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ABSTRACT 
This study examines the consistency of students’ self-identification as first-

generation or non-first-generation status with that definition which defines a first-

generation student as one whose parents have no more than a high school education. It 

explores the connections between this self-identification, and the student’s support 

networks, support definitions, and resources used to make friends while in college. 

The study was carried out at a large southwestern university, and the sample was 

recruited from a sociology capstone course that consisted of graduating sociology 

majors (N=20). The data were collected through semi-structured one-time interviews 

that took 30-60 minutes and an analysis of the respondents' self-described support 

networks. The results of this study show that one of the definitions used in the 

literature and employed here to identify students of first-generation college students 

remains lacking in its ability to identify the components of the first-generation status 

that would allow a more accurate and realistic definition to be created. Specifically, it 

was found that those students who perceived themselves as first-generation college 

students have less diverse networks, focus more on emotional, financial, and social 

supports in their support definitions, and report using dormitories, class, and work as 

their main venues for making friends. Non-first-generation students have more diverse 

networks, focus more on emotional, financial, advisory, and academic support in their 

support definitions, and report using networking through friends, dorms, 

extracurricular activities, high school friends, and class as resources used to make 

friends. 
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 
 

 Many students graduate from high school each year and begin their 

preparations for the transition into the university. This time is marked by excitement 

and anxiety as these entering freshmen anticipate what university life has in store for 

them. Some of these students have spent the last two years of their high school career 

preparing for this anticipated, even expected, next step in their educational trajectory. 

However, there is a subset among these students for whom college was not anticipated 

or expected. For these students being underprepared for entry into college affects their 

status as first-generation college students. 

 First-generation college students comprise roughly one-third of the student 

population at four-year universities (Choy, 2001; Pascarella et al., 2004; Próspero & 

Vohra-Gupta, 2007).The literature concerning first-generation college students is vast, 

but the knowledge about this subset of students remains incomplete. The breadth of 

research concerning first-generation college students generally has spanned three 

categories: comparison of first-generation and non-first-generation college students, 

understanding the high school to college transition, and outcome studies (Pascarella et 

al., 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996). 

While a great deal of knowledge has been acquired concerning first-generation 

college students and many of the disadvantages and obstacles they face in college, less 
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is known about their perceived college realities. Specifically, much research is missing 

in the way of understanding the students’ perceptions of their experience in the 

collegiate sphere. The lack of this perspective in current research has left this body of 

literature with many gaps in our understanding of the first-generation student 

population. Additionally, the majority of the literature uses quantitative methods, so 

may miss some of the more nuanced findings that may be provided by more micro-

level, qualitative findings. There is difference among “experts” about what it means to 

be a first-generation college student. One thing that is missing in these definitions is 

the perception of students about the first-generation college student status. This study 

aims to gain better understanding of how students perceive their own status as first-

generation or non-first-generation college students.  

The current study aims to extend this body of literature by exploring the 

consistency of the self-identifications of these students as first-generation or non-first-

generation college students with one of the definitions provided in the literature. It 

then examines the connections between this self-identification and students’ support 

networks, support definitions, and resources used by these students to make friends 

while in college. In exploring these components of the perceived realities of these 

students, this study investigates the following: a.) Are the self-identifications of first-

generation and non-first-generation college students consistent with the definition in 

the literature? b.) How do first-generation and non-first-generation students compare 

in their definitions of support? c.) In what ways are the support networks of first-

generation and non-first-generation college students similar and different? 
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CHAPTER II 

FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENT LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 The literature concerning first-generation college students is vast, but of 

particular importance to this thesis are the definitions used to identify first-generation 

college students, the quantitative literature, and the qualitative literature concerning 

these students. First, I will discuss the variation I found in the definitions of the first-

generation college student status and the implications that such variation has for 

research in this area as well as in understanding this subset of students. Then I present 

the quantitative literatures findings concerning demographic characteristics, secondary 

school preparation, integration, and persistence of these students. I also discuss the 

methods used in these quantitative studies to collect their data. Then, I discuss the 

qualitative literature concerning first-generation students. I present studies which have 

focused on students’ perceptions of their secondary school preparation, transition from 

high school or work to college, and their college experiences. Following this 

discussion, I review the methods used in these qualitative studies. Finally, I argue that 

while a great deal is known about these students, less is known about their perceived 

experiences.  

First-Generation College Student Definition 

 

Who is the first-generation college student? This is a question that many have 

attempted to answer through explorations concerning various aspects of this portion of 

the collegiate student body. Scholars working to further the understanding of these 
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students and their experiences have had great difficulty agreeing on a definition as to 

who qualifies as a first-generation college student. A review of the literature in this 

area unveiled two very distinct definitions which provide these students with different 

qualities depending on which definition is used.  

The first definition used in this body of literature, defines first-generation 

college students as those students whose parents have no more than a high school 

education (Pascarella et al., 2004). Some scholars have expressed this same quality by 

defining a first-generation college student as a student whose parents have never 

attended college (Bui, 2002; Ishitani, 2006). The second definition is that used by the 

U.S. government to define first-generation college students. This definition states that 

a first-generation college student is a student whose parents have not completed a 

college degree program (Ishitani, 2006; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007). 

The first definition describes a student who has no access to experiential 

knowledge of the collegiate realm. The second definition, however, identifies students 

whose parents could have had three years of collegiate experience but dropped out 

without graduating, as first-generation students. This discrepancy is an important one 

as it has implications for the research carried out in this area. Ishitani (2006) shows 

that distinct differences exist between first-generation students and first-generation 

students with parents who had some college education but did not attain a bachelor’s 

degree. Specifically, Ishitani (2006) reports that first-generation students with parents 

who had some college education were marginally more likely to graduate and do so in 

a shorter time than were first-generation students. This study provides support for the 
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assertion that there is a great need for a consistent definition of the first-generation 

student. 

Quantitative Studies 

 

The vast amount of work on the first-generation status paints a daunting 

picture of one’s ability to succeed within the collegiate realm as a first-generation 

student. According to the voluminous works concerning first-generation students, 

these students have distinct demographic characteristics, secondary school preparation 

patterns, college choice processes, and college experiences. These characteristics not 

only distinguish them from their non-first-generation peers, but force them to face 

many obstacles in their efforts in achieving higher education. 

Many studies have explored the characteristics of this subset of the college 

student population in attempts to better understand the characteristics of difference 

that separate these students from their non-first-generation peers specifically, race, 

gender, and socioeconomic status. These studies show that first-generation students 

tend to be Hispanic, women and to come from low-income families (Bui, 2002; 

Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996). These students also tend to 

enter the collegiate realm later than their non-first-generation peers, making them 

more likely to have a greater number of children and less likely to live on campus 

(Pascarella et al., 2004; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996). 

Number of children was coded as a continuous variable (Terenzini et al.1996). That 

these students tend to be ethnic minority students, female, and with few financial 

resources, creates an intersection of disadvantage for these students (Collins, 1998). 
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Being female may not be viewed as a disadvantage in the collegiate arena any longer, 

as females out number males on college campuses; however, females still bare much 

of the child and filial care responsibilities in the home. Intersectionality is used to 

describe the multitude of disadvantaging statuses that individuals can, and often do, 

inhabit in a single social setting (Collins, 1998). These layers of disadvantage work 

together to create a situation in which the societal inequalities experienced as a result 

of the intersection of these statuses are almost insurmountable. First-generation 

students often face this multiplicative disadvantage as a result of their many 

disadvantaging statuses. 

The effects of these statuses of inequality are reflected in the literature 

concerning secondary school preparation of first-generation college students. They are 

more likely to have lower ACT/SAT scores and GPAs than non-first generation 

college students, and they are less likely to have taken pre-Advanced Placement and 

AP classes (Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007). First-generation students have lower 

critical thinking skills and lesser degree achievement expectations (Ishitani, 2006; 

Pratt & Skaggs, 1989; Terenzini et al., 1996)First-generation students also express 

feelings of doubt concerning their secondary school preparation (Bui, 2002; Pratt & 

Skaggs, 1989). It is possible that such lagging in preparation is the result of these 

students having little filial encouragement in pursuing higher education (Terenzini et 

al., 1996). Some studies have explored the various influences that parental 

encouragement and education have in college attending behavior and persistence of 

these students. Conklin and Dailey (1981) found that students whose parents 
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consistently promoted and encouraged higher education were more likely to enter 

college.  

First-generation college students tend to go to less academically selective 

universities and take fewer credit hours than their non-first-generation peers 

(Pascarella et al., 2004; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996). First-

generation students also spend more time at jobs than their non-first-generation 

counterparts (Pascarella et al., 2004; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Terenzini et al., 

1996). The lack of involvement in campus activities works to further disadvantage 

these students, as a great deal of evidence from these studies shows student 

involvement to be paramount in the success of students (Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et 

al., 2004; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; Terenzini et al., 1996). Through their 

involvement in extracurricular activities, as well as in satisfying interactions with 

peers and faculty, students become socially integrated into their college environment 

(Tinto, 1975). Such integration may prove difficult for first-generation students, as 

they lack the interpersonal skills and social supports that enable integration to occur 

(Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005; Terenzini et al., 1996). Dennis et al. (2005) also 

found familial support and peer support to be highly correlated with collegiate 

outcomes. However, their data suggest that peer support is a better predictor of 

academic adjustment than is familial support for this student population. This is 

consistent with the findings of previous studies, such as that conducted by Attinasi 

(1989). Many studies have provided support for the integrative components of Tinto’s 
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(1975) model (Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007; 

Terenzini et al., 1996). 

These studies have also shown that student involvement plays a key role in the 

persistence of students (Pascarella et al., 2004; Terenzini, Rendon, & Upcraft, 1994). 

First-generation students differ from their non-first-generation counterparts in 

persistence and degree attainment. First-generation students are those students at 

highest risk for attrition (Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004). These students are the 

most likely to drop out during all four years of institutional attendance, but show the 

greatest probability of dropping out in their second year (Ishitani, 2006; Pascarella et 

al., 2004). Hispanic students are at higher risk of attrition than white students (Ishitani, 

2006; Pascarella et al., 2004). Hispanic first-generation college students have a 64% 

greater risk of attrition than do white first-generation college students. Those who 

continue beyond the first year are less likely to be on track towards a bachelor’s 

degree after three years, and they have much lower rates of persistence in five year or 

longer tracks for attaining a bachelor degree (Pascarella et al., 2004) 

Methods 

 

The studies discussed above use differing methods to explore their various 

research questions. These various methods include using different definitions by 

which to define first-generation college students. For example, Ishitani (2006), 

Pascarella et al. (2004), Bui (2002), Terenzini et al. (1996) use the definition which 

states that first-generation college students are those students whose parents have no 

more than a high school education or some variation thereof (Pascarella et al., 
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2004).While others, including the U.S. Government, use a definition which states that 

a first-generation college student is a student whose parents have not completed a 

college degree program (Próspero & Vohra-Gupta, 2007). As was discussed earlier 

Ishitani (2006) shows clearly that the definition used influences the results of these 

studies. 

Three of the studies presented here use national data samples for their studies. 

For example, Ishitani (2006) uses data from the NELS:1988-2000 Postsecondary 

Education Transcripts Study (PETS:2000). The (PETS: 2000) followed eighth graders 

over a twelve year period starting in 1988. Ishitani (2006) used 4,427 students from 

the original sample of students who entered into public and private four-year 

institutions between 1991 and 1994 to evaluate attrition and degree completion 

behavior. This sample contained 651 first-generation college students.  

Terenzini et al. (1996) use data collected during the first follow-up of the 

National Study of Student Learning conducted in the spring of 1993. They capture 

2,685 students from the original sample of 3,840 from 18 four-year institutions and 5 

two-year institutions. This sample contains 825 first-generation college students. In 

this study Terenzini et al. (1996) explore the differences among first-generation and 

non-first-generation college students in precollege characteristics, college experiences, 

and educational gains of first-year students.  

 Pascarella et al. (2004) use data from the second and third follow-ups of the 

National Study of Student Learning conducted in the spring of 1994 and 1995. Of 

those 1,613 students who participated in the 1994 follow-up, 1,518 to 1,524 were 
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useable and they came from 18 four-year institutions. Of the 1,054 students who 

participated in the third follow up, 1,046-1,052 were useable and they came from 18 

four-year institutions. This study contains 214 first-generation college students. This 

study compares first-generation students with students having one or more parent(s) 

who have completed at least some college, but only one parent who has attained a 

bachelor’s degree, and students whose parents have both completed a bachelor’s 

degree or higher. This study focuses on the college experiences and outcomes of these 

students. 

Two of the studies discussed previously examine students at specific 

institutions. For example, Bui (2002) looks specifically at first-generation students 

who enter into a four-year university. This sample consists of 207 students, 64 of 

whom are first-generation college students. This study focuses on background 

characteristics, reasons for going to college, and first-year experiences. This is carried 

out through a comparison of first-generation students, students whose parents have at 

least a bachelor’s degree (n=68) and students for whom both parents have college 

experience but hold no degrees (n=75).  

Prospero and Gupta (2007) collected data on 277 community college students. 

This sample consists of 197 first-generation college students. This is a comparison 

study in which 80 non-first-generation students participated. This study investigates 

the role of motivation and integration in retention. 

While each of these studies offers a great deal in gaining a better understanding 

of first-generation college students, they are lacking in many ways. For example, this 
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quantitative body of literature lacks a unified definition by which to identify first-

generation college students. As is seen in Ishitani (2006) findings may differ based on 

the definition a research decides to use. This can create problems for policy makers 

who might be unaware of the different definitions that are used, in developing policy 

meant to aid first-generation college students. Those studies presented here that use 

national data are limited in their usefulness in understanding the first-generation 

student of today. The data for these three studies was all collected in the 1990’s and as 

such is dated. This ample body of literature describes the significant disadvantage that 

first-generation college students face in the collegiate realm. While the characteristics 

presented here are of great significance to understanding the college realities of these 

students, they only provide us with a partial picture of the first-generation college 

student.  

Qualitative Studies 

 

The following review of Qualitative studies provides additional insights that 

enable us to fit together the remaining pieces of this puzzle so as to make clearer the 

full picture of the first-generation college student. Below I discuss the qualitative 

literature concerning first-generation students. I present studies which have focused on 

students’ perceptions of their secondary school preparation, transition from high 

school or work to college, and their college experiences. Following this discussion, I 

review the methods used in these qualitative studies. Finally, I argue that while a great 

deal is known about these students, less is known about their perceived experiences. 
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Of the minimal literature concerning the collegiate experience from the 

perspective of the student, these qualitative studies explore student perspectives 

concerning secondary school preparation, the transition to college, and the college 

experience. As discussed above, secondary school preparation of first-generation 

students is significantly lacking. One qualitative study concerning student college 

preparedness reflects these inadequacies well.  

The students in Reid and Moore’s  (2008) study report feeling that AP high 

school courses were beneficial in the preparation for high school (Reid & Moore, 

2008). They also discuss various high school and college programs that they found 

helpful in working through the college preparation process (Reid & Moore, 2008). The 

students in this study however, also identified areas where they felt their preparation 

was lacking. Students in this study report not having adequate preparation for the 

ACT/SAT and not being prepared for the collegiate environment. They specifically 

note the large class sizes and the lagging academic preparation they received in the 

areas of math and science (Reid & Moore, 2008). Other students mention that they 

were inadequately prepared for the amount of studying and the necessity for time 

management skills in order to keep pace with the rigor of their college classes (Reid & 

Moore, 2008). 

For many students, going to college is expected and allows students to simply 

carry on a pre-existing tradition. In contrast, first-generation students going to college 

are required to break tradition, which likely separates them from their familial culture 

(London, 1989; Terenzini et al., 1994). Terenzini et al. (1994) found themes 
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concerning the role that high school peers play in the transition from high school to 

college, the role of family in this transition, and the significance of affirming 

interactions. High school peers were found to serve as a stop gap in this pivotal 

transition (Terenzini et al. 1994). However, the students in this study also report that 

friends can become hindrances to their college-going efforts as well (Terenzini et al., 

1994). Family members were also found to have these helping or hurting 

characteristics (Terenzini et al., 1994). While family members are sources of great 

support for students, the breaking of tradition and familial culture can strain 

relationships and cause these students to experience increased stress rather than 

allowing them to gain the support generally associated with these ties (Terenzini et al., 

1994). Affirming interactions was another important theme noted in this study. 

Terenzini et al. (1994) found that while some of the students report receiving 

affirmation through satisfying interactions with teachers and faculty, the experiences 

of others reflected a longing for such affirming interactions. 

In another study concerning the transitional process, the experiences of Latino 

students were investigated. Researchers explored these students’ perceptions of the 

influence a Chicano studies class had on their collegiate transitions (Nuñez, 2011). 

The themes that emerged from this study suggest that ethnic courses help students to 

build community with fellow ethnic students, and helped them to develop an affirming 

identity, ethnic and otherwise (Nuñez, 2011).These students also discuss having 

affirming interactions with faculty in these courses, and report that these courses aided 
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them in better understanding their own cultural background, as well as in developing 

an understanding of the views of others (Nuñez, 2011). 

Finally, the familial struggles expressed by the students in the Terenzini et al. 

(1994) study are echoed in Stieha (2010) study of a first-generation college student. In 

this study, the student’s reports tend to focus on the struggles she experiences between 

filial pressures and wanting the full college experience. This student explains the 

pressure she feels from her grandparents to abide by family traditions of staying out of 

debt, and the pull of wanting to live the college life, which is to become involved, live 

on campus and experience the college life, even if that means going into debt. 

In both the Terenzini et al. (1994) and the Nunez (2011) studies, the 

importance of integration and bridging mechanisms can be seen. While integration is a 

well-studied topic in the first-generation college student literature, these two 

qualitative studies are the first to have mentioned this bridging function.  The students 

in both of these studies also emphasize the role of affirming interactions with family, 

friends, teachers and faculty, and they discuss the struggles that can be incurred in 

these interactions. While the quantitative studies presented previously note the 

importance of family and friends in the lives of first-generation college students, they 

lack the detail which clarifies what exactly about these relationships are important to 

students. 

Methods 

 

In his study, Reid (2008) explores the perceptions of urban students concerning 

their college preparedness. He interviews and collects biographical questionnaires 
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from 13 students. Findings of this paper focus on the preparatory components that 

students found beneficial and the skills that students felt put them at a disadvantage in 

the college environment (Reid & Moore, 2008) 

Terenzini et al. (1994) conducted focus-groups with 132 participants at four 

institutions of higher education that were chosen for their promise of variation in 

students and school traits such as the mission of the institution and its size. Findings of 

this study focus on the transitional themes found by Terenzini et al. (1994) concerning 

the role that high school peers play in the transition from high school to college, the 

role of family in this transition, and the significance of affirming interactions. 

In another study concerning the transitional process experienced by students 

Nuñez (2011) interviewed 19 Latino students to better understand these students’ 

perceptions of the influence a Chicano studies class had on their collegiate transitions 

(Nuñez, 2011). The findings that emerged from this study suggest that ethnic courses 

help students to build community with fellow ethnic students, and develop an 

affirming identity, ethnic and otherwise (Nuñez, 2011). Finally, Stieha’s (2009) study 

of a first-generation college student focuses on the student’s reports of struggles she 

experiences between filial pressures and wanting the full college experience. 

How can this research be extended? 

 

The extensive knowledge from quantitative sources concerning the 

demographic characteristics, secondary school preparation, integration effects, and 

persistence of first-generation students in college is invaluable in the understanding of 

the realities of disadvantage that these students face when entering the academic 
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realm. However, this quantitative perspective proves insufficient for understanding the 

complex realities of these students. For example, it cannot answer the questions of 

how students perceive themselves in the college environment, as well as, how they 

perceive their collegiate experiences, or what college means to them. The qualitative 

studies presented here begin to fill in the gaps that exist in our knowledge of the 

perceived realities of the first-generation student body. Specifically, the studies 

presented above have extended our understanding of students’ perceptions about their 

secondary school preparation, about their perceived struggles with the cultural 

transition of being a first-generation college student who is the first in their family to 

attend college, and their perceptions about the implementation of programs meant to 

aid in the high school or work to college transition. While research on this population 

is on-going, more remains to be understood about these students.  

The present study seeks to aid this process by exploring the support networks 

and strategies used by first-generation and non-first-generation college students to 

progress to their senior year in college. This study breaks from the traditional 

comparison techniques of attempting to understand the reasons for student attrition in 

that it explores the ways that first generation students make up for the deficits and 

disadvantages that they face. I attempt to extend this body of literature by asking the 

following questions:  

Are the self-identifications of these first-generation and non-first-generation 
college students consistent with that definition which defines a first-generation 
college student as a student whose parents have no more than a high school 
education? 
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How do these first-generation and non-first-generation students compare in their 
definitions of support? 
 
In what ways are the support networks of these first-generation and non-first-
generation college students similar and different? 
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CHAPTER III  

METHODOLOGY 

Self-Reflection 

 

My personal experience has likely exerted influence on this study through the 

choice of this topic to research, the types of questions I chose to ask, the types of 

information considered important during the coding and analysis process, and my 

interpretation the data that the respondents in this study have provided for me. As a 

first-generation college student, I had not prepared for college during high school; 

thus, I had to take several remedial Math and English courses, and lacked a great deal 

of confidence in my academic abilities, when I entered the collegiate realm through a 

local community college. When I entered college, I did so along a non-traditional 

route. I was non-traditional in that I had taken a year off between high school and 

college, and I had married during that year, greatly separating me from my traditional 

peers. I faced many obstacles as I have endeavored to receive a college education. 

Some of the obstacles that I encountered are consistent with those that are suggested in 

the literature as being obstacles that first-generation students face in college. For 

example, finances have remained a concern throughout my journey, and I have most 

certainly experienced difficulty relating to family members who have not had the 

experience of college life.  

My non-traditional status has created differences between my experience and 

the experience of first-generation traditional track students. For example, I was 
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married upon my entry into college and by my second semester of attendance my 

husband also began going to college. His entry provided me with an important source 

of support and understanding that unmarried first-generation students on a traditional 

track might not have. By the time I entered college I had also had the experience of 

living on my own and all that accompanies that, such as: learning to care for a home, 

learning to budget, having to care for oneself in general, and having to work and go to 

work. Having this experience prior to my entry into college, especially the experience 

of work, allowed me to approach school with the same work ethic with which I 

approached employment. It also allowed me to focus greater attention on my studies, 

as opposed to having to divert some of my attention to learning some of the more 

covert life lessons that students learn while in college. With a job, if I didn’t go to 

work I didn’t get paid. I approached class with the same mentality. If I didn’t go to 

class, I wouldn’t make the grades and I wouldn’t get paid - I wouldn’t receive 

financial aid.  

Furthermore, while I am unaware of the similarity or difference that my 

experience has with the experience of first-generation traditional track students in this 

regard, I need to note that I have attended college because of the internal motivation of 

always dreaming that I would someday go, in spite of being told I wasn’t “college 

material” while growing up. This challenge to my ability to succeed provided me 

greater motivation to excel within the academic realm. By this, I mean that for me 

failure was not an option. This mindset influenced my experience greatly, as it forced 

me to not only seek out supports and resources, but required that I not take the risk of 
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peers having inaccurate information. I was thus forced to seek these supports and 

resources from those I perceived to be most likely to have accurate information: 

faculty and staff. Being a first-generation college student likely created greater 

intimacy between me and the first-generation students I interviewed; however, I think 

a greater intimacy was present in all interviews due to my status as a current student. 

Methods 

 

The sample for this study - twenty undergraduate seniors - was recruited from 

a sociology capstone course at a large southwestern university. This capstone course 

was chosen as the site for recruitment for several reasons. Students in the capstone 

course have successfully progressed through their program of study to reach their 

senior year in college. This course is taken by all sociology seniors, and as such 

recruiting in this course eliminates any biases that might enter into the study as a result 

of choosing to recruit in one elective as opposed to any other. This course provides 

some commonalities among its students, such as shared major and similar class 

standing. Based on these common characteristics, the capstone course seemed the best 

venue for me to recruit a good mix of traditional and first-generation college seniors.  

However, in choosing to recruit only in this course, I have likely paved the 

way for some biases to enter into this study. In choosing to recruit student participants 

from this course, I only interviewed sociology majors. As a result of this, I am only 

gaining insight into the ways that these sociology first-generation college students 

persist to their senior year, as opposed to a more general understanding of first-

generation students as a whole. It is also possible that these sociology seniors have 
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provided me with the answers to interview questions that they believe I, a master’s 

student in this same department and a teaching assistant for some of their classes, 

wanted or needed to hear.  

It must also be noted, however, that this course was also chosen as a matter of 

convenience. The professor for this capstone course- who also sits as the second 

member on my thesis committee, Dr. Charlotte Dunham - gave me permission to use 

her class as the recruitment site for my study. Upon obtaining IRB approval, I set up a 

day and time to enter the class room to begin the recruiting process. Once in the 

classroom, I explained the purpose of the study, the procedures that would be used, the 

risks and benefits of participating, the procedures in place to maintain student 

confidentiality, and the rights that they would have as voluntary participants. I also 

explained to the students that their professor had agreed to provide an incentive for 

students’ participation in this study. They were given the opportunity to write a one 

page reflection paper about their experience in the study to substitute for one in-class 

writing assignment. Participation in the study and the substitution opportunity were 

both optional and there were no penalties for not participating. I entered the capstone 

course twice and on different days so as to gain greater participation.  

 Using an online scheduling tool, I created a schedule accessible only to 

students who had the web address. This schedule was set on a private setting that 

would not allow participants to see one another’s names, only that a time slot on a 

particular day was taken. I also made it so that each time slot could only be chosen 

once before becoming unavailable to other students. I provided a variety of times and 
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days, including weekends, mornings, and afternoons to maintain a flexible schedule 

for respondents.  

 Interview materials were transcribed and checked for accuracy. I used the 

analytical tools provided through the use of ATLAS software to code and analyze the 

transcriptions of my interviews. Transcription and analysis techniques changed at 

various stages of the coding and analytical process. I began transcription and coding 

using a grounded theory approach. Grounded theory holds that data collection and 

analysis should be conducted simultaneously, so that initial coding may inform future 

information inquiries (Corbin & Strauss, 1990:6). Of the total twenty interviews that 

were conducted, the first five were transcribed verbatim. Then, due to time constraints, 

four interviews were transcribed in their totality, but not verbatim. Seven interviews 

were transcribed for data concerning patterns established in earlier stages of the 

analytical process. Finally, the last four interviews were not transcribed but were 

listened to for data pertaining to the research questions and were recorded by hand.  

Full transcription and analysis was conducted on the first five interview 

transcriptions so as to establish patterns that could inform future transcriptions. 

However, due to time constraints I was forced to abandon the ground theory approach. 

Analysis of the next eleven transcriptions was constrained to coding for research 

questions and previous patterns established in analysis of the first five interviews. The 

final four hand recorded responses were strictly coded for research question pertinent 

data. 
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The Interview Process 

 

Interviews were conducted in a private and locked office in an on-campus 

building. Before asking any questions, I reviewed the information contained in the 

consent form with the participants and gained permission to record the interview. 

Methodological limitations exist with my choice to record these interviews. These 

limitations are discussed in detail in the limitations portion of this paper.  

Interviews were semi-structured and consisted of four portions, taking between 

30 and 60 minutes. The first portions consisted solely of questions concerning student 

support systems, previous knowledge of collegiate life and processes, academic 

obstacles, resources used, and experiences with making friends while in college. 

Follow-up questions were asked as needed. Some of these follow-up questions became 

mainstays in the interview process, although some were asked of only one participant. 

The second portion of the interview process consisted of one question in which I asked 

the students to explain how they define being supported.  

During the third portion of the interview I asked students to write down the 

first names of those people whom they felt supported by. Participants were allowed to 

write down as many names as they needed. Once participants had completed the task, 

they were instructed to draw a line extending out from the triangle for each person 

they had previously listed on the back-side of the paper, and to write a name from their 

list on each of the lines. A key was provided for the students to reference in which 

symbols were drawn next to a variety of relationships that students have access to both 

inside and outside of the collegiate realm. The participants were then asked to draw 
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the symbol which represents each person’s relationship with them next to the person’s 

name. The next step in this process required participants to draw a line connecting 

those members of their network who know and interact with one another (see 

Appendix B, C, and D). This method was suggested to me by Dr. Patricia Maloney 

(Maloney, Forthcoming). 

The key used for this task was developed by the interviewer and was non-

exhaustive in its reflection of the relationships college students might engage in on a 

daily basis.  Allowances were made for addition of relationships during interview to 

account for this non-exhaustiveness. When a student asked what symbol he or she 

should use for a particular relationship that was not represented on the key, the student 

was given the option of creating his or her own symbol for that relationship as long as 

the symbol and relationship it represents were clearly noted on his or her paper.   

Finally, so as not to bias previous answers, the last portion of the interview 

process consisted of questions inquiring about demographic information. Specifically, 

these questions concerned students’ race/ethnicity, gender, and parental annual 

income. The race/ethnicity and gender questions were open ended so as to allow the 

participants to self-identify as opposed to forcing students to choose from researcher 

imposed classifications. The parental income categories can be seen in Appendix A. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 FINDINGS 
 

 The data collected during this study bore out many patterns that are important 

to the understanding of the similarities and differences among first-generation and 

non-first-generation college students. Of particular interest to this thesis however, are 

self-labels of these students as first-generation or non-first-generation, student 

networks, student definitions of support, and resources used by these students to make 

friends while in college. The aim of this study is to identify answers to the following 

questions:  

Are the self-identifications of these first-generation and non-first-generation 
college students consistent with that definition which defines a first-generation 
college student as a student whose parents have no more than a high school 
education? 
 
How do first-generation and non-first-generation students compare in their 
definitions of support? 
 
In what ways are the support networks of first-generation and non-first-
generation college students similar and different? 
 

In the discussion of findings that follows I will first examine all data pertaining 

to first-generation college students. I will discuss the consistencies and inconsistencies 

of first-generation students’ self-identifications as first-generation and the definition of 

the status, employed here. I will then discuss the demographic make-up of the first-

generation students in this sample.  Next, I will explore the patterns found among the 

network analyses of first-generation students. A discussion of the forms of support 
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found among students’ support definitions will follow. Finally, I will discuss the 

resources used by first-generation college students to make friends while in college. 

 Following this discussion I focus on non-first-generation students. I will begin 

this section with a discussion of the self-labeling of non-first-generation students and 

the consistency with the definition employed here. I then discuss the demographic 

make-up of the non-first-generation students in this sample. I then turn to a discussion 

of these students’ networks. Following this will be a discussion of the forms of 

support noted by these non-first-generation students in their support definitions. 

Finally, I will discuss the resources that non-first-generation students use to make 

friends while in college. 

 In concluding the findings section of this paper I provide an in-depth 

comparison of these two groups of students. I first discuss the similarities found 

among the self-labeling, network analyses, types of support, and resources used to 

make friends of the first-generation and non-first-generation students in this study. I 

then evaluate the differences found among the self-labeling, network analyses, types 

of support, and resources used to make friends of the first-generation and non-first-

generation students in this sample.  

Self-Labeling of First-Generation College Students 

 

 During the interviews students were asked how they define a first-generation 

college student. They were then asked to self-identify as first-generation or not, in 

accordance with the definition they provided. Through the analysis of these definitions 

it was found that students presented definitions which were sometimes inconsistent 
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with those provided in the literature. The focus here is the investigation of the student 

self-labels. These self-labels were compared with one of the definitions provided in 

the literature for first-generation status. Scholars are far from achieving consensus on a 

definitive definition that can be used to identify first-generation college students. The 

definition I chose to use here defines first-generation college students as being 

students whose parents have never even been to college (Bui, 2002; Ishitani, 2006; 

Pascarella et al., 2004). Evaluation of this data revealed inconsistencies between 

students’ self-identification and one of the definitions, the definition mentioned above, 

present in the literature.  

Table 1 below shows the number of students who self-labeled in accordance 

with the definition being used here and those who self-identified in a way that was 

incongruent with this definition. There are only nineteen cases represented in the table 

as one student’s explanation was unclear. Only three of the seven first-generation 

students were consistent in their self-labeling with the definition employed here. In 

contrast all twelve of those who were not first-generation college students were 

consistent with this definition.  

1. Student Self-Labeling and Parents’ Education 
Parents Education First-Generation College 

Student 

Non-First-Generation College 

Student 

Total: 

High school only 3 0 3 

More than high school 4 12 16 

Total: 7 12 19 

*Literature definition of first-generation college students- those students whose parents have no more than a high school 

education  (Bui, 2002;Ishitani, 2006;Pascarella et al., 2004;Terenzini et al., 1996). 
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The four first-generation students whose self-labeling were inconsistent with the 

literature may be seen as portraying their own particular lived realities in ways that are 

not adequately captured in the literature.  

Three of the four students who labeled themselves as first-generation college 

students did so with a common theme. One black first-generation student states, “I 

consider myself a first-[generation college student]…my dad went to a community 

college, but I’m the first one in the family that’s ever been to a four-year university.” 

Similarly, this white first-generation student responds to being asked if by her own 

definition she would consider herself a first-generation college student by saying, 

 Yes, the fact that my parents didn’t, my dad finished up his college degree like 

 two years ago or something, he ended up going back, like he went to a 

 community college for a semester or something when he was younger and just 

 never stuck with it. And my mom just didn’t go at all.  

 

Another white first-generation student provided her reason for considering herself to 

be a first-generation college student: Researcher: “And you consider yourself first-

generation because your dad didn’t do the traditional [college experience]?” 

Respondent: “Yes.” The fourth student who labeled herself as a first-generation 

student did not follow this same pattern but rather describes herself as a first-

generation student in a way that is more consistent with the literal meaning of the 

word generation. She used cousins and siblings as her reference instead of parents. 

This black first-generation student reports,  

 I would because up until a couple of years ago, I was the only one with a 

 degree out of  my generation. So I mean besides my parents, I mean my mom 

 having a degree, I’m the only one out of my cousins that had a degree for the 

 longest [time].  
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As with any study there are likely to be outliers that cannot be explained. This appears 

to be one of those cases. I would argue that this student simply doesn’t understand the 

way that generational status is used within the collegiate context.  

While each of these students note that they have parents who have attended 

college, thus providing the reason for the disagreement between their self-label and a 

definition in the literature, three of the four students make a clear distinction between 

their college experience and that of their parents. In three out of four cases, these 

students implicitly recognize the importance that the experiential knowledge of 

parents who have attended college has in aiding students in their own collegiate 

endeavor. As such, these students are identifying that they are lacking something that 

their non-first-generation peers are not.  

Demographics of First-Generation College Students 

 

Table 2 below shows the demographics of the first-generation students in this 

sample. In the column labeled demographic characteristics the demographic data 

collected are shown. I inquired about these students’ gender, race/ethnicity, and 

parental annual income.  

Females represent five out of eight of the first-generation students in this study. 

Males are representative of three of the eight first-generation students. The 

racial/ethnic categories represented in the first-generation college student group are 

black, Hispanic, and white. Of the eight first-generation students in this sample two 

are black, three are Hispanic, and three are white. Four of the eight first-generation 

students in this study report parental annual incomes of less than $25,000. One first-
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generation student reports their parental annual income as being $50,001-75,000. 

Interestingly three of the eight first-generation students in this study report parental 

annual incomes of more than $100,000. 

 

2. Demographics of First-Generation and Non-First-Generation College Students 
Demographic Characteristics First-Generation  Non-First-Generation Total 

Gender    
Female 5 5 10 

Male 3 7 10 

Race    

Black 2 0 2 

Hispanic 3 1 14 

White 3 11 4 
Parental Annual Income    

Less than $25,000 

 

4 0 4 

$25,001-50,000 

 

0 2 2 

$50,001-75,000 
 

1 4 5 

$75,001-100,000 

 

0 2 2 

More than $100,000 

 

3 4 7 

 

Network Analyses of First-Generation Students 

 

When asked how they would define being supported, I discovered themes 

through the analysis of students’ networks and definitions that they provided. During 

the analysis of the network data collected during student interviews, a pattern 

emerged. This pattern developed within the most commonly listed relationships from 

which students of first-generation and non-first-generation standing get their support. 

The table below shows the frequency with which first-generation and non-first-

generation students’ networks present more family symbols than they do friends, and 

more friend symbols than family. 
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3. Network Analyses of First-Generation and Non-First-Generation College Students 

 
 FG (N=8) NFG (N=12) 

More family symbols than friend 

symbols 
  

4 (50%)  4 (33%) 

More friend symbols than family 

symbols 
 

4 (50%) 5 (42%) 

Equal friend symbols as family symbols 0 3 (25%) 

 

Through analysis of this data it was found that the networks of first-generation 

students contain more family symbols than they do friends with the same frequency 

that they present with more friend symbols than they do family symbols. This suggests 

that friends and family are both valuable resources for the first-generation college 

students in this study. 

Types of Support Noted by First-Generation Students 

 

 Categorical themes emerged from the analysis of student responses to a 

question concerning each student’s definition of being supported. Once the categories 

were identified, closer analysis of these definitions was conducted to look for themes 

that might exist among the types of support that students discuss in these definitions.  

Five types of support emerged from this analysis. The table below shows the 

distribution of non-exclusive student responses in the five types of support found 

among student definitions. The column on the right contains the categories of support; 

the other two columns, labeled first-generation and non-first-generation respectively, 

show the number of student definitions that make mention of the various types. The 

themes found among these definitions are described below. 
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4. Support Types of First-Generation and Non-First-Generation College Students 

 
 FG (N=8) NFG (N=12) 

Emotional Support 7 (88%) 11(92%) 

Financial Support 6 (75%) 6 (50%) 
Advisory Support 0 6 (50%) 

Academic Support 0 5 (42%) 

Social Support 4 (50%) 0 

First-Generation Students and Emotional Support  

 

The first category that emerged in coding these definitions was emotional 

support. Emotional support is a significant source of support for the first-generation 

college students in this study. This assertion is bolstered by the number of first-

generation students who discuss emotional support in their support definitions. Seven 

of the eight first-generation student support definitions mention emotional support. 

While the following seven student quotations all mention emotional support, they 

differ in the people that they discuss as being sources of emotional support. 

In three of the seven student definitions that note emotional support, friends 

and family were mentioned together as though they are synonymous as sources of 

emotional support for these students. For example, one white first-generation student 

states,  

 …It always does help to have somebody to talk to, like if I don’t have my 

 mom, I have a  friend, or a roommate or something, that’s always nice. If I’m 

 stuck in my room studying or bored, it’s always nice to be able to find a friend 

 that’s like, let’s just go out and do something. So I guess taking the support to 

 the next level and just getting together, and  even if we don’t talk, I’m not 

 sitting there dwelling on whatever I’m on.  

 

This student’s description suggests that, for her at least, emotional support provided by 

friends is going to take place in recognition of her emotional needs without her 

explicit expression of these needs. This manifestation of emotional support is also 
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presented in this white first-generation student’s explanation of the ways that 

emotional support from family and friends is provided: 

 …My big thing is, ‘hey I got all A’s this semester,’ like you want recognition 

 for that. You like it when your friends or your family are like ‘hey, you did a 

 really great job, I’m  proud of you.’ Like that kind of support, or whenever 

 you’re having a really stressful week, you have 3 tests that week, and you’re 

 just like no, high stress mode, you like it when your friends are like ‘it’s ok, I 

 understand can I help you study in any way?’ Support in that kind of way. The 

 emotional sense, I guess is more what I would say.  

 

Here this student explains that for her recognition of her accomplishments is one of 

the ways that she experiences emotional support. However, she also describes the 

sensitivity of friends to her emotional needs during the stressful times that are 

definitive of college course work. She explains that the understanding of her friends 

and their efforts to offer her their help during these times is what she considers to be 

emotional support. 

 One student describes the emotional support provided by his family and friends 

as taking a more passive role in his emotional well-being. This Hispanic first-

generation student states, 

 But also without my friends and family I probably couldn’t have done 

 anything. …Well my brother he’s a good, I just always felt like I had to watch 

 him and I had to be there for him so I think that gave me a sense of being 

 needed. And my friends, I just felt like if I didn’t have my friends in my house 

 or something all the time, I wouldn’t have anyone to talk to, I’d probably go 

 crazy or something.  

 

This student describes the feeling of needing to watch out for his brother as emotional 

support by stating that it made him feel “needed;” in other words, it likely gave him 

emotional purpose. He also describes the role of friends in his emotional support in a 
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passive way by explaining that just having his friends with him made him feel some 

sense of sanity, implicitly suggesting his reality is otherwise chaotic. 

While the students above focus on both family and friends as providers of 

emotional support, this Hispanic first-generation student implicitly targets friends as a 

significant source from whom emotional support is provided when in her response she 

explains, “…Emotional too, you always have those [times when you’re like] ‘I miss 

my home,’ [and] everybody is there for you.” This student clearly indicates that to her 

emotional support means being there for someone when they are missing home. 

Furthermore, it implicitly expresses that she finds this support from friends as she is 

distinctly discussing missing home.  

Other students describe receiving their support from a more generalized 

network. These students do not target a specific source from which they obtain their 

emotional support, but nevertheless describe what it means to them. For example, here 

a first-generation student reports that being supported is “Just having someone there 

whenever you need it and to encourage you, like when you feel like you can’t do it 

anymore someone is there to help you realize what you’re doing it for.” In her 

definition this student speaks of people in her realm of support very generally, not in a 

way that targets a primary source of her emotional support. This white first-generation 

student describes the source of her emotional support in a similar fashion: “I guess a 

little bit of both, I mean like emotional support and like knowing that there is someone 

there that you know will help you if you need help…” While both of these 

descriptions are vivid in their accounts of what these students consider emotional 
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support, they do not explicitly express a specific source from which they obtain this 

support. 

Finally, one first-generation student describes the disappointment that he has 

felt in the lack of emotional support he has received from some in his network, and his 

feelings of being unable to go to his parents for their emotional support because he 

doesn’t want to burden them with what he has gone through. He therefore describes 

other avenues that he has sought out in order to obtain this emotional support: 

 As a senior in college, I have to say some people that I’m really close with 

 have disappointed me more emotionally, just because [of] what I went through.  

 I don’t go to my parents for emotional support or because I don’t want them to 

 know half of what I’m going through. [The] counseling center is a good 

 source… This student describes using the counseling services provided by the 

 university to fill the emotional support void that exists in his support network. 

 

The definitions of support provided by first-generation students suggest that 

family and friends both play a significant role in providing emotional support for them 

while they work towards their degrees. However, these definitions also show that 

some of these students have a broader base from which to obtain these supports. This 

was seen in those definitions in which students speak about a more general network 

when describing what they view as emotional support. Finally, the student above 

shows that first-generation students will seek out other avenues through which to fill 

emotional support voids should they be provided the resources and knowledge of 

those resources to do so. 
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First-Generation Students and Financial Support 

 

Financial support was frequently cited among the support definitions provided 

by first-generation college students. A total of twelve student definitions included 

financial support in their definitions. These definitions were then analyzed for the 

emphasis with which financial support was discussed. Six of the total twelve students 

who mention financial support are first-generation students. Of these six, four had a 

great deal of focus on financial support in the definition of support that they provided. 

These students put great emphasis on the financial support provided by family.  

For instance, this white first-generation college student states, “Well, definitely 

financially, I mean any college kid knows that money is always an issue.” The term 

“college kid” that this student uses suggests that she is referencing her identity as a 

daughter who is in college. This further suggests that in her definition she is speaking 

of the importance that financial support from her parents, or the lack thereof, has had 

for her during the course of her studies. Her definition also suggests that money has 

been a consistent worry during her college career. A Hispanic first-generation college 

student also puts great emphasis on the importance of financial support in his 

definition: “I guess family, friends, financial, um probably more financial. Yeah, I 

think as far as being able to do things and being supported for those things, I think 

money plays a big part.” This student puts special emphasis on “being able to do 

things and being supported for those things.” His statement suggests that he believes 

certain endeavors are worthy of financial support during the course of their 

completion. Implicit in his statement is that school is one such endeavor. This 
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definition also suggests that this student may not have received the financial support 

that he feels his work in school is worthy and deserves. These first two quotes suggest 

that financial support isn’t something these students have been able to rely on while in 

school, and is something they value greatly. 

However, other students put emphasis on the importance of financial support 

because of the appreciation that they have developed for having had such support. A 

black first-generation college student reports that he defines being supported as being 

supported “Financially, especially for the first-year. I got money every month or my 

cousin would give me money for the hours I studied or stuff like that. So that 

motivated me to study.” This student found motivation in the financial support that his 

family provided. Another student describes the great importance that he places on the 

financial support provided by the university through grants, loans and scholarships 

that they provide. A Hispanic first-generation college student states: “Definitely 

financially… I guess like with, financial aid and the loans that I have, I pay rent, 

insurance, car, credit cards like everything depends on that money. So that’s how I 

would define support like how I’ve gotten through college...” These two student 

explanations show that, at least for these students, financial support is very salient. 

Other students recognize the importance that financial support has but give it 

less emphasis. The following two reports mention financial support but do not make it 

the focus of their discussion. A Hispanic first-generation student states “Well, I guess 

financially would be one of the things, but I think it’s basically just having someone 

there.” This student’s definition may not focus on the importance of financial support 



 Texas Tech University, Krystal Lawson, August 2012 
 

38 

 

but her statement suggests that she does recognize financial support as a valid and 

important, if perhaps taken for granted, form of support. A white first-generation 

student responds similarly by stating “Both of those things, not as much financial 

support, because like I said, I’ve tried to mainly do that on my own.” In this statement 

the student makes it clear that she has attempted to be financially independent from 

her parents. However, in so doing she leaves her statement open to the interpretation 

that while she has tried to be financially independent there may be times during which 

the financial support of her family is needed and thus its import is certainly 

recognized. This lack of specific focus but with implicit understanding of the 

importance that money or financial support has for these students, is further supported 

here as this white first-generation student reports that being supported is:  

 I guess a little bit of both, I mean like emotional support and like knowing that 

 there is someone there that you know will help you if you need help or whether 

 it’s you know, doing something for you or you know or money wise like just 

 knowing that there’s someone there willing to help, in whatever way is 

 needed, if they can.  

 

This student’s statement combines financial and emotional support by making 

financial support a subcategory of emotional support. Her definition suggests that if 

she presents a need for financial support to those in her support network, having 

someone there to fulfill this need provides her with emotional support. In short, her 

statement suggests that being financially supported is one way that she also can feel 

emotionally supported. 

It is clear that despite the difference among some student statements in terms 

of primary focus, a common theme concerning the importance of financial support is 
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certainly present. Each of these student explanations suggest that for these students’ 

financial support is a very important piece to the support network puzzle and that 

students readily recognize the value that such support has had during their college 

years. 

First-Generation Students and Advisory Support  

 

 No accounts of first-generation students seeking advisory support from their 

parents or other relatives were found. In the same vein, no recognition of its 

importance was identified in first-generation student support definitions. This is 

understandable, since having parents without a college education is definitive of the 

first-generation status. However, it is important to revisit the fact that four out of eight 

of these first-generation students do not fit the criteria of the first-generation status 

proposed by the literature. That is to say that four of these self-labeled first-generation 

students have parents with college degrees. This begs the question, then: why do these 

students not utilize the knowledge of the collegiate realm that their parents have? This 

is a question that future research can hopefully address. 

First-Generation Students and Academic Support 

 

 Academic support is another area that first-generation students do not mention. 

However, in other data gathered through the course of this study, but not analyzed 

here, students mentioned having significant involvement in the academic aspects of 

high school. Some students informed me that they had been involved in the University 

Interscholastic League (UIL) for academics while in high school. Other students 
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mentioned that they partook in university recruitment programs meant to target first-

generation students to help them prepare for college entry.  

First-Generation Students and Social Support 

 

 Social support is a type of support that was significantly represented among 

first-generation college student support definitions. Five of the eight first-generation 

students in this study made references suggestive of the importance of social support. 

Social support takes the form of having friends to go out with or just to be with. For 

example, in this definition a white first-generation student explains “…I guess taking 

the support to the next level and just getting together, and even if we don’t talk, I’m 

not sitting there dwelling on whatever I’m on.” In this definition the student expresses 

that having someone to go out with to take her mind off of things is a form of support 

to her. Here a Hispanic first-generation discusses having friends around as a form of 

support “And my friends, I just felt like if I didn’t have my friends in my house or 

something all the time, I wouldn’t have anyone to talk to, I’d probably go crazy or 

something.” This student quite clearly equates having friends over and having 

someone to talk to with support. 

Other references of social support by first-generation students were found 

embedded within discussions of emotional support. For example, this Hispanic first-

generation student states, 

 …I think it’s basically just having someone there. Even if you don’t need their 

 help, its just knowing that you have someone there makes you feel supported. 

 [Someone] you can count on basically, or you can fall on, that will be there for 

 you. That’s the thing that became with my roommates because every time each 
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 of us got sick, we’d be there. We would run downstairs and get them Gatorade, 

 get them hydrated, [and] check up on them.  

 

In the above student’s definition she is clearly making reference to an emotional state 

when she states “…it’s just knowing that you have someone there makes you feel 

supported.” However, references to social support can be seen when she states, “I 

think it’s basically just having someone there.” Another example is here when a 

student states “[Someone] you can count on basically, or you can fall on, that will be 

there for you.” This student goes on to describe how this social support manifested 

between her and her roommates which acts to solidify the presence of social support. 

 This student wasn’t the only one to have a reference to social support 

embedded in her discussion of other supports. Several students use the similar 

statements that are suggestive of social support. Here a black first-generation student 

says, “Just having someone there whenever you need it and to encourage you, like 

when you feel like you can’t do it anymore someone is there to help you realize what 

you’re doing it for.” Again, we see the statement “just having someone there whenever 

you need it…” And finally, here a white first-generation uses this key phrase in her 

discussion as well: “ …like knowing that there is someone there that you know will 

help you if you need help or whether it’s you know, doing something for you…” 

Whether it be to physically have someone actually there to support these students or 

providing them the emotional support that they need by knowing that someone will 

physically come to their rescue when needed, these students make it quite apparent 

that social support has a significant role in their collegiate experience.  



 Texas Tech University, Krystal Lawson, August 2012 
 

42 

 

 As has been described here, support, be it emotional, financial, or social, is an 

important part of understanding the experiences of first-generation college students. 

This analysis suggests that family and friends are equally important, albeit in different 

ways, to the success of first-generation college students. Family and friends seem to 

provide essential supports that these students need to stay encouraged, feel cheered on, 

and to feel that others in their networks recognize and reaffirm the great value present 

in what they are doing. 

Resources Used by First-Generation Students to Make Friends  

 

Table 5 below shows the distribution of resources used by first-generation and 

non-first-generation college students to make friends while in college. Resource usage 

was analyzed by comparing resource listings of all first-generation and non-first-

generation students. Distinct patterns were discovered through the course of this 

analysis.   

Class contacts are one resource that is mentioned often among first-generation 

college students. In fact, five out of eight first-generation students stated that they have 

used class contacts while in college to make friends. Networking with friends is 

another highly ranked resource used by first-generation college students to make 

friends. Again, as seen in the table, five out of eight first-generation students mention 

having used their friendship networks to make other friends. Half of the first-

generation students in this study mention that they recognize and have made friends 

through their dormitories. 
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5. Resources Used To Make Friends among First-Generation and Non-First-

Generation College Students 

 
 FG (N=8) NFG (N=12) 

Class contacts 

 

5 (63%) 

 

5 (42%) 

 
Networking through 

friends 

 

5 (63%) 8 (67%) 

Dorms 

 

4 (50%) 7 (58%) 

Parties 
 

3 (38%) 3 (25%) 

Work 

 

4 (50%) 1 (8%) 

High school friends 

 

2 (25%) 5 (42%) 

Extra-Curricular activities 2 (25%) 7 (58%) 

 

Another resource mentioned was parties, a resource that three out of eight first-

generation students in this study have used. Work seems to play a significant role in 

the lives of these first-generation students, as half of these students mention work as 

one resource they have used to make friends while in college. High school friends and 

extra-curricular activities play minimal roles as resources that first-generation students 

use to make friends, as only two out of eight of these students mention having gained 

friends through this resource. 

 The self-labeled first-generation students in this study have been characterized 

here as students who have very little diversity in their networks as supported by their 

significant reliance on their family and friends for emotional, financial, and social 

support, as well as the minimal arenas through which they are able to make new 

friends: class, networking through friends, dorms and work. However, without non-

first-generation characteristics to compare these first-generation student characteristics 

to, this characterization is difficult to interpret. I now turn to a discussion of the self-
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labeling, types of supports, and resources that non-first-generation students use to 

make friends. 

Self-Labeling of Non-First-Generation College Students 

 

 Non-first-generation students, like first-generation students, were asked to 

define what a first-generation college student is. They were then asked to self-label as 

first-generation or non-first-generation in accordance with the definition that they 

provided and to give a reason for their self-label. As is shown in Table 1, which has 

been repeated here for the reader’s convenience, all twelve self-identified non-first-

generation students labeled themselves in a way congruent with the definition 

employed here. Only 19 student responses are represented below. One student 

definition was unclear and had to be left out. 

6. Table 1 Repeated 
Parents Education First-Generation College 

Student 

Non-First-Generation College 

Student 

Total: 

High school only 3 0 3 

More than high school 4 12 16 

Total: 7 12 19 

*Literature definition of first-generation college students- those students whose parents have no more than a high school 

education  (Bui, 2002;Ishitani, 2006;Pascarella et al., 2004;Terenzini et al., 1996). 

 

Non-first-generation students recognize that the first-generation status is 

concerned with whether or not a student has parents who have had a college 

education; however, the self-labeling explanations of these students include no 

reference to the benefits afforded them by having parents who are college educated. 

The following responses exemplify of this assertion. 
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One white non-first-generation student explains that she is not a first 

generation college student by saying “No, my mother has a bachelors and my father 

has a masters.” Another white non-first-generation student remarks “No. No. My mom 

is a physician and my dad has an MBA.” Another white non-first-generation student 

states “No, my dad went to college, my mom did not.” Still another white non-first-

generation student explains the reason he identifies as a non-first-generation student 

by saying, “No because both of my parents went to college and they both graduated 

and my step-mom and my step-dad and I know for a fact that my mom’s parents went 

to college and then my dad’s dad went to college before he went into the army.” 

Another white non-first-generation college student provides further support by stating, 

“No, I’m not a first-generation college student; both of my parents went to college and 

then they went on to law school.” Similarly, another white non-first-generation student 

explains, “No, both of my parents went to college and then dental school.” Finally, a 

white non-first-generation student remarked “Well, not necessarily because both of my 

folks went to college, but they didn’t graduate or finish it. So they went through, I 

think three years of it and they just ended up never going back.” 

These student explanations clearly show that students recognize that having 

parents who went to college is what separates them from their first-generation peers. 

However, there does not seem to be any recognition of what it is exactly about having 

parents who have attended college that makes having parents who attended college 

important. This lack of recognition is one of the things that presumably might shape 

these students’ perceptions of what college is like for other students.  
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Demographics of Non-First-Generation Students 

 

 In Table 2, repeated below for the reader’s convenience, the demographic 

makeup of the non-first-generation student portion of this sample is shown. In the 

column labeled demographic characteristics the type of demographic data gathered is 

shown. The distribution of non-first-generation students among these demographic 

categories can be seen in the column labeled non-first-generation. 

In terms of the gender distribution of non-first-generation college students in 

this study, females comprise five of the twelve non-first-generation students. Males 

comprise seven of the twelve non-first-generation students in this study. There is not 

much diversity represented in the non-first-generation student group. There are no 

black students represented in the non-first-generation category, and only one Hispanic 

is represented. Eleven of the twelve students in this group are white. There were no 

non-first-generation student reports of parental annual income being less than $25,000. 

Two of the twelve non-first-generation students however, report parental annual 

incomes of between $25,001-50,000. Four of these twelve students note parental 

annual incomes of $50,001- 75,000. Two of these students report that their parents 

make $75,001-100,000. Finally, four of the twelve non-first-generation students note 

that their parents’ annual income is more than $100,000. 
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7. Table 2 Repeated 
Demographic Characteristics First-Generation  Non-First-Generation Total 

Gender    
Female 5 5 10 

Male 3 7 10 

Race    
Black 2 0 2 

Hispanic 3 1 14 

White 3 11 4 
Parental Annual Income    

Less than $25,000 

 

4 0 4 

$25,001-50,000 

 

0 2 2 

$50,001-75,000 
 

1 4 5 

$75,001-100,000 

 

0 2 2 

More than $100,000 

 

3 4 7 

Network Analyses of Non-First-Generation College Students 

 

Analysis of the support network data, as seen in Table 3 below, repeated here 

for the reader’s convenience, shows that for non-first-generation college students, 

greater importance is put on friends than on family members.  

8. Table 3 Repeated 

 
 FG (N=8) NFG (N=12) 

More family symbols than friend 
symbols 

  

4 (50%)  4 (33%) 

More friend symbols than family 
symbols 

 

4 (50%) 5 (42%) 

Equal friend symbols as family symbols 0 3 (25%) 

 

Analysis of this data revealed that in four of the twelve network analyses 

conducted, non-first-generation students listed a greater number of family members 

than they did friends in their network. However, in five of the twelve networks, friends 

were listed in greater numbers than family members. That five out of twelve of the 

non-first-generation students in this sample listed a greater number of friends than 
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they did family members in their support networks suggests that for these students 

friends have greater importance in their collegiate lives than do family members. 

Friends and family were listed in equal frequency in the remaining three out of twelve 

network analyses. 

Bringing together the five out of twelve students who listed a greater number 

of friends than family members and the three out of twelve students who listed these 

sources of support with equal frequency, we can more clearly see the great importance 

that friends have in the lives of non-first-generation college students. The fact that 

students list a greater number of friends as resources of support than they do family 

members suggests that a significant amount of importance is put on these friendships. 

This may be an important key to understanding what is needed in order for students to 

get the support that they need to succeed in the collegiate sphere. 

Types of Support Noted by Non-First-Generation College Students 

 

 Five types of support were found throughout the definitions of being supported 

provided by these students. Below in Table 4, which has been repeated here for the 

reader’s convenience, the types of support mentioned by students are listed. The non-

exclusive distribution of definitions in these categories under the headings of first-

generation and non-first-generation are also included. 

9. Table 4 Repeated 
 FG (N=8) NFG (N=12) 

Emotional Support 7 (88%) 11(92%) 
Financial Support 6 (75%) 6 (50%) 

Advisory Support 0 6 (50%) 

Academic Support 0 5 (42%) 
Social Support 4 (50%) 0 
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Non-First-Generation Students and Emotional Support 

 

Emotional support was among the most important supports discussed in the 

entirety of this study. Emotional support was described by eleven of the twelve non-

first-generation students. Again, there was variety in how students discussed 

emotional support but its importance to these students is quite clear. Some students 

discussed emotional support in their definitions by using emotion language through 

which to explain this support. For example, one white non-first-generation student 

explains “I think just cathartic more than anything, you know you get obsessed with a 

thought about whatever and just being able to say it to somebody, it seems to typically 

be helpful.” This student uses the Freudian concept of catharsis to make the clear the 

emotional release that she feels when being able to talk to someone (Breuer and Freud, 

1974).  

Another student uses emotional language to describe how he gains emotional 

support through his relationships: “…I’m struggling in school, mom or dad, kind of 

call and whine to them a little bit. But, I feel like I can use both of those in and out of 

school just to kind of, as assistance if things are getting difficult or things like that.” 

This student uses terms such as “struggling,” “whine,” and in his last statement makes 

it clear that he feels family and friends are both resources he can use for emotional 

support he feels he needs it. A Hispanic non-first-generation college student states,  

 …Emotionally I guess, my grandfather…I feel like I can talk about anything in 

 the entire world with my grandfather, good-bad, right or wrong, if I done it, if I 

 haven’t as long as it’s the truth. He might not like it, he’ll tell me what he has 

 to say, but he’s not going to hold it against me. So that’s pretty much what I 

 feel is support.  
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The emotional support afforded this student in his relationship with his grandfather is 

clearly denoted in his definition of support. This student makes it clear that the 

unconditional positive regard that he finds in the total acceptance of his grandfather is 

a significant part of the emotional support that he receives in his familial relations 

(Rogers, 1957).  

Another white non-first-generation student explains that she feels support is 

“like they’re there… [to] just encourage you, [and] love you…” This student uses the 

term encouragement to describe the emotional support that she receives from her 

family and friends. Finally, a white non-first generation student describes her 

emotional support in the following way: 

 I definitely define being supported as having a good family, a good shoulder to 

 cry on. I consider my boyfriend and my dad like my support group. If I have 

 something [that’s] really bugging me, I’ll call my boyfriend about it. He’s 

 really great about giving insight about it and then telling me not necessarily 

 what to do but how to kind of process it. Then I’ll talk to my mom about it and 

 my step-dad. They are my biggest support group. I don’t really even consider 

 my closest friends my support group. My best-friend who lives 9 hours away, I 

 can’t even call her and talk to her like I do my boyfriend. I feel like support is 

 having someone to not necessarily to rely on for money, but to rely on as like if 

 I fall, if I fall really hard they’re going to come with me, you know that sort of 

 thing.  

 

Other students mention emotional support in an explicit manner, but do not 

explain what it means or how it manifests in their relationships with others. 

Nevertheless, that this support was mentioned by students reflects the importance that 

it holds in their daily lives. Here, a white non-first-generation student states “People 

that stand behind you. …I guess knowing that they’re with you through the ups and 

downs. It doesn’t have to be financially, just mentally and emotionally. To me that’s 



 Texas Tech University, Krystal Lawson, August 2012 
 

51 

 

the biggest thing.” This student seems to be defining support as having people who are 

not just “fair weather” supporters. He values those he can count on to be there to 

support him emotionally, whether to celebrate his achievements or console him in his 

losses. Another white non-first-generation student explains, “[I define being supported 

as] being supported emotionally through friendships and partnerships.” Again, while 

no specific explanation is made as to how this emotional support is manifested in these 

relationships, the student makes it clear that this is an important support worthy of 

mention.  

A white-non-first-generation student explains a current situation in her life in 

which this emotional support is being provided. She explains, “I would think of like an 

emotional support, especially with this law school decision. I have had to talk to my 

friends about it, my boyfriend, my dad, I need someone there to help me, not make 

this decision but help me look at pros and cons of whatever I choose.” This student’s 

definition, while explicit in its reference to emotional support, has implicit meaning as 

to how she receives that support from those people mentioned in her discussion. This 

student describes getting emotional support from having people that she can turn to in 

her times of turmoil, at times when she is faced with an important decision to make.  

Students also made reference to emotional support in a more muted manner, 

making these references more implicit to their definitions. For example, a white non-

first-generation student describes what he feels being supported is by stating:  

 Effective use of communication, and I would say how many times you talk, I 

 guess the frequency of talking. For me anyway, it’s going online and sending 

 me an email saying, ‘hey how are you, I hope everything’s good over there, 

 blah, blah, blah, see you later,’ something like that, even if it’s just real small. 
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 …[I]ts more or less just communication and frequency of communication for 

 support.  …Basically, just saying “hey how are you?” rather than, “what’s up?” 

 You know, give like an actual, “I hope every things doing well for you blah, 

 blah, blah,” things like that, (Interviewer: so maybe the difference between 

 sincerity and insincerity?) yeah for the most part.  

 

In this student’s definition he explains that he feels support is having effective 

communication skills. Implicit in this description is that the student receives emotional 

support through people showing him that they care enough to write out a thoughtful 

email meant to inquire about the events in his life.  

In another student’s definition, implicit understandings were found in 

references to being able to talk to his friends and family about different things. This 

white non-first-generation student states,  

 I think through friends and family. …They help me through a lot of stuff. 

 There’s a lot of stuff that I can talk about with my friends, but then there’s 

 definite stuff that, not that I wouldn’t feel comfortable with but that it would 

 just be more appropriate to talk about with my family about it. So I think 

 they’ve been there to help me through anything that I was struggling with.  

 

In his closing statement this student references his family when saying that “they’ve 

been there to help me through anything that I was struggling with.” The implicit 

meaning within this student’s statement, understood by his use of the word 

“struggling” and the way that he distinguishes between friends and family, is that this 

student feels that his family has been his greatest source of emotional support. 

Although varied in their definitions, each student clearly expresses both that 

they receive emotional support and from whom they receive it. Whether they state 

explicitly that they receive emotional support, use emotion language to indicate that it 

is present, or reference such support implicitly, each of these student definitions makes 



 Texas Tech University, Krystal Lawson, August 2012 
 

53 

 

the importance that emotional support has for them quite clear. Furthermore, these 

student quotations show that friends and family are the sole sources of emotional 

support for these students.  

Non-First-Generation Students and Financial Support 

 

Financial support was mentioned by six of the twelve non-first-generation 

students. Its importance is recognized by non-first-generation students, but how they 

discuss this support varies significantly. Only two of the six students who discuss 

financial support in their definitions did so by expressing a clear recognition of its 

importance in their college lives. A white non-first-generation student states, “I think 

through friends and family. Definitely financially wise with my family, but not just 

that.” This student uses the word “definitely” in his discussion, suggesting that he 

finds great importance in the financial support that he receives. The importance of 

financial support is underscored by another white non-first generation student when he 

reports, “[I would say] definitely being supported by financial [means] that’s a big 

reason that some people don’t go to college. Some people are smart enough but they 

don’t have enough money.” This student implicitly recognizes the importance that 

financial support has for him by projecting this importance on those students who may 

not have the financial support he does to be able to attend college. 

For other students however, financial support seems to be expressed as 

something that is taken for granted. This was apparent through the language that 

students use to speak about financial support. For example this white non-first-

generation student states, “Like in college your parents, obviously money too, but 
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they’re encouraging you, they’re supporting you in whatever you want to do.” This 

student speaks of financial support in a fleeting, almost second thought way. This 

student also uses the term “obviously” as though to suggest that financial support is a 

form of support that is not only necessary, but is, without question, provided. This 

taken-for-granted theme is given greater support when a Hispanic non-first-generation 

student exposes his irritation with the familial financial support that he received during 

the early parts of his college career.  

 Obviously financial that’s number one. That’s what I did not want from my 

 parents anymore. I’m tired of them bitching about it, and understandably so 

 because they have three other kids to look after. I’m the oldest but I’m not the 

 most important; I think in my mind I am. 

 

This student too, uses the term obviously in his description of the financial support he 

has received - again suggesting that financial support while in school is expected of 

one’s family members. However, this student’s discussion also exemplifies the 

financial pressures that filial funding of higher education can, and often does, exert on 

the relationships between those providing and those receiving the support. Here a 

white non-first-generation provides a different perspective on the taken for granted 

nature of financial support when she states “I wouldn’t think of financial really. 

…That is what I think, is having people there for me, I mean not financially that 

doesn’t even come to my mind.” In this statement the student shows how embedded 

financial support is in the lives of many students. This student’s statement implies the 

taken-for granted nature of financial support as she describes it as being something 

with which she doesn’t have to concern herself. 
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 While some students see the support of finances as an obvious form of support, 

one non-first-generation student saw it in a very different light. The white non-first-

generation student states “Friends and family behind you 100%, financially would be, 

I mean that is nice because it takes stress off of your back but I mean in reality that’s, 

it varies, but I would just say those friends and family that are supporting you.” For 

this student financial support is described as less of a certainty, and more of something 

that can’t always be relied upon. This student’s definition breaks away from the taken-

for-granted theme seen in the definitions above.  

 Here we see the great variance that exists in the ways that non-first-generation 

college students view the financial support that they receive. Some see the importance 

of this support while others simply view it as something that is a given in their daily 

lives and even sometimes recognizing this support as a point of contention in their 

relationships with family members. Still yet others recognize the stress caused by not 

being able to count or rely on having financial support. The ways in which these 

students discuss this type of support may vary, but implicitly or explicitly they all 

recognize its role in their definitions of what support means to them. 

Non-First-Generation Students and Advisory Support  

 

 Advisory Support was only found among non-first-generation students in this 

study. Six out of twelve non-first-gen students make reference to seeking advisory 

support from friends and family. One white non-first-generation student clearly states, 

“I would say my friends and family do offer advice which is at times very helpful.” 
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Other non-first-generation students share this sentiment in expressing the significance 

of this type of support. Another white non-first-generation student reports:  

 I call them if I am going through issues and say ‘hey mom, I’ve got this going 

 on,’ or something like that, or ‘hey dad, how do I deal with this?’ And even 

 outside with friends and stuff, I go to them and say, ‘hey, I’m having this issue 

 good friends,’ and um, you know the same could be said for in school 

 probably, ‘hey, I’m having a hard time on this test,’ or you know, ‘I’m 

 struggling in school, mom or dad,’ kind of call and whine to them a little bit. 

 But, I feel like I can use both of those in and out of school just to kind of,  as 

 assistance if things are getting difficult or things like that.  

 

Here the student clearly demonstrates that he seeks experiential knowledge and advice 

from his father when dealing with issues he is not sure how to handle. Other students 

report similar advisory expectations of those in their support network. Such an 

example is here in the following statement from this white non-first-generation 

student: “Support like through rough times and good times, like they’re there to help 

you, give you advice, just encourage you, love you, and tell you when you’re wrong.” 

In this quotation concerning the support provided from a Hispanic non-first-generation 

student’s grandfather, the student brings attention to this advice-seeking when he 

states, “Then emotionally I guess, my grandfather, just someone to talk to, advice from 

him…”  

The theme of advice-seeking behavior is provided further support by the 

definition of this white non-first-generation student: “…especially with this law school 

decision. I have had to talk to my friends about it, my boyfriend, my dad, I need 

someone there to help me, not make this decision but help me look at pros and cons of 

whatever I choose.” Finally, a white non-first-generation explains the process through 
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which she works her way through a hierarchy of members in her support network to 

gain as much experiential knowledge and advice as she can:  

 If I have something [that’s] really bugging me, I’ll call my boyfriend about it. 

 He’s really great about giving insight about it and then telling me not 

 necessarily what to do but how to kind of process it. Then I’ll talk to my 

 mom about it and my step-dad. They are my biggest support group. I don’t 

 really even consider my closest friends my support group.  

 

 The student definitions presented here attest to the theme of advice-seeking 

behavior found among these students’ statements. These statements provide support 

for the assertion that students put a great deal of importance on the experiential 

knowledge and advice of their parents, but also of their friends. That half of these non-

first-generation students report having engaged in this advice-seeking behavior further 

supports the significant role that this type of support plays in the success of non-first-

generation students. 

Non-First-Generation Students and Academic Support 

 

 Academic support is another type of support that was represented among many 

non-first-generation college students. This type of support, as will be shown below, is 

obtained through friends and friendship networks and is paramount to the success of 

these college students. One white non-first-generation student seems to capture the 

sentiments of his peers when he states, “…I would say friends are a really important 

part of that because they are going through the same thing. So they’re more able to 

talk to you [at] a more personal level, and that would probably be an important one I 

would say is friends in school…” This student references the personalized nature that 

academic support can have in these collegial relationships because of the common 
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experience in which they are built, the common understanding of struggles in the 

academic realm.  

Another student points out the specific academic supports that can be accessed 

in these friendships. For example, this white non-first-generation student states,  

 You know, having friends that are in college is very good because you can talk 

 about some of the ways that they may study that could benefit you or you can 

 give advice to them. You can go to the library and have a study group and 

 make you stay focused instead, of you know, being at home or your apartment 

 or you know somewhere else where there is a TV or computer and you can just 

 get distracted very easily. You go to the library or a study group at a house 

 I think you’re more likely to get something done.  

 

This student recognizes the importance of friends academically supporting one 

another. Implicit in this student’s statement seems to be that goal support through 

supporting the academic efforts of one another is a key to student success. This 

student’s statement also sheds light on the mutual give and take of these supportive 

relationships. Furthermore, students such as this white non-first-generation student 

find the resources available through friendships to also be helpful in finding other 

resources through which to gain academic assistance at the university, as is described 

in this student’s definition of being supported:  

 [I define being supported as] being supported emotionally through friendships 

 and partnerships. If I’m having issues with trying to grasp something in class 

 and I can, just through conversation find support, now maybe if I don’t find the 

 right answers, maybe I can find a new direction, somewhere to go and find 

 something through friendships and other network connections.  

 

This student’s definition discusses the resources available through friendship networks 

and explains the ways that he uses these networks to acquire the help, information, and 

support that he needs.  
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Non-First-Generation Students and Social Support 

 

 In analyzing students’ definitions of social support I looked for references 

made by students to having friends to go out with or having someone they could count 

on when a person’s physical presence was needed for support. I found no convincing 

accounts of social support based on these criteria in the definitions of non-first-

generation students. It is certainly possible that students were including this type of 

support in their definitions as they were constructing them in their minds, but they did 

not explicitly state that this physical type of support was included.  

Resources Used by Non-First-Generation Students to Make Friends 

 

Non-first-generation students in this study reported using a variety of resources 

to make friends. Table 5, repeated below for the reader’s convenience, shows the 

distribution of students who mentioned utilizing these various forms of support as 

ways to make friends while in college. 

 

10. Table 5 Repeated 
 FG (N=8) NFG (N=12) 

Class contacts 
 

5 (63%) 
 

5 (42%) 
 

Networking through 

friends 
 

5 (63%) 8 (67%) 

Dorms 

 

4 (50%) 7 (58%) 

Parties 

 

3 (38%) 3 (25%) 

Work 
 

4 (50%) 1 (8%) 

High school friends 

 

2 (25%) 5 (42%) 

Extra-Curricular activities 2 (25%) 7 (58%) 

 

 Some of these resources, however, were reported more frequently for this part 

of the sample than others. For example, eight of the twelve non-first-generation 
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students stated that they used networking through other friends to make new friends. 

Another significant resource that these students report using to make friends is their 

dormitory. Seven out of the twelve non-first-generation students report using their 

dorm to make friends. Extra-curricular activities were other resources that were 

mentioned by a majority of these students, as seven out of twelve non-first-generation 

students mentioned using these activities to make friends. Class contacts were 

referenced by five out of twelve of these students as a resource used to make friends. 

Five out of twelve students also mentioned coming in with high school friends and 

using them as a resource through which to make new friends. Parties had much less 

importance among non-first-generation students, and were only mentioned as a 

resource by three of the twelve students. Finally, only one of the twelve students 

mentioned work as a resource used to make friends while in college. 

 These numbers show that non-first-generation students are more likely to use 

networking through other friends, dormitories, and extra-curricular activities to make 

friends while they are in college. Although less pronounced, a significant number of 

these students used class contacts as a resource to make friends. Some students come 

in with or reunited with high school friends at the university, and they use these 

friends as resources through which to make friends. These are the five resources 

mentioned with the greatest frequency among non-first-generation college students. 

The resources used by these students suggest that their friendship networks reside in 

large part within the collegiate sphere. That is to say, these students seem to make 
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friends by and large through university activities as opposed to making them in 

settings outside of the university. 

Comparison of First-Generation and Non-First-Generation Students 

 

 A major goal of this study was to compare the similarities and differences 

among those first-generation and non-first-generation college students. Specifically I 

have explored the self-identification as first-generation and non-first-generation, their 

support networks, definitions of support, as well as the resources that these students 

use to make friends while in college. The similarities and differences are discussed in 

the section below.  

Similarities 

 

First-generation and non-first-generation students are similar in the importance 

that they put on filial and friend relationships. These relationships were the two most 

significant found in the network analyses. The importance placed on these 

relationships was later supported in the student support definition quotations provided 

in the types of support discussion. 

 These students are also similar in the importance they place on financial and 

emotional support. Although the percentages are different, it is clear that a majority of 

students in both groups find the financial and emotional support gained through their 

network members to be highly salient. There are distinct similarities in the ways that 

students discussed emotional support. In each of these two groups students describe 

receiving emotional support from friends and family (often not distinguished), friends 



 Texas Tech University, Krystal Lawson, August 2012 
 

62 

 

specifically, or from a generalized network. This category pattern appeared in both the 

first-generation and non-first-generation groups.  

 The students in each group varied in their descriptions of financial support and 

in the importance they placed on financial support. Even so, there was still a clear 

pattern that emerged in the distribution of those definitions in which financial support 

was mentioned. It was generally the case that the definitions in each group fell into 

one of two categories. The first category contains those definitions in which students 

used language suggestive of placing great importance on financial support. The second 

category pertains to definitions in which recognition of financial support is present but 

is viewed as less important than other types of support. That these categories fit the 

definitions from each of these groups shows that similarities exist in the ways that 

first-generation and non-first-generation students view financial support. 

 Although these two groups differ in the resources each of them uses to make 

friends and in the frequency with which each of these resources were mentioned 

within the groups, there were definite similarities in the resources mentioned with the 

greatest frequency. For example, dormitories and networking through friends were the 

two resource categories mentioned with similar frequency in each group. This 

suggests that the similar circumstances of living conditions helps to create some 

similarities in the ways that first-generation and non-first-generation students make 

friends. 
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Differences 

 

One difference found between first-generation and non-first-generation 

students was in their self-labeling. Only three of the eight first-generation students 

labeled themselves consistent with the definition employed here. This can be 

compared to twelve of twelve non-first-generation students doing so. This difference 

may be attributed to the inadequacy of the definition used throughout this study, which 

fails to fully capture the variations present in the perceived realities of first-generation 

college students. 

Differences were also found in the ways that students discussed financial 

support. While similarities were discovered in the categories that these definitions 

generally fell into, non-first-generation students presented some definitions that I felt 

expressed themes of the taken-for-granted nature of financial support. These 

definitions presented a clear recognition of the importance of financial support, but 

implicitly suggest through their word choice that this form of support is taken for 

granted. These students, as described in the discussion of non-first-generation 

financial support, typically used the word “obviously” to describe financial support. 

This suggests that these students see this form of support as a given, as something that 

they did not have to be concerned with. This highlights a major difference between 

these two groups, as none of the first-generation students used such a word choice in 

their description of financial support.  

Another difference among these two groups is the recognition of the 

importance of the experiential knowledge accessible to students whose parents have a 
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college education. During analysis of student self-labeling explanations I found a 

distinct pattern of recognition among first-generation college students of their lacking 

access to experiential knowledge concerning the collegiate environment. No such 

recognition was found among the explanations of non-first-generation college 

students. This pattern suggests that while non-first-generation students understand that 

the first-generation status is concerned with whether or not students have parents who 

went to college, they do not exhibit an understanding of the importance that this 

characteristic has. 

Differences in the demographic distributions of these students are also 

apparent in this data. For example, females represent more of the first-generation 

students than do males. However, just the opposite is true for the gendered makeup of 

the non-first-generation group; males out number females in the non-first-generation 

portion of this sample. The first-generation student group is more racially/ethnically 

diverse than is the non-first-generation student group. Finally, the parental annual 

incomes of first-generation students are concentrated in the less than $25,000 

category. Non-first-generation student reports of parental annual income are more 

diversely distributed among the income categories.  

 Difference also emerged from the network analyses of these students. In the 

network analyses of first-generation students, family and friend symbols had equal 

importance. However, in the network analyses of non-first-generation students, 

students listed friend symbols in greater numbers than they did family symbols. A 

greater number of non-first-generation students followed this pattern (five out of 
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twelve) than did the number of students (four out of twelve) who listed family 

symbols with greater frequency than friends, or did those students who listed these 

two symbols with equal frequency (three out of twelve). This suggests that while first-

generation students give equal importance to family and friends in their support 

networks, non-first-generation students give greater importance to friends than they do 

family. 

 Further differences distinguishing these two groups of students emerged from 

students’ support definitions. The differences found in these definitions were among 

the types of supports used by these students. Analysis of this data suggests that there 

are distinct differences between the types of supports used by first-generation and non-

first-generation college students. First-generation students discussed the importance of 

financial, emotional, and social support, while non-first-generation students discussed 

the importance of financial, emotional, advisory, and academic support. 

 Finally, differences can be seen among the resources used by each student 

group to make friends while in college. Of significant mention by first-generation 

students were class contacts, networking through friends, dormitories, and work. 

However, those resources most often noted by non-first-generation students are 

networking through friends, dormitories, extracurricular activities, class, and high 

school friends. This difference suggests that non-first-generation students have a more 

diverse opportunity structure through which to make new friends, while the structures 

for first-generation students are limited. 
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CHAPTER V  

CONCLUSION 
 

This thesis has described the current quantitative and qualitative findings 

concerning first-generation college students and identified three important 

shortcomings within this body of literature. The first gap identified is the variation in 

the definitions used to classify first-generation college students. The second limitation 

I identified concerns the minimal body of literature which explores the perceived 

college realities of first-generation college students. The third shortcoming identified 

is the tendency of this literature to focus on attrition and how to keep students from 

dropping out, as opposed to gaining a better understanding of factors which contribute 

to retention. The current study extends this body of literature by gaining insight on the 

support networks and strategies that successful first-generation and non-first-

generation college students utilize to help them get to where they are.  

This study has identified both the similarities and differences between first-

generation and non-first-generation college students of senior standing in this sample. 

The similarities and differences identified concern the self-labeling of these students 

as first-generation and non-first-generation college students. I also examine the 

support networks of these students to identify similarities and differences among the 

members of students’ networks. Analysis of student definitions of support was 

conducted to unveil similarities and differences among these students’ ideas of 
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support. Finally, I present the similarities and differences found concerning the 

resources that the students in these two groups use to make friends while in college.  

The presentation of these findings is followed by a discussion concerning the 

research questions set forth for this study: a.) Are the self-identifications of first-

generation and non-first-generation college students consistent with the definition in 

the literature? b.) How do first-generation and non-first-generation students compare 

in their definitions of support? c.) In what ways are the support networks of first-

generation and non-first-generation college students similar and different? 

Only partial support is provided for the consistency between student self-

identifications and the definition in the literature. Three of the eight first-generation 

college students and twelve of the twelve non-first-generation college students in this 

study provided self-identifications which were consistent with the definition in the 

literature. This finding suggests that the definition currently used in the scholarly 

literature does not fully capture the identifying characteristics of the first-generation 

status.  

In comparing the support definitions of first-generation and non-first-

generation students, similarities and differences were found. Similarities and 

differences were found among the types of supports mentioned by students, and the 

resources through which students receive these supports. Other similarities and 

differences were identified in the ways that students discuss these supports. The 

findings presented concerning the similarities and differences among the support 

definitions of first-generation and non-first-generation college students suggest that 
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these two groups of students share likenesses as well as their differences in their ideas 

about support and the people from whom they obtain support. 

 Similarities and differences were present among the networks of first-

generation and non-first-generation students. The similarities and differences found in 

the networks of these two groups were discovered in the frequency with which 

specific relationships were mentioned overall, and the frequency with which each 

student listed filial relationships in comparison to friend relationships. The findings of 

this analysis suggest that first-generation and non-first-generation students are similar 

in their listing of friends and family with the most frequency of the relationships listed. 

Analysis further suggests that these two groups differ in the frequency with which 

each student lists these people in their network. 

 This study portrays the first-generation students represented in this study only 

in light of the perceived realities that they express through the answers they provided 

to the questions they were asked. From the data gathered and analysis performed 

through the course of this study, I have presented a picture of the first-generation 

college students who took part in this study. The depiction of these students shows 

them as having realities not recognized by the academic community, but that are 

nevertheless very real in their consequences. These students are shown to have 

common characteristics with their non-first-generation peers in their support networks, 

definitions of support, and in the resources that they use to make friends while in 

college. However, the findings presented here also suggest that consequential 

differences also exist between these peer groups which put the first-generation 
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students in this study at a disadvantage compared to their non-first-generation college 

student peers. 

Discussion 

 

Are the self-identifications of these first-generation and non-first-generation 
college students consistent with that definition which defines a first-generation 
college student as a student whose parents have no more than a high school 
education? 
 

The data analyzed suggest that the self-identifications of non-first-generation 

students as non-first-generation students are consistent with the labels that would be 

provided by the definition given in the literature. However, this was not found to be 

true for first-generations students. As described above, four first-generations students 

labeled themselves in a way that is inconsistent with the label that the literature would 

give them. This suggests that these students perceive their experiences in college in a 

way that is not being captured by the current definition put forth in the scholarly 

literature. 

How do first-generation and non-first-generation students compare in their 
definitions of support? 
 
  Through the analysis of this data two very distinct patterns linking self-

identifications and support usage emerged. One of the patterns was the seemingly 

universal importance of emotional support for these students. Emotional support as 

presented in the data crosses the bounds of race/ethnicity and student self-identified 

status. This simply means that regardless of the students’ race/ethnicity and their status 

as a first-generation or non-first-generation student, they all seem to place great 
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importance on the emotional support provided by family, friends, the university, and 

general others.  

The other pattern that emerged was found in students’ use of advisory support. 

This form of support was found to be used more by white, non-first-generation college 

students than any other race/ethnicity or student status. Lacking parents who have had 

the experience of going to college and who know how to navigate the complexities of 

the collegiate realm, first-generation students are unable to benefit from advisory 

support. Furthermore, first-generation students’ support definitions mention finances 

more often than those of non-first-generation students, and they discuss social support 

more often than do non-first-generation students.  

In what ways are the support networks of first-generation and non-first-
generation college students similar and different? 
 
 The support networks of first-generation and non-first-generation college 

students are similar in some respects; however, the results of this study show that they 

also differ. Analysis of network data showed that for both first-generation and non-

first-generation college students, friends and family have a significant presence in 

their support networks. However, during analysis, I discovered that non-first-

generation students mention a greater number of friends in their network than they do 

family with greater frequency than they report a greater number of family members in 

their networks as opposed to friends. To try to make this clearer, non-first-generation 

college students list friends in greater numbers than family in five of the twelve 

network analyses conducted. Family members were listed with greater frequency in 

four of the cases, and in three cases non-first-generation students listed family 
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members and friends in equal numbers. For first-generation students analysis of their 

networks shows that they list family members in greater frequency an equal number of 

times as they list friends in greater representation. That is to say, first-generation 

students listed family members in greater numbers in four of eight network cases. 

Furthermore, the remaining 4 students in this group listed friends in greater numbers 

than family members.  

 This difference in representation of friends and family members for non-first-

generation students and first-generation students suggests that friends play a more 

important role than family in the networks of non-first-generation college students 

within this sample. It also suggests that for first-generation college students, friends 

and family both play important parts in students’ university lives. What this difference 

indicates is the diversity of these student networks. The total number of friend 

symbols listed on student networks was 91. The total number of family symbols listed 

was 65. The greater number of friends a student has within their network the greater 

diversity that network has and the greater the resources that are available to the 

student. To put this into perspective, first-generation college students listed 48% of the 

friends represented in the total 20 network analyses, with non-first-generation students 

listing the remaining 52%. This indicates that the networks of first-generation college 

students are slightly less diverse and as such offer them fewer resources than the 

networks of non-first-generation college students. 

 The portrayal provided by the self-identified first-generation students 

represented in this sample is that of their perceived collegiate realities. According to 
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the accounts they provided, these students have somewhat less diverse networks with 

fewer resources available to help them navigate the complex waters of the collegiate 

realm. Their status as first-generation students influences their perceptions of support 

and shapes their participation in the collegiate realm and the outside world. This in 

turn shapes the opportunities available to them to make friends and exerts limitations 

on their ability to foster these friendships. 

 Non-first-generation students by definition have resources available in their 

parents who have experienced college for themselves. This provides these students 

with resources of experiential knowledge and advice not available to their first-

generation peers. These students, as has been shown, have more time to engage in a 

wider range of activities allowing them to develop and foster a greater number of 

friendships which provide them with more diverse networks and allow them access to 

a greater number of resources to use in their college endeavors. The lived realities of 

the non-first-generation students in this study shape their ideas about support just as 

they do for first-generation students.  

Limitations 

 

 While the findings of this study are important for a better understanding of the 

differences present between first-generation and non-first-generation college students, 

this study is not without its limitations. The sample is non-generalizable due to both 

the qualitative nature of the study and the number of students who participated. The 

sample for this study was recruited at a southwestern university, which may cause a 

regional bias in sample selection. The sample was gathered in one sociology class, 
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which may bias the study since those students who are sociology majors may have 

different qualities or personality characteristics than those students who are majoring 

in other fields. For example, it is possible that the students in this study are able to 

more clearly articulate ideas of concerning social supports and networks as a result of 

having been exposed to such language, meanings, and understandings through their 

course of study. The sample also contained only seniors, who are likely to have more 

experience to report than freshmen, sophomores, or juniors. There is also a self-

selection bias that needs to be noted, as those students who signed up to participate 

likely differ from their peers who did not participate. This self-selection bias could 

also result as a byproduct of the offering of grade replacement of one in-class writing 

assignment in exchange for students’ participation in this study. 

 Limitations also exist with the methods used in this study. In tape recording 

these interviews it is possible that students were not as free with their answers as they 

may have been were a voice recorder not present. The transcription process has the 

potential to introduce bias into the study, as not all information can be transcribed due 

to inaudibility. Thus, the interviewer must assume he or she knows what the 

participant said and runs the risk of providing meaning the participant did not intend. 

Due to time constraints, the extent to which interviews were transcribed and analyzed 

changed throughout various stages of this study. It is likely that these various changes 

led to findings being presented here that reflect certain patterns in the data and not 

others. Thus the complete picture of students’ experiences gained through the course 

of this study is not adequately represented.  
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Further limitations exist in the methods used to conduct the network analyses. 

Limitations of non-exclusive categories and students’ perceptions of the relationship 

categories listed have the potential to bias the results. Furthermore, the representation 

of student networks presented in this thesis does not reflect all relationships present in 

their analyses. I chose to strictly focus on friends and family here because of the 

number of friends and family who were listed throughout the students’ networks. It is 

possible that in focusing on these specific relationships while neglecting complete 

analysis of other relationships noted that I inadvertently bias the study. It must also be 

noted that the frequency with which these relationships are mentioned must be 

analyzed with caution. The frequency with which a relationship is noted within these 

student networks does not strictly correlate with the importance these members have 

to the students, nor does it explain the strength of these relationship ties. Finally, there 

is always a level of subjectivity that enters into any study. I have tried to make the 

reader aware of as much of this bias as I can by reflecting on my own motivations for 

carrying out this study and providing detailed accounts of the procedures used to 

gather, code, analyze and interpret these findings.  

Implications for Future Research 

 

 The implications that these finding have for future research concerning first-

generation college students are significant. By recognizing this, future research can 

begin looking at the other implications that these identifications have on students’ 

college experiences. By taking into account the self-identifications of students, future 

research can better inform university, financial, scholarship and public policy and gain 
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a better understanding of the needs of these students. This understanding will help 

universities in providing resources that students will utilize and will inform them of 

the resources still needed to aid these students in their pursuit of a collegiate degree.  

In the self-reflection section of this paper I noted that my motivation for 

attending college was the challenge to my ability of being able to succeed in college. 

This challenge to my ability to succeed has provided me greater motivation to excel 

within the academic realm. By this I mean that for me, failure was not perceived as an 

option. This mindset influenced my experience greatly, as it forced me to not only 

seek out supports and resources, but it required that I not take the risk of peers having 

inaccurate information and thus forced me to seek these supports and resources from 

those who I perceived to be the most likely to have accurate information: faculty and 

staff. Such resource-seeking behavior was not found as a support used by the first-

generation students represented in this study. This difference certainly merits further 

investigation. Future research should further investigate the utilization and purpose 

that the various forms of support noted in this study serve for both non-first-generation 

and first-generation college students. Such knowledge will add to the literature by 

providing a better understanding of the importance that these supports have for 

students. Other research concerning types of support should investigate support-

seeking behaviors of first-generation college students, so as to gain a better 

understanding of whether support-seeking behavior plays a role for those first-

generation college students, who graduate and those who do not.  
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Finally, future research should aim to gain a better understanding of the 

specific components of the cultural and social capital that non-first-generation students 

have access to and utilize that first-generation students do not. This will provide a 

better understanding of the knowledge and social resources that are suggested to make 

cultural and social capital (Bourdieu, 1986). It will also further investigate the 

applicability and utility of various definitions of cultural and social capital. It is 

possible that our knowledge of cultural and social capital can be expanded by 

continued research into the experiences and academic strategies of first-generation 

versus non-first-generation college students. 
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  APPENDIX A  

 

What was elementary through high school like for you?  

What things did you consider in deciding to go to college? 

How would you define a first-generation college student? 

According to your definition would you consider yourself a first-generation college 

student? How so, or how not*? 

 *- How do you think this influenced, if at all, your college experience? 

What did you know about college before you entered?* 

 *- Was your experience in entering college anything like what you had seen it 

depicted as being on television? How so or how was it different? 

 - How would you say that knowledge influenced your experience your 

freshman year? 

Did you experience any academic obstacles during your freshman year? 

- What resources (programs, workshops, services etc.), if any, did you use to 

overcome these obstacles?  

- In what ways did you utilize these resources to overcome those obstacles? 

Did you continue living on campus after your freshman year or did you move off 

campus? How did this impact your college experience? 

Have you had to change or adjust the techniques and/or study skills that you use while 

being in college? 

How did finances play a role in your continuing your education? 

How would you define your experience in making friends during your freshman year? 

- What resources (going to parties, attending study groups etc.), if any, did you 

use to help you make friends at the university during your freshman year? 

Have the friendships made in your freshman year persisted? 

Interview questions for Support Network Analysis 
“During this next portion of the interview I would like for you to think about both 

school and outside of school, you don’t have to use both but keep both arenas in 

mind.”  

Some people define being supported as having financial assistance, having someone to 

talk to about problems etc. from the people in their network. How do you define being 

supported? 

Directions for the Support Network Analysis 
I am going to ask you to write down the first names of those people whom you feel 

supported by. 

Now on the back sheet of this paper I would like for you to draw a line extending out 

from the triangle (which represents you), write the names of the people from your list, 

one on each line, and referencing this key draw the symbol which represents their 

relationship to you. A person can have more than one symbol next to their name. 

Now I am going to ask you to draw a line connecting those members of your network 

who know and interact with one another. 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
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Demographic Questions 
What is your race/ethnicity? 

What is your gender? 

Please circle the category below that, to the best of your knowledge, fits your parent’s 

annual income. 

Less than $25,000  

$25,001-50,000 

$50,001-75,000 

$75,001-100,000 

More than $100,000 
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APPENDIX B 

NETWORK ANALYSIS RELATIONSHIP KEY 
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APPENDIX C 

NON-FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENT NETWORK ANALYSIS 
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APPENDIX D 

FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENT NETWORK ANALYSIS 

 
 

 




