustrates that it is 

not only about what students do but also about how students perceive what they do that 

contributes to their success.  Students in this study conceptualized their success as 

feeding back to their families and as linking to learning, risk, and possible failure.  Future 

research should examine how educational and familial experiences have contributed to 

such framing of success.  This study found the influence of family was particularly 

complex; however, all families in this study were supportive – one extension of research 
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in this area might examine families’ understanding of where this value for education 

emanates.  Familial support was key in students’ framing of success, but many students 

come from families where education is not valued; therefore, research should seek to 

understand what contributes to familial value of education. 

 

 

Figure 20. Conceptual map of firsts’ success  

Finally, it is the important to note the possible sampling bias relating to the 

American dream finding.  Due to the deficit reification of the first category, it is possible 

that potential participants did not respond to recruitment strategies because they did not 

wish to identify with the category.  In converse, recruited participants may have been 

those more willing to identify with the category because they found a way to view their 

first status as positive.  Future studies, therefore, might consider convenience sampling to 

explore whether other firsts have more diverse experiences and meanings attached to 
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their educational journeys.  The potential sampling bias may, in fact, relate to students’ 

conceptualizations of success as movement through the American dream.  These firsts 

may have connected strongly to the concept due to their close proximity to the attainment 

of their goals.  Regardless, future research should explore whether other firsts’ 

conceptualizations of success also resonate through the American dream mythos, and, if 

so, how students who do not matriculate cope with the dream transforming to nightmare.  

The American dream notion, in particular, will require much further deconstruction to 

understand its influences on firsts. 

Theory 

Students in this study were quite aware of systemic barriers (such as first status, 

finances, and race) to their success; however, students also focused on how their agency 

overcame these barriers.  Students articulated that personal and familial qualities were 

able to master structural barriers.  This suggests that theories emphasizing non-normative 

constructions of identity are more helpful in understanding marginalized students’ 

experiences.  For example, theories that emphasize positive adaptations, such as cultural 

wealth (Yosso, 2005) and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, used by Torres, 2006), 

and theories that allow for students to define sense of self, such as intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Cole, 2009; Collins, 2000; Hancock, 2007), are able to encompass 

students’ positive responses to perceived systemic barriers.  In addition, tis study found 

that taken-for-granted constructs of identity such as race, class, and gender were not 

always helpful in understanding students’ experiences. 

Identity development models that focus on a single aspect identity such as gender, 

race, culture, or moral development (e.g., Erikson, 1968; Helms, 1984; Josselson, 1987; 

Phinney, 1989, 1990, 1992) can provide only a limited understanding of identity 
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development due to the way they create false divisions in students’ sense of self and 

cannot encompass identities that are intersectional and mutual constitute each other.  

However, more recent theoretical developments that encompass divergent constructions 

of identity, for example Baxter Magolda’s (2007, 2008) concept of self-authorship, as 

well as theories that allow for less traditionally defined identity constructs, for example 

Carlone and Johnson’s (2007) model of science identity, have potential for exploring 

student identity in more holistic ways that can account for at least some intersectional 

identities.  In addition, given the way firsts negotiated multiple responsibilities and 

emphasized the need for balance in their lives, role theory (Biddle, 1986; Levinson, 1959; 

Mead, 1934; Stryker, 2000) may also be an appropriate theory to use when studying 

firsts. 

This study showed that an intersectional framework can be quite useful for 

understanding firsts’ complex conceptions of themselves and their environment.  Future 

work on firsts should include intersectionality in some way, even if only in the core areas 

students consistently identified in this study: first status, socioeconomic status, immigrant 

status, race/ethnicity, culture, hard working/high achieving identity, gender, sexuality, 

and regionality.  First status alone is not complex enough as a construct to probe student 

experiences or success due to the way this identity construct works sometimes in concert 

with and sometimes in opposition to other key identity aspects.  This study provided a 

conceptual mapping of the ways students perceived their first status, which should be 

explored further, and it posited that students made sense of their identities through 

personal, familial, and negotiated identities.  These constructs should be further queried 

to understand whether the identity aspects discerned in this study (see Table 3) are 

consistent for students in different institutional contexts and with differing abilities. 
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Some of the theory implications derived from this study should also be considered 

when studying other student populations, the use of intersectional and multi-dimensional 

identity notions in particular.  For the study of firsts, retaining the first category but 

reframing it as a favorable characteristic is key to future research endeavors given its 

saliency to students’ conceptualizations as well as policies that use first status as a proxy 

for race.  However, student-focused research should consider the way identity categories 

intersect meaningfully for students from other groups and subgroups as well. 

Policy 

Policy-makers should consider deeply the conceptions of success firsts had in this 

study – firsts in this study embody a kind of social mobility that policy seeks to create, 

yet, students in this study consistently cited the way educational systems made them feel 

their potential was truncated.  Students who were able to access schools with college-

going cultures were, however, more successful.  These schools were able to disseminate 

college knowledge through a variety of structural and invisible mechanisms, including 

but not limited to institutional agents, peers groups, gifted/honors courses, physical 

capital (i.e., books about college), and college visits.  Students unable to access a school 

with this kind of culture had a much more difficult pathway in the transition from high 

school to college.   While some students were able to leverage specific but limited 

resources in the form of teachers, counselors, or organizations, many students were only 

able to access UT by being successful academically and gaining admission through the 

top ten percent plan.   

The top percent plan20 was a positive influence for students in multiple ways.  It 

gave students a simple metric for gauging their success and provided them a core goal to 
                                                
20 The top ten percent plan was creating in the wake of the Hopwood v. Texas (1996) fifth 
circuit decision and designed to expand access to top Texas universities for 
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strive for.  This kind of transparency of policy should be expanded to all levels of 

admissions policies – institutional, college, departmental, and programmatic – and should 

be expanded to financial aid if possible.  Students’ conceptualization of financial aid as 

cumbersome, frustrating, and confusing suggests that simplicity and transparency in 

financial aid are sorely needed.  In addition, several students cited financial aid as making 

them question whether postsecondary matriculation was even possible and made some 

students consider stop-out behavior.  Financial aid policies might also consider making 

materials specifically targeting firsts and their families to provide increased access to and 

knowledge of financial aid possibilities. 

The top percent plan was seen as positive due to its transparency; however, it also 

ill-served firsts by pitting them against peers who were not marginalized by educational 

systems in the same way.  Firsts tended to identify college as a goal later in life and 

realize what academic success would be required for college later than their peers.  This 

means that firsts are competing against peers who have been given a head start.  State 

admissions policies should consider a two-pronged approach to this dilemma.   

One approach should make college knowledge a more explicit part of K-12 school 

structures, including it in content courses, expanding the counselor workforce to address 

students’ needs and fill in gaps, and expanding career exploration and college resource 

centers – these resources should be accessed by all students so that, even if a student 

makes the decision to attend college late in high school, s/he still has enough base college 

knowledge and support to navigate the system and matriculate.  This approach should 

also be extended to the college environment by expanding first-year programs such as 

                                                                                                                                            
underrepresented communities (Holley & Spencer, 1999; Horn & Flores, 2003; Tienda, 
Leicht, Sullivan, Maltese, & Lloyd, 2003). 
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UT’s First-year Interest Groups, expanding programs that serve firsts explicitly such the 

Gateway Scholars Program, creating pathways for faculty mentorship and research 

experiences, and expanding programs that place firsts on a pathway towards graduate 

school such as the McNairs Scholar program and the Intellectual Entrepreneurship 

Program – all these programs were cited by multiple participants as increasing their 

ability to navigate college successfully. 

A second approach should consider lowering the percent threshold and 

simultaneously grouping first and non-firsts (for instance, admitting the top five percent 

of firsts and the top five percent of non-firsts).  Given the positive contributions firsts are 

making to the higher education context in terms of diversity, orientation to learning, and 

service, this kind of policy would help firsts claim their first status as a positive trait and 

give firsts the opportunity to achieve the high aspirations they have.  Furthermore, 

considering that many policies use first status as a proxy for race, this approach could 

expand diversity efforts while avoiding the legal entanglements of race-based policies. 

In addition, while Texas’ Closing the Gaps initiative (The Texas Higher 

Education Coordinating Board & Richard T. Ingram Center, 2012) and college and career 

readiness standards (The Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2012) focus on 

raising standards in specific domains of education (including traditional areas such as 

language arts, mathematics, etc.), this study suggests that these are outmoded constructs 

for framing learning and success.  Given that firsts tend not to feel validated by 

institutions, a restructuring of educational constructs and/or an expansion of 

interdisciplinary approaches, coursework, and programs may be called for.  Firsts in this 

study did focus on content areas, but only in so far as they enjoyed their in-major courses 

and disliked some core curriculum requirements.   
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Several participants commented on the lack of relevancy of out-of-major courses 

and core curriculum requirements.  This, in conjunction with the way students framed 

what they had learned in college, which they related to people skills and critical thinking, 

suggests that educational institutions should focus less on what students learn and focus 

more on how students learn.  In short, if a student is learning to think critically regarding 

a Dickens novel, is it really that different from a student learning to think critically about 

physics?  Both skills are valuable beyond high school; however, organization of learning 

outcomes by subject areas forces students to acquire knowledge of subjects they have no 

interest or talent in, which, in turn, truncates their desire to learn about topics they do find 

interesting – in short, students who do not see themselves in what they study turn away 

from education.  Students in this study all commented that they “made it through” certain 

courses or subjects – and these are the successful students.  For students who do not have 

the familial support, high aspirations, or high achieving/hard working identity of this 

study’s participants, it is no wonder so many firsts do not matriculate. 

In addition, for students whose personal identities (such as race, culture, gender, 

sexual orientation) were salient, their ability to access liberal arts, interdisciplinary, and 

area studies were critical in their personal and professional development.  This suggests 

that movements to eliminate or reduce area studies and other liberal arts programs are 

severely misguided; curtailing these programs would likewise curtail the very rich and 

valuable experiences of the students who need them the most.  Instead, policies should 

consider ways to maintain needed humanities.  Policy makers might also consider 

expanding interdisciplinary work to help in that maintenance, particularly considering 

students’ negative comments regarding coursework that remained in curricular silos.  

Interdisciplinary coursework and programs would allow content areas to partner 
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productively to provide intellectually diverse experiences to students, mutually reinforce 

the skills needed for success in all areas, and save financially through partnership.  

Practice 

In terms of practice, this study provides several recommendations for those 

working directly with firsts.  Practitioners should be aware of the deficit students attach 

to their first status and should explicitly discuss the value-added their first status 

represents for their classmates.  This would help students to reframe their first status as a 

positive trait.  Furthermore, as students in this study articulated, practitioners should 

explicitly talk to students about how their first status attaches positively to service and 

diversity goals.  From this perspective, first status is not only a positive trait but also a 

trait that should be spoken about and shared, trumpeted as triumph rather than hidden due 

to deficit. 

In addition, practitioners should also be aware of the way firsts must navigate 

multiple, intersecting identities.  Practitioners should not assume that a particular 

phenotype is associated with particular experiences; instead, practitioners should allow 

students to voice the aspects of self that they perceive as the most important – this kind of 

discussion would aid practitioners in guiding students to courses, programs, and 

resources that are a good fit.  This kind of discussion would also help practitioners be 

aware of how students conceive of their life balance.  Students’ divergent 

conceptualizations suggest that understanding these core values would aid those trying to 

guide students in their coursework and extracurricular activities.  In addition, given how 

first status is not only perceived by students as negative but also as associated with family 

identity, practitioners should explicitly talk to students about the strengths their family 

has provided them.  This might even be incorporated into orientation or interest group 
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activities so that students can re-position their first status family identity as rich and 

abundant rather than deficient.  

Practitioners should also be aware of the strong desire for mentorship and/or 

research orientation of this study’s participants.  Though firsts desired mentors and 

research experience early on in their college careers, they had difficultly finding these 

connections.  Student affairs practitioners should work to create faculty-to-student as well 

as graduate-student-to-undergraduate-student networks that would enable students to find 

desired mentors and research experiences and allow faculty to leverage student interest in 

their work. 

At the K-12 and postsecondary levels, counselors, teachers/faculty, and 

administrators should also work to help families understand how they can be supportive 

of their students.  The creation of pamphlets and information sessions that guide families 

in ways they can help students not only would open the black box of college for families 

and students, but also would provide tools for families to support their students and 

decrease home-school tensions.  For instance, communication about the value of familial 

emotional support and the importance of being understanding as students negotiate 

college and identity development would aid families in understanding how to position 

themselves for student success. 

Organizational leaders along the pipeline should consider also creating interest 

groups based on deeper values such as social justice, sustainability, and diversity, rather 

than on taken-for-granted constructs such as race and culture.  Some students found 

racially and culturally focused groups affirming to their sense of identity, but most firsts 

felt alienated from, lacked strong connection to, or simply made a conscious choice not to 

delimit diverse experiences by identifying with such groups.  Instead, these students were 

driven by deeper values-based characteristics such as service orientation and international 
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government relations.  It should also be noted, however, that for the students whose race 

and culture were key identity aspects, their coursework, in particular, facilitated in an 

exploration of their identity, suggesting cultural and area studies play a key role to play in 

higher education and student development.  

CONCLUSION 

My study, through a layered visual narrative analytic method, revealed that firsts 

made meaning of their multiple, intersecting identities in diverse ways.  Although 

students had internalized conceptions of first status as a detriment to their educational 

opportunities, they were able to reframe this deficit as success through the American 

dream storyline.  In addition, students’ multiple identities intersected and informed their 

educational trajectories in unique and individualized ways.  These identities flowed 

through the constructs of personal characteristics, familial characteristics, and 

characteristics that were negotiated in personal and familial contexts.  Students 

conceptualized success as being intrinsically linked to learning, contributing to future 

generational success, and saw themselves as making contributions to the academy via the 

ideas of service and diversity.   

Students were able to reframe negative societal expectations, focus on learning as 

a goal in and of itself, and associate success with self in a way that can inform research, 

policy, and practice.  Future research and theory should focus on positive student 

adaptations rather than deficits, the complex influence of family, and how students 

perceive and operationalize their ideas of learning and value of education.  Future 

research should also include intersectional frameworks in some capacity given that 

students rarely enacted a single identity and often blended identities in unique ways. 
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Policies should focus on mechanisms for conveying college knowledge through 

programs and institutional agents.  In addition, practitioners should be aware of the 

complex ways students’ self-identify moderated experiences through these internal 

mechanisms; in other words, assumptions regarding experience based on any singular 

notion of identity should be avoided; instead, allow student responses to illuminate core 

identity characteristics and values that can aid in matriculation.  Institutions should also 

consider expanding programs that serve firsts, provide access to mentors, and illuminate 

pathways to graduate school.  
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT MATERIALS 

Email to Gatekeepers 
 
Hello <gatekeeper>, 
 
I hope this email finds you well.  I am a doctoral candidate in educational administration, 
and I am conducting a study on the narratives of first-generation students.  I am seeking 
first-generation students (the first in their immediate family to attend college) within two 
semesters of graduating with their bachelor’s degree and currently enrolled at UT-Austin.  
If you know any students who might be willing to talk to me about their experiences, 
please forward their contact information to me (email or phone number).  Please feel free 
to forward this email to anyone in your area you think might know students willing to 
participate.  
 
This study had been approved by the Institutional Review Board.  If you have any 
questions or concerns about sending me student contact information, please let me know.  
 
Thank you for your time, 
Beth E. Bukoski 
bebukoski@gmail.com 

Email to Potential Participant 
 
Hello <first name>, 
 
My name is Beth Bukoski and I am a current doctoral candidate in the Higher Education 
Administration program at the University of Texas.  You were recommended to me by 
<gatekeeper>for an upcoming research study that I am conducting that explores the 
experiences of students who are the first in their immediate family to attend college.  
He/She said you would be an excellent resource, so I would love to hear more about your 
experiences! 
 
This study involves a series of interviews over the next few months.  Participation in this 
research study is strictly voluntary, and you may refuse to answer any question at any 
time without penalty.  Should you decide to participate, you will receive a pseudonym 
and your responses will be kept completely anonymous. 
  
I would like to thank you in advance for your participation and willingness to aid in the 
study of first-in-the-family students and their college experiences. 
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Please let me know if you are interested in participating, and we can find a time to meet 
this week to talk more about the project. 
 
Thank you! 
Beth Bukoski 
bebukoski@gmail.com 

Script for Phone Contact with Potential Participants 
 
Hello, my name is Beth Bukoski and I am a current doctoral candidate in the Higher 
Education Administration program at the University of Texas.  You were recommended 
to me by <gatekeeper> for an upcoming research study I am conducting that explores the 
experiences of students who are the first in their immediate family to attend college.  
He/She said you would be an excellent resource, so I would love to hear more about your 
experiences! 
 
This study involves a series of interviews over the next few months.  Participation in this 
research study is strictly voluntary, and you may refuse to answer any question at any 
time without penalty.  Should you decide to participate, you will receive a pseudonym 
and your responses will be kept completely anonymous. 
  
Are you interesting in meeting sometime this week to talk more about the project so you 
can decide whether or not to participate? 
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Campus Flyer 
 

 

 

 

Research Study 
First-Generation Students Needed! 

To participate, you must be 

• The first person in your 
immediate family to 
attend college 

• Within two semesters of 
attaining a Bachelor’s 
degree 

 Participation involves a series of 
interviews over the next few months 

 Your identity will be kept confidential 

 Participation is voluntary 

 (IRB # ______) 

bebukoski@gmail.com          512-588-2024 
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I am a doctoral student in Educational Administration and 
I need students to participate in an upcoming research 
study that explores the experiences of students who are 
the first in their immediate family to attend college.  If you 
are interested in finding out more, please contact me! 

If you participate in all 
phases, you will an 
opportunity to win a 
$50 gift card to 
amazon.com! 



 272 

APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORM 
IRB APPROVED ON: 10/25/2011  
IRB PROTOCOL # 2011-08-0047   DO NOT USE AFTER: 10/24/2012 

Title:  Common Challenges and Diverse Experiences:  
First-their-Family College Students’ Narratives 
       
Conducted By: Beth E. Bukoski, bebukoski@gmail.com 
Of The University of Texas at Austin:  Educational Administration, 512-588-2024 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 
about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions.  Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part.  Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You 
can refuse to participate or stop participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled.  You can stop your participation at any time and your refusal 
will not impact current or future relationships with UT Austin or participating sites.  To do so, 
simply tell the researcher you wish to stop participation.  The researcher will provide you with a 
copy of this consent for your records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of students who are the first in their 
family to attend college. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Journal briefly about what it means to you to be the first in your family to attend college.  
• Participate in three one-on-one, audio-recorded interviews with the researcher.  
• Take or find pictures relating to yourself and college as guided by the researcher. The 

pictures ���will be discussed during the interviews.  
• Obtain the permission of anyone other than yourself that might be in the pictures you 

want to ���discuss during the interview.  
• Review what I write about your story and offer any further feedback about my 

interpretations.  
 

Total estimated time to participate in study is four hours. 
 
Risks of being in the study: The risks of participating in this study are expected to be no greater 
than everyday life. If you wish to discuss the information above or any other risks you may 
experience, you may ask questions now or call the Principal Investigator listed on the front page 
of this form.  

���Benefits of being in the study: There will be no direct benefits for participating. You may enjoy 
the opportunity to share stories of your life, giving you the opportunity to reflect on your 
experiences in meaningful ways. This study will benefit the field of higher education 
administration. ��� 

Compensation:  
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• You will be receive two iTunes downloads as a token of thanks after the conclusion of 
the final interview.  

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 
• You may choose your own pseudonym or I can give you one.  
• The data will be kept secured on my laptop and in my home; audio recordings will be 

labeled ���with a pseudonym so that you are not identifiable, and audio recordings will be 
retained, secured ���in my home.  

• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in 
the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the 
data will contain no identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your 
participation in any study. ��� 

• If any pictures have people in them (you or people you know), their (and your) faces will 
be blurred upon your request or in the absence of a signed photo release form. 

 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from 
The University of Texas at Austin and members of the Institutional Review Board have the legal 
right to review your research records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the 
extent permitted by law.  All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible 
to identify you as a subject.  Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new 
information that may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want 
additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers conducting the 
study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page.   
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, 
complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with the 
study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects at 
(512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative 
method of contact, an email may be sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB 
Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature: ___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
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___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
Signature of Investigator:__________________________ Date: __________________  
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APPENDIX C: DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Do have a preferred pseudonym? _________________________________ 
 
Age: ________ 
 
Gender: ___________ 
 
Race: __________________ 
 
Major(s): _________________ 
 
Please list who is in your immediate family and their relation to you: 
 

Relation   Age    Grade/Job  
 
 
 
 
 

 
What kind of financial aid have you/are you receiving?   
 
1st year in college:  
2nd year in college: 
3rd year in college: 
4th year in college: 
 
To what extent were your parents involved in applying for financial aid? 

 
In what country were the following people born 
You: _________________________ 
Your mother/primary female guardian: _________________________ 
Your father/primary male guardian: _________________________ 
 
What is the highest level of education of your mother or primary female guardian? 
_________________________ 
 
What is the highest level of education of your father or primary male guardian? 
_________________________ 
 
What is your mother’s/primary female guardian’s profession or job? 
_________________________ 
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What is your father’s/primary male guardian’s profession or job?  
_________________________ 
 
What is your approximate family’s combined annual income?  

Under $20,000 
$20,000 – $39,999 
$40,000 – $49,999 
$50,000 – $59,999 
$60,000 – $79,999 
$80,000 – $99,999 
$100,000 – $149,999 
$150,000+ 
Unknown 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW GUIDES   

Initial Meeting 
 
At this initial meeting, I will explain the nature of informed consent and have the 
participant sign the consent form (see Appendix B).  I will also give the participant the 
demographic questionnaire (see Appendix C) to complete, talk to them about the visual 
nature of the project, give them the first visual task, and give them a few copies of the 
photo release form (see below):  
 
To prepare for our first in-depth conversation, I’d like you to take and/or find pictures 
that capture the worlds you inhabit at home.  Think about who you were as you grew up.  
Think about who you are now.  What places, people, groups, experiences tell the story of 
your life?  What or who you decide to take pictures of is entirely up to you, and these 
images can represent the past, present, or future. 
 
In taking pictures of people, please be considerate of others if they do not want their 
photograph taken. If you include pictures of family or friends, make sure you ask them 
whether or not they would be comfortable with their picture being used in a research 
study and, if they would prefer not, tell them I can blur their faces.  Also, if you share a 
photograph but then decide you would prefer it not be reproduced for the public to see, 
the photograph will remain private and confidential.  In addition, at the end of each 
interview I will ask you if you want me to blur your face and/or the faces of any other 
subjects to protect your/their confidentiality.  I will blur the face of anyone who has not 
given consent for their picture to be reproduced.  Do you have any questions or concerns 
about the photo tasks?  

Photo Release Form 
 
I do hereby authorize The University of Texas, and those acting pursuant to its authority 
to exhibit or distribute my photographed likeness in whole or in part without restrictions 
or limitation for any educational or promotional purpose which The University of Texas, 
and those acting pursuant to its authority, deem appropriate.  
 
I understand that The University of Texas System and its employees, agents, and 
personnel cannot warrant or guarantee that, on the placement of my photograph image in 
publications or in presentations, any further dissemination of my photograph or video 
image will be subject to University supervision or control.  Accordingly, I release The 
University of Texas System, its employees, agents and personnel acting on its behalf 
from any and all liability related to further dissemination of my photograph. 
  
Name: ________________________________________   
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Phone No. : __________________________________   
Signature: ______________________________________   
  Parent/Guardian Signature (if under 18): _________________ 

If you choose not to release your image for dissemination, your likeness will be blurred to 
maintain your privacy. 

Interview 1:  Life History 
 
Opening comments: Thank you for participating in this study.  I want to understand the 
experiences of students who are the first in their family to attend college.  Your story will 
contribute to the knowledge educators have about this population.  This first interview is 
going to be about your background.    
 

1. Could you show me the pictures you brought with you today? 
2. Tell me a bit about yourself. 

a. How do you self-identify in terms of gender, race/ethnicity, religion, etc. 
b. What are the most important things I need to know about you to 

understand who you are. 
c. Tell me about your values; what you think is important in life. 

3. Tell me about your life growing up. 
a. Who was important to you and why? 
b. Tell me about a few key moments from growing up. 

4. Tell me about your family. 
a. Describe your relationship(s) to your family members. 

5. Tell me about your friends and relationships. 
6. Tell me about your educational experiences, starting with elementary school. 

a. Middle school? 
b. High school? 

7. Are there any pictures you do or not want me to include in the final write-up?  
And are there any people’s faces you would like me to blur out? 

 
Closing comments: Thank you for you time today.  To prepare for that meeting, I’d like 
you to take or find images that capture the worlds you inhabit in college.  Think about 
who you are and what places, people, groups, experiences tell the story of your college 
life. 

Interview 2: College Experiences 
 
Opening comments: Thanks for meeting with me today.  In our first discussion, you told 
me about your pre-college life; today, we’re going to talk about your college years. 
 

1. Could you show me the pictures you brought with you today? 
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2. Tell me about your decision to attend college. 
a. When did college become a goal and why? 
b. Who influenced you (family, friends, teachers, counselors, etc.)? 

3. Tell what your first days on campus were like. 
4. Tell me about some of the people who have shaped your college experiences. 
5. Tell me about some of the places that define college for you. 
6. Tell about some of the things that define being a college student for you, 

personally. 
7. Tell me about what you’ve learned while in college. 
8. Tell me about your goals and ambitions after you finish college. 
9. Are there any pictures you do or not want me to include in the final write-up?  

And are there any people’s faces you would like me to blur out? 
 
Reflection on meaning: 

10. What does it mean to you to be the first person in your family to get a college 
degree? 

11. What does it mean to be a college graduate? 
12. Are there any pictures you do or not want me to include in the final write-up?  

Are there any people’s faces you would like me to blur out? 
 

Closing comments:  Thank you for your participation in this study.  After I complete the 
study and analysis, I will contact you on email with a draft of my write-up of your 
narrative.  When you get that email, I will be inviting you to look at how I represented 
you and your world and give me any feedback.  This is a process, and you are vital to my 
work, so again, thank you for your time! 
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