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Background
The National Center for Education Statistics defines first-generation
college students as “students who enroll in postsecondary education and
whose parents do not have any postsecondary education experience” [12].
However, researchers and policymakers have varying ideas on what it
means to be a first-generation student. Using data from a longitudinal
study begun in 2002, researchers identified eight definitions of the term
“first-generation” and found that the number of students who could be
called first-generation in a 7,300-student sample ranged from 22% to 77%
[13]. While some may include in their definition of “first-generation”
students who only have one college-educated parent, others define the
term based on their idea of what “went to college” means, the type of
institution the parent attended, or who is considered a parent [16]. How
we define first-generation can impact the types of support available to
students.
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Introduction
Among experts and researchers of higher education in the United States, it has
become nearly commonplace to argue that the COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the
systemic inequities and underlying barriers facing first-generation college students.
Yet emergent studies on the impact of the crisis on first-generation students agree
that these new challenges are coming to rest on old inequities that kept first-
generation college students from attending college. A recent study concluded that for
every 100 low-income and first-generation students who enrolled in college in 2011-
2012, only 26 earned a four-year degree within six years [1]. Prior to the pandemic,
first-generation students were already challenged by financial, bureaucratic, and
institutional obstacles, but amidst the COVID crisis, the range of obstacles to first-
generation student success was broadened by an increasing wealth gap and a digital
divide. In order to better serve first-generation students, institutions must first
embrace a consistent definition of first-generation student status, realize the barriers
facing first-generation students, and implement program and policy changes that will
increase the success of first-generation students.
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Research and Project Overview
This report examines six barriers unique to the journey of
first-generation students: 1) disparities in preparation for
college-level work, 2) navigating the transition to higher
education, 3) financing a college degree, 4) raising
student awareness of services, 5) degree attainment, and
6) employment and earnings.
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Disparities in Preparation for College-Level Work
 Inadequate preparation for college-level work is a major impediment facing most
students attending open-admission colleges. In most states, more than half the
students attending open-admission colleges fail college placement exams and are
required to take remedial courses [16]. Even with additional academic support, most
of these students leave college without credentials – after about five years, only
25% obtain a degree [3]. 

Navigating the Transition to Higher Education
First-generation students often report lacking a sense of belonging and support as
they transition to college [4]. The norms or unwritten rules of college, as well as the
complex jargon and unfamiliar acronyms, leave many first-generation students
feeling isolated in their postsecondary journey. The importance of creating and
sustaining supports specifically targeted at bolstering first-generation college
success remains critical to leveling the playing field and increasing their college
completion rates [4]. A recent NASPA study reports 62% of first-generation
respondents use general campus supports rather than more targeted guidance [7].
Simply stated, first-generation students often do not possess the cultural capital
necessary for successfully navigating college and may feel like outsiders and may
fear being othered by faculty and peers. 

Financing a College Degree
The Postsecondary National Policy Institute cites in a 2021 pre-pandemic study that
first-generation students had a lower median household income ($37,565) compared
to non-first-generation students ($99,635), and the same study revealed that first-
generation students are borrowing from the federal government at increasingly
higher levels [11].  Student financial aid for postsecondary education comes in many
different types – grants, work-study, loans, and scholarships – and the type of aid
first-generation students receive can have implications for whether or not they
borrow to pay for their education. One study found that the more types of financial
aid first-generation students received, the more likely they were to persist through
higher education at four-year institutions [6]. 
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Raising Student Awareness About the Range of Services Offered

Analysis and Recommendations
Our recommendations for the education community are presented in three areas: (1)
research and data collection, (2) implications for practice and (3) implications for
policy. 

Research and Data Collection
The K-12 and postsecondary education communities need to reach consensus on a
standard, formal definition of a “first-generation college student.” A standard
definition should assist institutions in determining student program eligibility, as well as
increase comparability of data. Also, first-generation students can be further
categorized into subgroups identified as “first-gen plus,” which is a term used by
researchers to recognize a first-generation student’s intersectionality – that is, the ways
in which a student’s first-generation status intersects with other aspects of their
identity [7]. Given that first-generation status encompasses a diverse array of
subgroups of people of varied backgrounds and experiences, an increased focus on the
vast intersectional first-generation identities and groups is urgently needed.

Knowing about and making use of on-campus services, such as academic advising
and career planning and placement opportunities, could potentially benefit first-
generation students. Internships are one such experience that can be quite important
for students, however, first-generation students are overrepresented amongst those
who have never experienced an internship and underrepresented in paid internships
[10]. First-generation students are also less likely to make use of advising services, as
one study found that 55% of first-generation students met with an academic advisor
during their first year in college, compared with 72% of continuing education students
[2]. 

Degree Attainment
First-generation students have lower rates of bachelor’s degree completion (20%)
than their non-first-generation peers (42%), but higher rates of associate’s degree
completion (13% vs. 8%). The reasons provided by first-generation students for
dropping out include lack of money (54%), preference for working and making money
(46%), a change in family status (42%), and conflicts with demands at home (31%)
[12]. 

Employment and Earnings of Degree Holders
 First-generation students do not experience the upward mobility they expect by
earning a degree, especially compared to their non-first-generation counterparts.
For example, job searches are often not as successful as non-first-generation college
students, with non-first-generation students frequently experiencing higher salary
offers than first-generation [5].
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Implications for Practice
In order to reduce the cost associated with college and provide a pathway to
employment, institutions should develop paid internship programs for first-generation
students that combine paid apprenticeships with course credits, which can provide a
pathway to a good job without the burden of student loan debt [8]. Institutions should
develop a diverse and targeted set of supports, both academic and financial, to meet
the unique needs of first-generation students, including dedicated scholarships, peer
mentoring opportunities, and trained advisors and/or coaches. Direct student support
activities such as increased grant aid, peer mentoring, and college/career counseling
have been repeatedly linked to improvements in student enrollment, retention, and
graduation [15]. 

Policy Recommendations
Stackable credentials have emerged as an innovative pathway to empower first-
generation working students to gainful employment, and currently 10 states require
community colleges to offer stackable credit options [9]. Workforce needs are also
better served by developing a stackable credentials policy, and with increased funding
and coordination with state and local governments, first-generation students could
potentially return to community college for a second credential in an effort to fill an
industry need. Also, since first-generation students often carry the additional burden
of financially supporting parents, siblings, and/or children, institutions should find
ways to offer financial assistance for non-tuition costs such as child and sibling care
supports, books, housing, food, and transportation [14].  

Discussion and Conclusion

Institutions have an opportunity to meet the diverse needs of first-generation students. 
While all students faced challenges as a result of the COVID crisis, first-generation
students were disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. Each of the identified
barriers has been exacerbated by the subsequent shutdowns and economic fallout as a
result of COVID.   Without concerted and continued efforts by government,
institutional, and social actors to bridge the gap between first-generation and non-
first-generation students, first-generation students are likely to remain marginalized. 



C O L L E G E  P R O M I S EC O L L E G E  P R O M I S E

Cahalan, M., Perna, L. W., Addison, M., Murray, C., Patel, P. R., & Jiang, N. (2020). Indicators of
higher education equity in the United States: 2020 historical trend report. The Pell Institute for the
Study of Opportunity in Higher Education. http://pellinstitute.org/indicators/reports_2020.shtml
Center for First-Generation Student Success. (2017, November 20). Defining first-
generation.https://firstgen.naspa.org/blog/defining-first-generation
Chen, G. (2021, October 21). The catch-22 of community college graduation rates. Community
College Review. https://www.communitycollegereview.com/blog/the-catch-22-of-community-
college-graduation-rates
Choy, S. P. (2001). Students whose parents did not go to college: Postsecondary access, persistence,
and attainment (NCES Publication No. 2001‐072). National Center for Education Statistics.
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2001/2001072_Essay.pdf
Eismann, L. (2016). First-generation students and job success. National Association of Colleges and
Employers. https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/special-populations/first- generation-students-
and-job-success/
Ishitani, T. T. (2016). First-generation students&#39; persistence at four-year institutions. College
and University, 91(3), 22-34.
students in community and technical colleges: A national exploration of institutional support
practices. NASPA: Center for First-Generation Student Success.
https://firstgen.naspa.org/files/dmfile/NASPA_Firstgeneration_Community_Colleges_ES_Final_Nov4R
educed.pdf
McCarthy, M., Palmer, I., & Prebel, M. (2017). Connecting apprenticeship with higher education:
Eight recommendations. New America.
https://naproduction.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/Connecting-Apprenticeship-HigherEd.pdf
Meyer, K., & Castleman, B. (2021, February 2). Stackable credentials can open doors to newcareer
opportunities. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center- chalkboard/2021/02/02/stackable-
credentials-can-open-doors-to-new-career-opportunities/
NACE Staff. (2020, August 21). First-generation students underrepresented in
internships.https://www.naceweb.org/diversity-equity-and-inclusion/trends-and-predictions/first-
generation-students-underrepresented-in-internships/
Postsecondary National Policy Institute. (2021b). First-generation students in higher education.
https://pnpi.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/11/FirstGenStudentsinHigherEd_November2020-FINAL-
1.pdf
Redford, J., & Hoyer, K. M. (2017). Stats in brief: First-generation and continuing-generation college
students: A comparison of high school and postsecondary experiences (NCES 2018-009). National
Center for Education Statistics. http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2018009
Sharpe, R. (2017, November 3). Are you first gen? Depends on who’s asking. New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/03/education/edlife/first-generation-college-admissions.html?
_r=0
Standlee, A. (2019, April 11). Supporting first-generation students. Inside Higher Ed.
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2019/04/11/policies-and-practices-help-first-generation-
college-students-succeed-opinion
Stephens, N. M., Fryberg, S. A., Markus, H. R., Johnson, C. S., &amp; Covarrubias, R. (2012). Unseen
disadvantage: How American universities’ focus on independence undermines the academic
performance of first-generation college students. Journal of Personality &amp; Social Psychology,
102(6), 1178-1197. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0027143
Toutkoushian, R.K., Stollberg, R.S. & Slaton, K.A. (2018) Talking ‘bout my generation: Defining ‘first-
generation students’ in higher education research. Teachers College Record, 120(4), 1-38.

References

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

6

 

College Promise is a national, non-partisan,
non-profit initiative that builds broad public
support for funding the first two or more
years of postsecondary education for hard-
working students, and ensuring those
students have access to quality educational
opportunities and supports.
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