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EXPERIENCE EXCHANGE

The first generation college student experience: A case
study
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ABSTRACT

Background: For first-generation college students–the first in their families to seek postsecondary education–the college
experience can be an especially isolating and stressful time. The high-stakes nursing environment may exacerbate the stress
experienced by these nursing students.
Methods: This article describes the case of a first generation nursing student who personifies the issues many students (FGS)
first-generation college encounter in nursing education. The current literature related to barriers faced by FGS is reviewed. The
literature was searched in nursing and educational databases (CINAHL, ERIC) for 2011-2016. Keywords used in the search
included first generation college students, first generation nursing students, first generation college students and student retention.
Results: Academic struggles, difficulty navigating college resources, and lack of a sense of belonging all interfere with the
success of first-generation students. Recommendations for nursing faculty to assist these students to be successful are reviewed.
Conclusions: Through the use of simple educational strategies, nursing faculty can address the obstacles that hinder first
generation students at their institutions, providing them with the tools they need to successful.
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1. ANNIE
Annie was a 20-year-old nursing student who was taking a
medical surgical nursing course. Annie was very quiet in
class; she did not interact and did not come to any of her
professor’s open office hours. After failing to meet the re-
quired 75% on an exam, Annie received several electronic
warnings with instructions to meet with her advisor, faculty,
class teaching assistant, and course tutor. Annie did not
follow up with any of the recommendations and only came
once to see her professor when asked to specifically make an
appointment. During the initial meeting with her professor,
Annie offered little insight into the barriers to her success
in the course. There was a feeling that perhaps Annie was
simply not trying and might not even care. This pattern of
disengagement continued until the final exam, which Annie

failed–leading her to fail the course. Annie arrived to her
professor’s office trembling and sobbing to discuss the course
failure. Unbeknownst to Annie’s professor, this was Annie’s
second course failure, and she was now considered “out” of
the nursing program. Her professor gently asked her why she
had never come to office hours. Annie’s professor had prided
herself on being accessible to the students: with frequent
open office-hours weekly, her office was always overflowing
with students. Annie looked at her professor through tears
and said “I did come, but you were always busy with other
students. I stood in the back of the crowd and when you
didn’t see me I just left.” Annie was inconsolable. “Nothing
has been easy for me” she exclaimed. “My parents never
went to college, they just don’t get it. No one understands
how hard it is for me.” “I’m alone in all this!” The professor’s
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heart sank when she realized that while she had been con-
vinced that Annie just didn’t care, nothing could be further
from the truth. Annie wanted to be at college and she wanted
to do well. She just didn’t know how to achieve success.

2. THE FIRST GENERATION COLLEGE EXPE-
RIENCE

As a child of parents who were not college graduates, Annie
would be classified as a First Generation Student (FGS). A
universal definition for what constitutes a FGS does not ex-
ist.[1] For example, some admissions offices use the criteria
parents who never had any college, other use criteria that
include some college. This lack of universal language makes
a system for tracking first generation college students very
difficult. A common definition is students who do not have a
parent who graduated from a 4-year college.[1] FGS arrive
at colleges and universities with a unique set of needs. Data
from the U.S. Department of Education National Center for
Education Statistics revealed that college students who do
not have parents with 4-year degrees earn lower grades and
encounter more obstacles to success than do students who
have at least one parent with a 4-year degree.[2]

Researchers have revealed that when compared with stu-
dents whose parents attended college, first-generation stu-
dents complete fewer credits, take fewer academic courses,
earn lower grades, need more remedial assistance, and are
more likely to withdraw from or repeat courses they attempt.
First generation students are also less likely to complete
a baccalaureate degree than students with parents who at-
tended college.[2] Results of the survey conducted by the
Cooperative Institutional Research Program, a survey de-
signed by the Higher Education Research Institute, indicate
that students whose parents had college experience were
significantly more likely to have higher levels of academic
preparedness as identified by higher verbal and math SAT
scores. Compared with first-generation students, the odds of
scoring above the median on the SAT verbal test were 48%
higher for students with parents both of whom graduated
from college and 38% higher in the mathematics section.[3]

College students who interact with professors and peers about
their courses are likely to have better outcomes. Yet inves-
tigators have shown that FGS have fewer interactions with
faculty in the classroom, contribute less frequently to class
discussions, and ask fewer questions in class.[4] They have
also reported that FGS are less likely to be engaged in the aca-
demic and social experience, which can provide structure and
academic support.[4] Jenkins, Miyazaki, and Janosik (2009)
reported from their research that FGS are less confident of
their academic abilities and readiness for college-level work

and are more likely to avoid asking questions or seeking
help from faculty.[5] First-generation college students often
have difficulty understanding faculty expectations and use of
academic vocabulary and jargon in addition to difficulty with
time management. These factors further contribute to prob-
lems with comprehension and completing assignments.[6]

Often first-generation students’ underperformance can be
linked to a cultural gap that exists between their interdepen-
dent norms from their mostly working-class backgrounds
that do not match up with middle-class independent norms
prevalent in universities.[7]

Having a sense of belonging contributes to a student’s reten-
tion in a college or university. Yet many FGS do not have that
sense of belonging.[8] Non-first-generation students report a
greater sense of belonging on campus, on average, compared
with FGSs. Researchers found that feelings of belonging
are significantly related to mental health among students and
that first-generation students have a higher frequency of re-
porting feeling stressed, depressed, or upset compared with
non-first-generation students.[8] Researchers have indicated
that first-generation students isolate themselves and are less
likely to disclose and discuss feelings of stress than their
peers.[9] For students who are not as engaged in the college
experience, life at college can be isolating. The sense of
disconnection can be magnified when students are in large
classrooms, which by their nature tend to limit interactions
with faculty. Beattie and Thiele (2016) found that large class
size negatively influenced FGS’ but not other students’ likeli-
hood of talking to faculty or teaching assistants about course
content.[10] Some have attributed this sense of alienation to
the fact that FGS frequently live at home due to financial
constraints, that necessitates commuting to school instead
of living on campus.[11] Students who commute may find
themselves with little time to socialize with other students
or participate in learning communities and study groups.[11]

Efforts to address the social and educational needs of the
commuter student are an important consideration. Interest-
ingly, these researchers also found that even if students live
on campus, they are not likely to engage in extracurricular
activities, interact with faculty and other students, or use
support services.[11]

3. EFFORTS TO SUPPORT FGS
First generation students have unique needs that represent an
opportunity for nursing faculty to provide support to ensure
students’ success. Many FGS are also minority students.[4]

Researchers have found that academic and peer support for
minority students before admission and during nursing pro-
grams have increased success in minority recruitment, re-
tention, graduation, and achievement on NCLEX.[12] Petty
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(2014) advocated a bridge program from high school to col-
lege to help prepare FGS for the college experience. Bridging
or pipeline programs have been found to increase retention
and graduation success in nursing programs.[13] Academic
support and mentoring have been found to be the most valu-
able services that these bridging programs offer.[12] Since
many students from disadvantaged backgrounds arrive at col-
lege without the academic preparation necessary to achieve
success, exposure to use of the writing and tutoring centers
in addition to academics such as tutoring and college prepara-
tory courses can be very useful.[14] Services that could be
offered during summer bridge programs could include expo-
sure to available resources and norms and expectations of
college life, such as meeting with faculty.[15] Opening these
services to families may be helpful to provide parents with a
sense of connection to the college and an understanding of
their student’s experience. Students can benefit from writing
intensive courses and first-year seminars and support through
the academic achievement office in the form of academic sup-
port services, such as tutoring and study skills. Researchers
have found that the extent to which students feel that they
belong in the academic environment positively affected the
degree to which they viewed themselves as capable students.
Students with a strong sense of belonging in an institution
also see themselves as being capable of greater success in
college with a greater sense of supportive self as a successful
student.[16] Faculty who serve in an advisor role to students
can be positive influences on the students’ success. Students
who perceive their academic advisors to be very supportive
have a stronger sense of belonging and more positive per-
ceptions of themselves as successful students. Faculty can
help students have a greater sense of belonging by structur-
ing academic assignments that can promote social learning.
Learning communities and service learning opportunities can
enhance academic and social engagement. Group activities
in the classroom can promote a sense of belonging and at-
tachment toward other students, faculty members.[15] Faculty
mentoring can be valuable resource for FGS. Nursing faculty
who were also the first in their families to attend college
can provide mentorship to first-generation students as well,
helping them to navigate their transition to the college or
university and serving as a source of encouragement. Re-
searchers have revealed that first-generation college students
who are not encouraged by family to attend college may find
support from faculty who can become mentors and encour-
age students.[17] Stuber (2011) found that first-generation
students were more engaged in the college experience when
involved in a program that targeted their underrepresented
group.[18] This study provides validation for the idea that
programs aimed supporting FGS should both connect stu-

dents to others like themselves in addition to fostering their
connection to the campus community as a whole.[18]

Students in nursing universally report that nursing education
is stressful.[19] Nursing faculty can foster informal faculty
student interactions by getting to know FGS and letting them
know that they want them to succeed. Early positive student
faculty relationships can set a foundation for ongoing aca-
demic success.[20] First generation students often suffer from
stress silently and feel they are alone in their struggles.[9]

Having an ally can make all the difference. One practice I
started since my experience with Annie is to include in my
introduction on the first day of class that I am a first gener-
ation college graduate from an immigrant family. Since I
developed this practice, I have had FGS come to me and dis-
close that they are first generation. This simple act can break
down walls of isolation that can surround the first generation
student.

4. ANNIE EPILOGUE
Over the course of the following semester, Annie met with
both her academic advisor and counselor to help her over-
come issues related to anxiety. She was also provided with
additional support through the academic achievement office.
Annie applied to the Nursing Academic Review Board for
reinstatement in the nursing program. She described the
challenges she faced as a FGS such as dealing with parents
who were always questioning the benefit of a college edu-
cation in relationship to the high tuition. Annie discussed
how she felt inadequate surrounded by students who effort-
lessly navigated the college scene while she struggled with
basic concepts such as what is a “syllabus”. Annie benefited
greatly from consistent meetings with her academic advisor
and counselor. She learned how to address her parents’ con-
cerns about the benefit of a college education calmly and in
a way they could understand. Her ability to be open to them
created greater understanding and in return they were more
supportive of her goals. Annie was diligent about seeking out
academic support and meeting regularly with faculty. She
described the growth she had experienced over the semester
both in terms of academics and confidence. Annie articulated
her feelings of wanting more than anything to be a nurse,
and that she was committed to moving forward utilizing
all the resources available to her. The Academic Review
Board responded by allowing Annie to return to the nursing
program.

5. CONCLUSION
A bridging program is beneficial and can address many of
the students’ initial academic needs; however, once a student
is admitted into a nursing program, efforts must be made to
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support the student toward the goal of success throughout the
entire program up to and including graduation.[21] Academic
struggles, difficulty navigating college resources, and lack
of a sense of belonging all interfere with the success of first-
generation students. Orientation of all faculty to the special
needs of FGS is an important consideration. Strategies that
nursing faculty can utilize to support FGS involve providing
academic practices that foster a sense of belonging, such as
learning communities and group activities. Faculty can seek
out those students who are quiet and do not meet with them to
let them know of their availability. Faculty can also provide

multiple ways for students to learn about available academic
resources, for example on the course website, provide links,
in the syllabus, and verbal reminders and during class time.
Faculty who are first generation may disclose their status to
so that students will feel that they are not alone. Through
these interventions, nursing faculty can address the obstacles
that hinder first generation students at their institutions, pro-
viding them instead with the confidence and connection they
need to succeed.
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