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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Exploring the Effects of the Pandemic on the Experiences and Perspectives of First-Generation 

College Students 

 

by 

 

Brighitte Stacy Preciado-Hernandez 

Doctor of Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2025 

Professor Concepción Valadez, Co-Chair 

Professor Mark Hansen, Co-Chair 

 

In March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2020) declared COVID-19 a global 

pandemic, prompting universities worldwide to close campuses and suspend in-person 

instruction, resulting in one of the largest disruptions in modern higher education (Crawford et 

al., 2020; Marinoni et al., 2020). The rapid shift to remote learning raised particular concerns for 

students who rely heavily on campus resources, including first-generation college students 

(Means & Neisler, 2021). 

Guided by a dual conceptual framework integrating Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984, 1989, 

2011) Transition Theory and Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) Communication Theory of Resilience, 

this mixed-methods exploratory study examines the pandemic’s impact on first-generation 
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students at a four-year public university. Transition Theory provides a lens to categorize changes 

in students’ academic, social, and personal lives, while Communication Theory of Resilience 

highlights how students used or lacked communication to adapt, recover, and find meaning. Data 

were collected through surveys of 39 senior first-generation students and in-depth interviews 

with seven students to explore their experiences during the transition to remote learning and 

upon returning to campus. 

This study’s findings aim to inform programs supporting undergraduate students, 

particularly first-generation students, by enhancing strategies for academic engagement, campus 

integration, and adaptation to evolving educational models. Beyond benefiting students directly, 

the insights from this study can inform university administrators and policymakers. By 

understanding the specific challenges and resilience strategies of first-generation students during 

sudden transitions, administrators can make evidence-based decisions regarding resource 

allocation, academic support services, and hybrid learning policies. This will ultimately foster a 

more equitable and effective institutional response to future disruptions. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

In March 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19, a highly contagious 

respiratory disease first identified in Wuhan, China, a global pandemic, resulting in the closure 

of businesses, establishments, and schools, along with widespread disruptions to daily life 

(Chriscaden, 2020; Ren et al., 2020; World Health Organization, 2020). To mitigate the rapid 

spread of COVID-19, over 1,100 universities and colleges closed campuses, suspended in-person 

instruction, and cancelled events, including commencement ceremonies, causing one of the 

largest disruptions to higher education in recent history (Armoed, 2021; Davis et al., 2021; 

Pandit et al., 2021; Smalley, 2021). Initially anticipated to last “two weeks or so,” campus 

closures extended for months, with most institutions delivering instruction entirely online for the 

2020-2021 academic year. University and college campuses became largely empty, with only 

essential staff working on site. This sudden shift raised questions about remote learning, student 

engagement, access to institutional support, enrollment, budgets, and the delivery of critical 

student services. 

While the abrupt changes affected all faculty, staff, and students, first-generation college 

students (FGCS) were of particular concern due to their reliance on campus support structures 

(Taylor-Nolan, 2022). As a first-generation college graduate working in higher education 

retention programs, I sought to examine how the COVID-19 pandemic influenced FGCS access 

to academic, career, and social resources. With tutoring, counseling, career services, and social 

programs moving to virtual learning environments, concerns arose regarding technological 

access, familiarity, and utilization of formerly in-person resources. Moreover, job and internship 

cancellations disrupted income sources and career development opportunities for students with 
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significant financial and social needs. Many FGCS rely on campus as a haven from home 

responsibilities and as a primary space to access technology and academic resources. These 

students often navigate the dual pressures of academic expectations and home life 

responsibilities, challenges that were amplified during remote learning. Concerns about the 

quality of remote instruction also emerged, particularly as students adjusted to synchronous and 

asynchronous learning formats (Smalley, 2021). 

The first COVID-19 vaccine received emergency use authorization in December 2020, 

and by March 2021, educators became eligible for vaccination. This development provided hope 

and supported plans for reopening. By Spring 2021, institutions communicated vaccination 

requirements and hybrid or in-person reopening strategies for Fall 2021. Move-in days, 

orientations, and welcome weeks resumed, though operations were not fully restored. Many 

activities remained restricted, with classrooms and campus spaces operating at limited capacity. 

By Fall 2021, institutions employed various instructional modalities, including fully online, 

hybrid, and fully in-person instruction (Smalley, 2021). While campuses technically reopened, 

student engagement and access to support services were still constrained compared to pre-

pandemic conditions. 

Study Purpose 

The purpose of this mixed-methods study is to examine the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on first-generation college students, focusing on the stressors and resilience strategies 

of students who already face the added pressures of being first-generation or low-income. The 

study emphasizes the experiences of FGCS as they transitioned from remote high school learning 

to in-person college instruction. While previous research has explored pandemic effects on 

students and specifically on FGCS (Kiebler & Stewart, 2021; Scharp et al., 2021; Taylor-Nolan, 
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2022; Booker et al., 2022), there remains a need to understand the long-term effects on 

engagement, persistence, academic achievement, and social integration. This study provides in-

depth narratives of FGCS navigating both remote learning and the return to campus, highlighting 

ongoing challenges and adaptation strategies. 

Key questions include how FGCS relied on institutional support and social capital, how 

they adapted to hybrid and remote learning modalities, and how their perceptions of campus life 

have evolved. By focusing on lived experiences, this study contributes to understanding the 

structural, social, and academic challenges faced by FGCS and identifies opportunities to 

enhance support programs, services, and policies to meet their evolving needs. 

Summary of Methodology 

This mixed methods research study aims to provide summaries of personal stories from a 

prototype sample of first-generation undergraduate students enrolled during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Study participants were students recruited from The University of California system. 

The target population of the study was traditionally aged students, defined as those who are 

between the ages of 18-21, who self-identify as first-generation college students. Eligible 

participants started as first-time freshmen in Fall 2020 while university operations were remote 

and were seniors during the 2023-2024 academic year. Participants were asked to reflect on the 

impact of the pandemic, a few weeks prior to graduation, providing insight into their lived 

experiences as well as into their perspective after the fact.  

Definition of Terms 

Asynchronous learning involves educational activities and coursework completed on the 

student's own schedule without real-time interaction, allowing flexibility but requiring greater 

self-discipline (Wighting et al., 2008).  
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Continuing-generation students are defined as students who have at least one parent with 

some postsecondary education experience, regardless of whether that parent completed a degree. 

This broader definition acknowledges that continuing-generation students may benefit from 

familial familiarity with higher education processes (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2018). 

Coronavirus fatigue refers to the emotional and physical exhaustion experienced as a 

result of prolonged exposure to and disruption from the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to 

diminished motivation and resilience in coping with pandemic-related challenges (Pandit et al., 

2021). 

First-generation college students (FGCS) are undergraduate students whose parents or 

guardians have not earned a bachelor’s degree. In other words, these students are the first in their 

immediate family to pursue a four-year college education (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

This group often faces unique challenges due to a lack of familial experience with higher 

education systems (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  

Hybrid learning (Blended instruction) combines face-to-face classroom sessions with 

online learning components, offering a flexible approach that includes both scheduled in-person 

meetings and self-paced digital coursework (Singh, 2017; Singh et al., 2021). 

Remote learning refers to instruction delivered entirely through online platforms without 

any physical classroom interaction, a modality widely adopted during the pandemic to maintain 

educational continuity (Engle & Tinto, 2008).  

Social distancing is a public health practice aimed at reducing close contact between 

individuals to limit the spread of infectious diseases. This practice has significantly affected 



 

 5 

traditional campus life and interpersonal interactions during the COVID-19 pandemic (Pandit et 

al., 2021).  

Synchronous learning is real-time online instruction where students and instructors 

engage simultaneously, replicating live classroom interaction via video conferencing tools 

(Singh et al., 2021). 

Traditionally aged students are those between the ages of 18 and 21, typically entering 

college directly after high school graduation (Wang & Sedlacek, 2009). 

Virtual learning environment describes a fully remote educational setting where 

instruction and learning occur online, either synchronously (live) or asynchronously (on-

demand), facilitated through digital technologies such as computers and the internet (Wighting et 

al., 2008). 

Conceptual Framework Overview 

The conceptual framework for this study integrates Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984, 1989, 

2011) Transition Theory and Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) Communication Theory of Resilience to 

understand the experiences of first-generation college students during and after the COVID-19 

pandemic. Both theories help address the research questions by focusing on transitions, 

resilience-building, coping mechanisms, and the role of communication in navigating obstacles. 

The framework provides a lens to explore how first-generation students encountered and 

responded to various challenges, the ongoing obstacles they face upon returning to campus, and 

their perceptions of the evolving academic and social landscape in the post-pandemic world.  

The dual-framework approach enhanced the explanatory power of this study. 

Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984, 1989, 2011) Transition Theory provided a way to categorize the 

multifaceted changes in students’ lives—academic, social, personal—by evaluating the situation, 
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self, support, and strategies involved. The Communication Theory of Resilience (Buzzanell, 

2010, 2018) complemented this by illuminating how students used (or lacked) communication to 

recover, adapt, and find meaning. 

Research Questions 

Together, the frameworks help explain not just what challenges students faced, but how 

and why they responded to those challenges in different ways. The integration of both theories 

emphasizes that resilience is not a fixed trait but a communicative, relational, and situationally 

dependent process. This dual framework informs the following research questions: 

1. What obstacles (i.e., resilience triggers) did first-generation college students experience 

during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

a. How did first-generation college students navigate/respond to the COVID-19 

pandemic?  

2. What obstacles do first-generation college students continue to face after returning to 

campus? 

a. How did first-generation college students navigate/respond to these challenges 

after returning to campus? 

3. How has campus life (academic and social) changed? 

a. What are the perceptions of first-generation college students of academic and 

social life on campus in a post-pandemic world? 

b. What type of additional support may first-generation students benefit from? 

The research questions address and integrate aspects of both theories offering a 

comprehensive approach to understanding how first-generation college students navigated the 

challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic and their transition back to campus life.  
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Significance of Study 

This study aims to enhance the understanding of the unique challenges faced by first-

generation college students during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The exploration of the 

experiences, obstacles, and coping strategies of first-generation students during the pandemic 

and their transition back to campus throughout this study helps to fill some gaps in the literature 

regarding their academic, social, and emotional needs. Research on how first-generation students 

respond to pandemics and other significant disruptions is limited and while the COVID-19 may 

be under control now, other circumstances in the future could arise that merit remote education at 

a large scale. The findings of this study contribute to a growing body of knowledge of how 

underrepresented student populations adapt to crisis situations, contributing a framework for 

resilience in higher education during and after a crisis. The study also offers a theoretical 

contribution to how resilience is communicated and enacted in transitions in the context of 

higher education through its application of the Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984, 1989, 2011) 

Transition Theory and Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) Communication Theory of Resilience. It is my 

hope that the findings will be used to inform efforts to build a more supportive and equitable 

higher education environment for this population of students, ensuring they receive the resources 

and assistance they need to thrive both during times of crisis and beyond, keeping in mind the 

long-lasting impacts of the pandemic on their learning and collegiate experience. 

Conclusion 

This chapter established the context, purpose, significance, and conceptual framework for 

this mixed methods study examining the experiences of first-generation college students during 

and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The unprecedented disruptions to higher education 

introduced a unique set of academic, social, and emotional challenges, particularly for students 
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with limited access to institutional resources and support systems. The integration of 

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory (1981) and Buzzanell’s (2010) Communication Theory of 

Resilience provides a lens through which to understand how these students navigated significant 

change and adapted over time. This study seeks to address gaps in literature by documenting the 

lived experiences of first-generation students who began their college careers during the height 

of the pandemic and completed their studies in a post-pandemic environment. Findings from this 

research have the potential to inform institutional practices, enhance support services, and 

contribute to more equitable and responsive educational policies for first-generation college 

students in times of crisis and beyond. 

The chapters that follow will provide a detailed exploration of this study’s focus and 

findings. Chapter Two offers a comprehensive review of the literature surrounding first-

generation college students, the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on higher education, and 

the unique academic and social challenges faced by marginalized student populations during 

times of crisis. Chapter Three outlines the mixed-methods research design, detailing participant 

recruitment, data collection through surveys and interviews, and the analytical procedures used 

to interpret both qualitative and quantitative data, along with ethical considerations to ensure the 

study’s credibility. Chapter Four presents the study’s findings in two parts, beginning with 

students’ perceptions of changes in campus life and academic engagement after returning to in-

person learning, followed by an examination of the obstacles experienced during the pandemic, 

resilience strategies employed, and ongoing challenges. Finally, Chapter Five offers an in-depth 

discussion of these findings in relation to the research questions and existing literature, 

highlighting implications for institutional policies and practices that can better support first-

generation college students in a post-pandemic world, while also providing recommendations for 
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future research and concluding reflections. Together, these chapters will illuminate the 

multifaceted experiences of first-generation students during a time of unprecedented disruption 

and change, contributing valuable insights for enhancing equity and success in higher education. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In the first months of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic descended at such speed that almost 

immediately, universities closed campuses and moved classes to remote learning and virtual 

learning environments. Students had to rapidly adapt to different learning modes, including 

synchronous and asynchronous learning, in addition to managing stress prompted by the 

pandemic. The effects of COVID-19 intensified existing disparities that set first-generation 

college students (FGCS) apart from continuing-generation students, particularly in terms of 

academic, social, and financial resources (Kiebler & Stewart, 2021). Empirical research on 

FGCS in the U.S. has begun to focus on issues of enrollment, access, retention, and obstacles. 

However, research regarding the effects of the pandemic, of remote learning, and more 

specifically, on the long-term effects on learning, engagement, and college experience of FGCS 

remains minimal. This chapter includes an overview of the literature defining characteristics of 

first-generation college students as well as the transition to hybrid, remote, and virtual learning 

environments resulting from the pandemic and its effect on the higher education system and 

students, including FGCS at a four-year public institution. 

The COVID-19 pandemic presented unprecedented challenges for college students, 

especially for those from underrepresented backgrounds including first-generation college 

students. To understand how these students have navigated changes in this study, Schlossberg’s 

(1981, 1984, 1989, 2011) Transition Theory and Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) Communication 

Theory of Resilience can be applied. Both theories provide valuable frameworks for 

understanding the obstacles students faced, their response, and the support structures they need 

to thrive in a post-pandemic world. 
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First-Generation College Students in the U.S.  

First-generation college students are students whose parents’ formal education has been 

limited to at most a high school education. These students are disproportionately overrepresented 

in the most disadvantaged groups relative to participation in higher education and less likely to 

attend and succeed in college (Engle, 2007; Pascarella et al., 2004; Engle & Tinto, 2008). FGCS 

face a greater risk of being behind academically, socially, and financially compared to their peers 

who are continuing-generation students, making it more difficult to get into and through college 

(Engle, 2007; Pascarella et al., 2004). According to a multivariate analysis, parents’ education 

remains significant for gaining access to postsecondary education and for persistence and 

attainment of bachelor’s degrees at four-year institutions (Choy, 2001). Studies suggest that 

FGCS are largely motivated to enroll in college as an attempt to improve their social, economic, 

and occupational standing (Ayala & Striplen, 2002). Unfortunately, the transition is not always 

smooth, as these students frequently experience culture shock through a different cultural 

experience with norms they are not accustomed to (Irlbeck et al., 2014). FGCS are more likely to 

be female, older, Black, or Hispanic. They tend to have dependent children and come from low-

income families compared to their non-FGCS peers, each of these characteristics being 

independently associated with lower rates of college attendance and degree attainment (Engle, 

2007). 

Previous studies by the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) 

indicated that FGCS are more likely to start at two-year institutions, reducing their chances of 

advancing and graduating from four-year institutions (Maietta, 2016). However, more recent 

research shows that FGCS account for a larger share of four-year enrollments, with 41.2 percent 

of 2016 NACE survey respondents identifying as FGCS (Eismann, 2016; Engle, 2007). As the 
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population of FGCS continues to grow, increasing awareness of their unique challenges is 

essential to effectively support their success. This section focuses on FGCS in relation to access, 

enrollment, and persistence in higher education and the obstacles faced as it pertains to access 

and retention. It will also provide insight into federal and institutional support currently in place 

to assist this population 

Access to College and the Hidden Curriculum 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2018), only 48% of FGCS persisted in 

their studies from first to second year. This rate is lower compared to 67% for students whose 

parents earned a bachelor’s degree and 53% for students whose parents completed some college 

(continuing-generation students). FGCS face significantly more challenges contributing to higher 

dropout risks, including delayed college entry, commuting, part-time enrollment, full-time 

employment, and the need to complete remedial coursework (Engle, 2007; Engle & Tinto, 2008). 

Additionally, FGCS are less likely than their continuing-generation peers to enroll in 

postsecondary education at all. For example, a longitudinal study found that 43% of students 

whose parents had no postsecondary education enrolled in college, compared to 74% of students 

whose parents earned a bachelor’s degree (Choy, 2001). 

Gable (2021) explores the challenges FGCS face at elite institutions, focusing on the 

“hidden curriculum,” the unspoken academic and social norms that influence success in higher 

education. Based on over 100 in-depth interviews, Gable finds that FGCS often lack access to 

informal knowledge such as building faculty relationships, navigating internships, and seeking 

academic support. This knowledge gap can contribute to feelings of imposter syndrome and 

unpreparedness. However, many FGCS develop adaptive strategies, especially when institutions 

provide mentorship, targeted programs, and inclusive policies. 
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Structural and cultural barriers significantly affect FGCS, a perspective particularly 

relevant when assessing the impact of remote learning, virtual learning environments, and social 

distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic. Delgado (2020), through 25 in-depth interviews at a 

large Southern California research university, reveals that Latino/a FGCS often act as 

educational brokers for their younger siblings, redistributing cultural capital within immigrant 

families. This expands the concept of hidden curriculum to family dynamics, highlighting how 

FGCS transmit cultural capital despite emotional tensions and how these familial strategies may 

evolve under remote and hybrid learning conditions.  

Engagement and Persistence 

Student engagement and persistence are central to academic success, particularly for first-

generation college students (FGCS) who may face unique social, cultural, and institutional 

barriers. Tinto’s (1975, 1993) Theory of Student Departure explains why students leave college 

before completing their degree, highlighting the importance of academic and social integration in 

a student’s college experience. Tinto’s theory is often used to design support programs that 

improve retention, particularly by enhancing belonging and engagement. Tinto (2012) 

emphasizes that academic and social integration are central to student retention, with institutions 

bearing the responsibility to structure environments where students—especially underrepresented 

populations such as FGCS—can thrive. 

Astin’s (1984) Student Involvement Theory further underscores the critical role of 

engagement by linking student learning and development to the degree of physical and 

psychological energy invested in academic and extracurricular activities. His model illustrates 

that institutions must create structured opportunities that foster meaningful engagement. Kuh 

(2009) reinforces this perspective, noting that student engagement is strongly associated with 



 

 14 

learning outcomes and persistence, and that institutions play a key role in shaping environments 

that promote deep involvement. This framework is particularly valuable for understanding how 

FGCS, who may face social or cultural barriers, can be disadvantaged if they are not guided or 

supported in involvement opportunities. Gable (2021) highlights that the hidden curriculum, 

unspoken academic and social norms, can further limit FGCS engagement by making it difficult 

to navigate resources, build faculty relationships, and access informal knowledge. Research 

shows that implementing intentional, transformative practices, such as scaffolded learning 

experiences, culturally responsive pedagogy, and structured mentorship, can enhance 

engagement, learning outcomes, and persistence for FGCS (Castillo-Montoya & Ives, 2021). 

Participation in structured federal and institutional programs, such as TRIO Student Support 

Services, has also been shown to improve persistence and academic achievement for FGCS, 

reinforcing the effectiveness of targeted support (Engle & Tinto, 2008; The Pell Institute, 2009).  

This perspective is especially important when examining remote, hybrid, and virtual 

learning environments during the COVID-19 pandemic, as many traditional channels for 

engagement were disrupted, highlighting the critical need for intentional, equity-focused 

institutional practices. Despite these supports, many FGCS continue to encounter persistent 

obstacles that can limit their ability to fully benefit from engagement opportunities. 

Obstacles and Challenges 

First-generation college students often encounter unique barriers that influence academic 

persistence and engagement. Utilizing Social Cognitive Career Theory, Gibbons and Shoffner 

(2004) highlight several important findings regarding first-generation college students (FGCS) 

and their perceived barriers and supports while adjusting to college. The study finds that 

participants face challenges during the application process due to a lack of parental experience 
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and are more likely to leave college to attend to family obligations or for financial reasons. These 

students receive less emotional, informational, and financial support from their parents compared 

to continuing-generation or legacy students (Padgett et al., 2012). Using a mixed-methods 

design, Wittner et al. (2023) analyze both quantitative data on network structures and qualitative 

insights into students’ experiences mobilizing resources such as information, emotional support, 

and mentorship. Their study demonstrates that FGCS often encounter both structural and 

navigational barriers in accessing and mobilizing social capital, which are critical for academic 

persistence. These challenges likely intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic as remote 

learning limited in-person interactions, underscoring the need to examine how digital 

environments impact FGCS social capital mobilization. 

Kiebler and Stewart (2021) employ a creative Photovoice method to contrast pandemic 

experiences between first-generation/low-income and continuing-generation students. Their 

findings reveal that FGCS face significant environmental, psychological, and institutional 

challenges, ranging from inadequate study spaces and diminished support to heightened 

uncertainty about peer experiences. This study underscores how socioeconomic disparities shape 

COVID-19 learning environments and informs the current work by illuminating the multifaceted 

struggles FGCS endure during remote learning transitions. 

Nguyen et al. (2024) examined how FGCS navigated institutional resources such as 

advising and programmatic support during the COVID-19 pandemic. Their mixed-methods study 

of 524 undergraduates revealed that FGCS faced barriers including limited awareness, lack of 

access, and time constraints in using available resources. The authors also found that 

transparency about resources, proactive outreach from institutional figures, and holistic support 

for academic, personal, and professional development were especially helpful in supporting 
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FGCS. These findings highlight how equity-oriented practices in advising and programs can 

strengthen FGCS college experiences. Together, these studies illustrate how FGCS encounter 

persistent structural and institutional barriers that limit their access to resources, underscoring the 

importance of examining how broader federal and institutional support systems address these 

challenges. 

Federal and Institutional Support for First-Generation College Students 

The responsibility of preparing for major education disruptions and providing support to 

students falls on the institution, which should be aware of the unique challenges that can 

exacerbate existing barriers and have structures to provide programs that meet the needs of 

FGCS (Davis et al., 2021). Federal TRIO Programs, which provide services and benefits to high 

school and college students who are low-income and/or first-generation, are among the largest 

initiatives aimed at supporting college retention (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). The TRIO 

Programs, including Student Support Services (SSS), emerged out of the Economic Opportunity 

Act of 1964 and focus on retaining college students, providing academic, social, and mentoring 

support from first year through commencement (Bailey & Duquette, 2014; Bennett et al., 2021; 

Engle & Tinto, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). SSS participants experience 

improved persistence, retention, and academic achievement, highlighting the effectiveness of 

structured support for FGCS (The Pell Institute, 2009; Engle & Tinto, 2008). These outcomes 

underscore the obligation of colleges and universities to proactively invest in programs that close 

equity gaps for first-generation students rather than relying solely on federal initiatives. Research 

shows that transformative institutional and classroom practices, such as targeted mentorship, 

inclusive pedagogies, and structured academic support, can significantly enhance FGCS 

academic success and persistence (Castillo-Montoya & Ives, 2021). Understanding this 
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institutional responsibility provides critical context for examining how the sudden onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic disrupted support structures and magnified challenges for FGCS.  

The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic 

At the micro level, epidemics of acute contagious diseases can disrupt families and 

communities by creating economic hardship, increasing caregiving burdens, and reducing access 

to education and social supports (UNICEF, 2020), while also straining educational systems and 

limiting students’ opportunities for consistent learning (Kekić & Miladinović, 2013). The 

COVID-19 pandemic profoundly affected daily life, with education being one of the most 

disrupted sectors (Karaköse, 2021; Hodges et al., 2020). Government-mandated social 

distancing, school closures, and the transition to remote learning dramatically changed teaching 

and learning across K-12 and higher education (Keyserlingk et al., 2022; Kiebler & Stewart, 

2021). Students faced challenges in remote learning, including limited access to technology, lack 

of quiet study spaces, and reduced social interaction (Bao, 2020; Gonzalez et al., 2020). The 

pandemic exacerbated existing inequalities, disproportionately affecting FGCS, low-income, and 

minority students who experienced greater financial stress, food insecurity, and mental health 

challenges (Crawford et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020). The sudden shift disrupted academic 

engagement and persistence, complicating students’ ability to maintain motivation. Quarantine 

measures introduced significant psychological strain, including stress, confusion, and anger 

(Brooks et al., 2020). These stressors, compounded by inadequate information, financial strain, 

and social isolation, created a context in which many FGCS navigated academic and personal 

challenges, highlighting the urgent need for targeted support systems. Research suggests that 

access to social support can mitigate some of these mental health challenges, buffering stress and 

reducing internalizing problems during the pandemic (Balkundi & Fredrick, 2023). 
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Emergency Remote Learning 

The COVID-19 pandemic quickly interrupted education, resulting in the reshaping of the 

delivery of education. The global education community had to adapt to the emergency remote 

learning environment while meeting the teaching and learning needs of teachers and students 

(Karakose, 2021; Tesar, 2020). The traditional landscape of teaching and learning changed due 

to COVID-19 as face-to-face interactions moved to online learning formats (Armoed, 2021). 

Institutions with higher rates of residential students and minimal online curriculum caused the 

most dramatic shifts and required significant adaptation by students; first-generation college 

students (FGCS) had to adjust to moving and living back home and then continue their learning 

in an often 100% online format (Kiebler & Stewart, 2021). 

Out of the necessity created by the pandemic, there was enhanced digitalization of 

teaching and learning practices, which may be promising for hybrid learning environments that 

offer student autonomy and flexibility (Armoed, 2021). In fall 2020, a survey of 3,000 

institutions found that 44% were fully or primarily online, 21% operated in a hybrid format, and 

23% were primarily in person (Nierenberg & Pasick, 2020). While the rapid shift to digital and 

hybrid learning environments presented opportunities for greater flexibility and autonomy, it also 

highlighted significant disparities in access and preparedness, particularly for FGCS navigating 

remote learning under economic, familial, and mental health pressures.  

Issues and Barriers Related to Learning Due to COVID-19 

The Student Experience in the Research University (SERU) Consortium conducted a 

survey of almost 29,000 undergraduates from nine institutions who identified as first-generation 

college students (FGCS) and found that these students experienced more challenges adapting to 

emergency remote learning in addition to financial hardships, food insecurity, and mental health 
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concerns (Soria et al., 2020). Barber et al. (2021) highlight that while the shift to remote 

research-based learning during COVID‑19 posed universal challenges, such as increased 

workloads and reduced focus, it disproportionately affected FGCS and underrepresented 

minority students through greater familial responsibilities, economic and food insecurity, and 

digital inequities. This study also demonstrates the importance of incorporating student voice in 

designing remote curricula. Öztok (2019), drawing on critical pedagogy and ethnographic 

research, demonstrates that online learning is not always as fair or inclusive as it seems. Using 

interviews and observations, Öztok found that students from marginalized backgrounds often 

feel pressured to hide parts of their identities to fit in. In virtual classrooms, the culture of the 

majority (usually white, middle-class) is treated as the “normal” way to be. This makes students 

who are different feel like they do not fully belong, a phenomenon Öztok calls social absence. 

Ferri et al. (2020) analyze global expert input and Italian educational data to demonstrate 

that emergency remote teaching during COVID‑19 was hampered by technological, pedagogical, 

and social barriers. These challenges included poor internet, limited device access, low digital 

literacy, fragmented instructional design, weakened motivation and social interaction, and home 

environments unsuitable for sustained learning. It is important to consider how institutional 

decisions, including training, infrastructure, and policy, shape learner outcomes, which are 

essential when examining FGCS support. Bissessar (2021) compiles global case studies on 

emergency remote education, underscoring the interplay between learner experience, instructor 

readiness, and institutional governance. Common issues such as lack of digital training, isolation, 

and quality concerns mirror those impacting FGCS during the pandemic. 
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COVID-19 Mental Health Concerns 

Gupta and Agrawal (2021) provide qualitative evidence of significant mental health 

challenges faced by college students during the COVID-19 pandemic, highlighting the 

psychological toll of academic uncertainty and social isolation. Balkundi and Fredrick (2023) 

further emphasize that social support can buffer the effects of COVID-related stress and 

internalizing problems, which is particularly relevant for FGCS navigating economic and 

familial responsibilities. For FGCS, these stressors may be compounded by economic and 

familial responsibilities, emphasizing the need to consider mental health impacts when assessing 

pandemic-related effects on student success. A recent longitudinal survey at a large public 

institution found an overall increase in study-related stress levels following the pandemic’s 

onset, which impacted students’ learning environments, increasing ambiguity while limiting 

controllability of life events (Keyserlingk et al., 2022). The disruption of being sent home from 

college unexpectedly, signaling “a new and unusual danger” in addition to dealing with staying 

healthy and meeting the increased demand for technology to continue learning caused stress, 

becoming a mental health challenge (Kiebler & Stewart, 2021). With this rising danger, keeping 

themselves and their families healthy became a major concern. While COVID-19 did not 

discriminate who became infected, family economic resources largely influenced exposure, 

treatment, and protection (Armoed, 2021).  

Conceptual Framework 

This study employs an integrated conceptual framework that combines Schlossberg’s 

(1981, 1984, 1989, 2011) Transition Theory with Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) Communication 

Theory of Resilience (CTR). Together, these theories provide a comprehensive lens to examine 

the transitional experiences and reintegration of first-generation college students during the 



 

 21 

COVID-19 pandemic. The framework foregrounds the interplay of individual characteristics, 

social support, adaptive strategies, and communication processes, enabling a nuanced 

exploration of how students navigated disruptions, developed resilience, and adapted to changes 

in both academic and social environments. 

To illustrate the application of Schlossberg’s Transition Theory to this context, Table 2.1 

presents an integrated conceptual model that maps the theory’s key components—the “4 S” 

model of situation, self, support, and strategies—across two phases: the pandemic period and the 

post-pandemic transition. The framework highlights how the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted 

academic routines, social interactions, and personal circumstances; how students’ internal 

resources and coping mechanisms (self) were mobilized; the critical role of social and 

institutional support systems (support); and the adaptive strategies employed to manage these 

unprecedented challenges. 

Given evidence that quarantine and pandemic-related restrictions contributed to long-

lasting psychological strain (Brooks et al., 2020), exploring how first-generation students 

developed resilience during this period aligns with theoretical approaches that emphasize coping 

with transitions and constructing pathways to adaptation. As students transitioned into the post-

pandemic phase, the framework shows how these elements evolved, with a shift toward returning 

to campus under altered academic and social dynamics. This shift required continued adaptation 

of coping skills and strategies, while support systems also changed in form and function to 

reflect ongoing institutional adjustments and renewed peer and faculty engagement. 

Readers are encouraged to consult Table 2.1 to understand how these theoretical 

components interact with the lived realities of first-generation students, offering insight into the 
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complex and dynamic nature of their resilience and academic persistence through disruptive 

change. 

Communication Theory of Resilience 

The Communication Theory of Resilience (CTR) posits that resilience is activated by a 

trigger event such as disaster, loss, or trauma and explains the communicative processes 

individuals engage in to establish a “new normal” (Buzzanell, 2018). In this study, the COVID-

19 pandemic represented such a trigger when, in March 2020, educational institutions worldwide 

closed and shifted to emergency remote learning, a disruption deemed the largest education crisis 

in modern history (Karaköse, 2021; Kiebler & Stewart, 2021; Smalley, 2020). This shift raised 

concerns about access, quality of education, and student performance. 

CTR emphasizes that resilience is not an innate trait but a communicative process by 

which individuals, families, and communities “snap back” from adversity through shared 

meaning-making and interaction (Buzzanell, 2010, 2018; Coutu, 2002). Buzzanell (2010) 

identifies five core communicative processes during disruption: (a) crafting normalcy, (b) 

affirming identity anchors, (c) maintaining and using communication networks, (d) putting 

alternative logics to work, and (e) legitimizing negative feelings while foregrounding productive 

action. 

Building on this, Scharp et al. (2021) used Thematic Content Analysis to explore 

resilience triggers and processes among 44 first-generation college students (FGCS). Their 

findings reveal resilience triggers including financial hardship, inadequate university 

infrastructure, canceled social or career opportunities, and home-school conflicts. The pandemic 

amplified existing inequities, compelling students to engage in communicative resilience 

practices to craft new normalcies. 
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CTR’s multi-layered model situates the individual at the center of interacting layers of 

family, community, and socio-cultural systems with resilience shaped through belief systems 

(meaning-making, hope), organizational processes (flexibility, resources), and communication 

practices (emotional sharing, problem-solving). This dynamic framework highlights resilience as 

evolving through ongoing communicative interactions within social and environmental contexts. 

In higher education, CTR offers a powerful lens for understanding how FGCS use dialogue, 

storytelling, and relational support to interpret challenges, manage stress, and sustain academic 

persistence amid the pandemic’s disruptions. 

Transition Theory  

Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984, 1989, 2011) Transition Theory offers a comprehensive 

framework for understanding how individuals adapt to significant life changes or transitions. 

This theory is especially useful for examining how FGCS managed the sudden and multifaceted 

transition triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic. Central to the theory is the “4 S” model—

situation, self, support, and strategies—which emphasizes that both individual characteristics and 

contextual factors influence how people experience and cope with transitions. 

For FGCS, the pandemic-induced shift to emergency remote learning was not merely an 

academic change but a complex life transition intensified by factors such as limited social 

capital, increased family and caregiving responsibilities, and systemic institutional barriers. 

These factors often created additional stressors that complicated their adjustment. Schlossberg’s 

framework allows for a nuanced analysis of how these students perceived their situation, the 

personal and psychological resources they brought to the transition (self), the availability and 

quality of social and institutional supports (support), and the coping strategies they employed. 
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By applying this theory, the study gains insight into both the obstacles FGCS encountered 

and the adaptive responses that facilitated their academic persistence during emergency remote 

learning. This approach highlights the interplay between challenges and resilience, underscoring 

the importance of targeted support systems and adaptive strategies in promoting successful 

outcomes. 

To provide a clearer understanding of how Schlossberg’s Transition Theory applies to the 

experiences of FGCS during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, Table 2.1 presents an integrated 

conceptual framework. This framework maps the key elements of the “4 S” model—situation, 

self, support, and strategies—onto two distinct phases: the pandemic period and the post-

pandemic transition. The table highlights how the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted multiple facets 

of students’ lives, including academic routines, social interactions, and personal circumstances. It 

also illustrates the personal resources and coping mechanisms (self), the critical role of social 

and institutional support systems (support), and the adaptive strategies students employed to 

manage these unprecedented changes. 

As students moved into the post-pandemic phase, the framework shows how these 

elements evolved. The situation shifted toward a return to campus with altered academic and 

social dynamics, requiring students to continue adapting their coping skills and strategies. 

Meanwhile, support systems also changed in form and function, reflecting ongoing institutional 

adjustments and renewed peer and faculty engagement. 

Table 2.1 illustrates how the theoretical components of transition interact with the 

practical realities faced by FGCS, clarifying the multifaceted nature of their experiences and 

resilience throughout these phases. 



 

 25 

Table 2.1 

Integrated Conceptual Framework 

Transition Element Details 

COVID-19 Pandemic Situation 
COVID-19 pandemic disrupts academic, social, and 

personal lives. 

 Self 
First-generation students’ coping strategies, 

resilience, and personal resources. 

 Support 
Social networks (family, peers, faculty) and 

institutional resources. 

 Strategies 

Adaptive strategies (e.g., emergency remote 

learning, virtual communication, mental health 

coping mechanisms). 

Post-Pandemic Situation 
Return to campus with changes in academic and 

social dynamics. 

 Self 
Students continue to rely on and adapt their coping 

mechanisms. 

 Support 
Institutional support systems, peer interactions, and 

faculty/staff engagement. 

 Strategies 
New adaptive strategies for navigating post-

pandemic academic and social environments.  

 

Key constructs in this study include resilience triggers, communication, adaptation, and 

perceptions of campus life. Resilience triggers refer to the major challenges FGCS faced during 

the pandemic and in their return to campus, such as isolation, health concerns, and academic 

struggles. Communication plays a crucial role in resilience-building, with peer support, faculty 

interaction, and family communication helping students navigate these challenges. Adaptation 

involves the evolving coping strategies that students developed to manage transitions, including 

adjustments to new learning environments and social dynamics. Finally, perceptions of campus 

life focus on how students view academic and social changes in a post-pandemic world, 

particularly regarding institutional responses and the support they receive from their college or 

university. These constructs are central to understanding how FGCS managed the disruptions 

caused by the pandemic and adapted to the changes in campus life afterward. 
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Conclusion 

In summary, Chapter 2 reviewed the existing literature on first-generation college 

students, focusing on their unique challenges related to access, persistence, and the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. While significant insights have been gained into the barriers these 

students face, such as limited social capital, financial constraints, and the complexities of 

emergency remote learning, there are still gaps in understanding how these factors interact over 

time and across different contexts. Additionally, the evolving nature of support systems and 

adaptive strategies during and after the pandemic calls for further exploration. Chapter 3 will 

build on this foundation by outlining the research design and methods used in this study to 

explore these questions in greater depth. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS 

This mixed-methods study aimed to explore and share the personal, academic, and social 

experiences of first-generation college students whose education and lives were abruptly 

impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. The abrupt disruption not only affected higher education 

but all aspects of life across the world and merits consideration of the magnification of the 

already existing needs, obstacles and challenges facing first-generation college students. This 

study provides in-depth look into the experiences and reflections of first-generation college 

students (FGCS) during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter presents the 

methodology pertaining to how the following research questions were studied:  

1. What obstacles (i.e., resilience triggers) did first-generation college students experience 

during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

a. How did first-generation college students navigate/respond to the COVID-19 

pandemic?  

2. What obstacles do first-generation college students continue to face after returning to 

campus? 

a. How did first-generation college students navigate/respond to these challenges 

after returning to campus? 

3. How has campus life (academic and social) changed? 

a. What are the perceptions of first-generation college students of academic and 

social life on campus in a post-pandemic world? 

b. What type of additional support may first-generation students benefit from? 
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Research Design Overview and Rationale 

A mixed methods design was suited for this study as it provides the “breadth and depth of 

understanding and corroboration” to understand the individual experiences of FGCS students and 

the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 123). Recognized as the third 

major research method, along with qualitative research and quantitative research, mixed methods 

research is an intellectual and practical synthesis; it involves mixing qualitative and quantitative 

elements within a single study (Johnson et al., 2007). The strength of a mixed methods research 

design derives significantly from drawing on both qualitative and quantitative research resulting 

in better contextualized measurement instruments, different perspectives, and a “more complete 

understanding of changes needed for a marginalized group” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 298). 

An exploratory sequential design involves three phases: qualitative data collection and analysis, 

identifying features for testing, and quantitatively testing the feature designed (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Initial exploration through qualitative analysis can be expected to result in 

quotes, codes, and themes to produce a culturally sensitive instrument (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).  

Study Setting 

The study sought students from selective public institutions in California. The third 

largest state in the U.S., California, with a population of almost 40 million and has over 146 

public colleges and universities. The University of California System, established in 1869, 

consists of 10 campuses, five medical centers, over 150 academic disciplines, and 600 graduate 

degree programs with more than 238,000 students and over 1.7 million alumni; it is one of the 

best and most selective public university systems (The Regents of the University of California). 

In U.S. News & World Report’s 2020 rankings, five UCs stood among the top 10 public 
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universities in the country for undergraduate education; all nine UCs are among the nation’s top 

50 public universities. In fact, UC campuses stood out with respect to “advancing social 

mobility.” UC Riverside, UC Santa Cruz and UC Irvine sweeping the top three spots in this 

category, and other campus also ranked: UC Merced at No. 7, UC Davis and UC Santa Barbara 

tied at No. 9, UCLA at No. 13, UC San Diego at No. 21, and UC Berkeley at No. 70. (UC 

Newsroom, 2019). University of California campuses have a significantly higher proportion of 

first-generation students than other selective public universities and more than the national 

average of four-year colleges. Roughly 42 percent of undergraduates throughout the University 

of California are first-generation students (UCOP, 2017). There is a unique value of a UC 

degree; it is expected to enhance one’s job prospects and income. In 2015, UC first-generation 

graduates surpassed both the median income of California residents with a high school degree 

alone two years after graduation and the median for all of California bachelor’s degree holders 

after seven years.  

Study Participants 

Participants for this study were enrolled at the target institution while pursuing a 

bachelor’s degree with senior standing or graduating by Summer 2024. These students 

experienced their first year remotely during the pandemic and did not experience an open 

campus until their sophomore year. Transfer students were excluded, since these students would 

have had less time to experience the institution. The eligibility criteria were as follows:  

• First-generation college student (neither parent/guardian has earned a four-year college 

degree) 

• Entered UC Irvine as a First-Time Freshman 

• Current senior standing 
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• Enrolled at UC Irvine both before the pandemic closure and after the re-opening/return to 

campus 

The target sample size for the qualitative portion of the study was 7-8 students, while the 

target sample size for the qualitative part was 40-50 responses. Qualitative data collection was 

smaller than quantitative; “the goal of qualitative data collection is to obtain information from a 

small sample and develop an instrument to sample a larger N to infer meaningful statistical 

results from samples to a population” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 301).  

Recruitment and Access 

Originally, the Director of Student Success Initiatives (SSI) sent the invitation to 2,474 

students who met the eligibility criteria: first-generation, currently enrolled as seniors, entered 

the university as freshman in Fall 2020. Students received an email with a link to fill out the 

survey and be entered in a random drawing for a chance to win one (1) of twenty (20) $10 

Amazon electronic gift cards. The communication also included information about the option to 

participate in an interview to receive a $25 Amazon electronic gift card. Unfortunately, after 

several weeks, this approach yielded zero responses. Therefore, I pursued an alternative 

approach in which all individuals who completed the survey would receive a gift card. The SSI 

Director of Student Success Initiatives (SSI) sent an updated study invitation (see Appendix A) 

message to batches of randomly selected students. A total of 280 students were re-contacted, and 

39 of these students (14%) completed the survey. Oral consent (see Appendix B) was obtained 

from the seven students who completed the individual follow-up interview. Throughout the 

recruitment process, confidence was maintained that all individuals contacted would be eligible. 
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Data Collection 

Qualitative data collection was conducted through surveys and interviews of recent 

graduates who identify as FGCS The major topics addressed in both the questionnaire and 

interview questions included the following: Pre-pandemic: First-Generation College Student 

Experience, Disruption: COVID-19 and Remote Learning, “New Normal”: Return to Campus, 

and Reflection: Resilience and A New Campus Experience. Methods are further described in the 

following sections.  

Structured Questionnaire 

The structured questionnaire used in this study was designed to gather both demographic 

and experiential data from participants who began their undergraduate studies at UCI in Fall 

2020 as first-generation college students. The survey was conducted on Qualtrics and included a 

mix of multiple-choice, Likert-scale, and open-ended questions. It took approximately 20 

minutes to complete and was divided into several key sections to capture students’ academic, 

personal, and social experiences during and after the COVID-19 campus closure. 

The questionnaire began with four eligibility screening questions to confirm participants 

met the study criteria, followed by a single item of voluntary consent and seven demographic 

questions (e.g., age, gender identity, race/ethnicity, residency status, graduation term, major, and 

minor). Participants were then asked to provide an email address for incentive distribution. 

The main body of the questionnaire was structured around two time periods: (1) 

participants' first academic year at UCI (2020–2021) during the pandemic campus closure, and 

(2) their experiences after campus reopened beginning in Fall 2021. Each section included a 

consistent set of themes to allow for comparison over time: 

• Academic and social difficulties (e.g., navigating campus, finding community) 
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• Utilization of campus resources and support services 

• Perceived quality of experience with resources and networks 

• Support from individuals and social networks 

• Satisfaction with availability and access to services 

• Preferred modality of engagement (e.g., in-person, remote, hybrid) 

Each of these thematic categories contained a series of Likert-style questions, totaling 

over 60 items per time-period, to assess the frequency of use, satisfaction, and quality of 

experience with various campus services and personal support systems. 

In addition to these closed-ended items, the survey included two open-ended questions—

one about challenges encountered during the participants’ first academic year at UCI and another 

about challenges faced since returning to campus post-pandemic. These questions allowed 

participants to elaborate on their experiences in their own words, offering context and depth to 

the quantitative data. 

At the conclusion of the survey, participants were invited to indicate their interest in 

participating in a follow-up one-on-one interview. They were asked to provide contact 

information (email and phone number) for scheduling purposes. All students who completed the 

survey questionnaire received a $10 Amazon electronic gift card. 

In total, the questionnaire consisted of 143 distinct items, covering both eligibility and 

consent, demographic information, structured Likert-scale responses, open-ended questions, and 

follow-up interest. This comprehensive instrument was designed to capture a wide range of 

student experiences, supports, and challenges related to the transition into and out of remote 

learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Student Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven of the students who had 

completed the questionnaire. This approach allowed for probing and expansion into individual 

experiences. The intent was to gain insights into first-generation students’ experiences in relation 

to how their personal, academic, and social lives were impacted by COVID-19 and answer the 

three main research questions including the sub-questions. The interviews were conducted via 

Zoom; participants had the option of turning their camera on or off (but the interviewer remained 

on camera throughout). Each interview lasted up to 60 minutes and was recorded on two devices; 

notes were also taken by hand. The real-time AI transcription service, OtterAi, was utilized to 

capture audio from the Zoom meeting and generate transcripts within 24 hours, allowing the 

transcripts to be compared against handwritten notes. Questions were made available through the 

chat feature in Zoom, allowing participants to follow along and support any persons with 

auditory issues. Students who completed the interview process received a $25 Amazon electronic 

gift card.  

During interviews, participants were asked about their academic and social experiences 

during college, pre- during and post-pandemic. The semi-structured interview protocol included 

29 questions organized in four parts: First-year and First-Gen Experience, COVID Closure & 

Remote Learning, Return to Campus, and Reflection (see Appendix D). Participants were asked 

about their transition to UCI and their experience as a first-generation college student. There 

were questions about the emotions, obstacles, and changes experienced because of the pandemic 

closure; students were asked about their housing situation, campus involvement and academics. 

Finally, participants were asked to reflect on the “new normal” having returned to campus and 

share about their experiences as well as suggestions to administrators.  
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The interview protocol was piloted with 3 current students from different years who 

completed at least one full year of college virtually to gather insight for survey and interview 

questions.  

Data Analysis 

Analysis of Structured Questionnaire 

The quantitative data from the survey were analyzed using the statistical software 

program JASP (JASP Team, 2025). Responses were summarized with frequency distributions. 

Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were used to examine differences in perspectives (ratings of 

satisfaction, supports, and challenges) during the students’ first year (when instruction was 

remote) and after returning to campus.  

Analysis of Student Interviews 

The audio from individual interviews was recorded and transcribed using Otter AI. The 

data was analyzed for themes and patterns related to the research question constructs. All 

information gathered from interviews and surveys were coded and categorized using Microsoft 

Excel. The responses were summarized and organized across the following themes: Navigation, 

Social Integration, Mental Health, Major/Career Development/Success, Remote 

Learning/Academics or In-Person Learning/Academics, and COVID-19 Concerns.  

The analysis consisted of looking for themes and patterns across the surveys and interviews in 

relation to the impacts of the pandemic as well as the RQs. The quantitative data from the survey 

were analyzed using JASP. Responses were summarized with frequency distributions. Wilcoxon 

signed-rank tests were used to examine differences in perspectives (ratings of satisfaction, 

supports, and challenges) during the students’ first year (when instruction was remote) and after 

returning to campus. 
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Ethical Considerations and Role Management 

I worked diligently to build and maintain relationships and to establish my primary role 

as a researcher to ensure success and credibility. To safeguard participants’ confidentiality, 

participants’ identifying information—name, title, email, phone and school name—has been 

omitted from all final reports. All interviewees and survey participants consented to participate. 

The audio recordings, transcripts, and any other documents with potentially identifying 

information will be deleted upon study completion. 

Credibility and Trustworthiness 

The biggest threats to this study include personal bias, the validity of self-reported data, 

reactivity, and the small sample size, which limits generalization to other settings. As a former 

first-generation college student, I am very invested and passionate about the subject matter. I 

came into this study with my own bias regarding the impacts of the pandemic, remote learning, 

hybrid delivery of education and events and what constitutes adequate support during global 

disruption. That said, it was important to not influence the participants or the evaluation process 

of the information during the data collection process. Furthermore, since my study deals with 

perceptions of students, it was important to obtain first-hand, self-reported data. I was extremely 

intentional about the questions I asked and how I delivered them, in particular, I sought to avoid 

leading questions. There may have been some reactivity, as students may have been embarrassed 

or intimidated to be honest about their struggles or obstacles during the pandemic. Students may 

have responded in the way they expected the interviewer wanted. Throughout the study, I tried to 

be clear about my intent and alleviate any perceived pressure or hesitation. For the survey, I 

limited the number of open-ended questions and used 5-point Likert scale questions. Lastly, 

since this study is to be a mixed methods research study, the goal was to acquire a greater 
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response sample from the survey questionnaire while having a smaller sample size for the 

interviews. Given the size and composition of the sample, I am not able to generalize these 

results to rural, small, private, or community colleges. To ensure systematic data analysis, I used 

standardized protocols and coding procedures.  

Conclusion 

This chapter presents the methodology for this mixed methods study, which explored 

first-generation graduates’ experiences and their perception of the level of support and resources 

with the specific context of the pandemic and subsequent return to campus. This study will 

enhance the understanding of not only how first-generation college students were impacted by 

the COVID-19 pandemic and the abrupt transition to remote learning, but also serves to indicate, 

how institutions can better equip themselves to create an engaging and supportive environment 

in a post-pandemic world.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the findings from this study, which explores the challenges faced by 

first-generation college students (FGCS) during their transition to online learning amidst the 

COVID-19 pandemic and their subsequent return to in-person campus life. Data were collected 

through a mixed-methods approach employing surveys and interviews with students who started 

college in Fall 2020. Students who began their collegiate journey as first-time freshmen in Fall 

2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic faced a unique set of challenges and adaptations with 

lasting effects on their academic and social experiences. The findings address the three research 

questions which explore: (1) the obstacles encountered during the transition to remote learning, 

(2) the difficulties faced upon returning to campus, and (3) the overall impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic closures on campus life and collegiate experiences. 

Characteristics of the Sample 

A total of 2,297 students met the eligibility criteria, which involved being a first-

generation college student who first attended the institution as a first-time freshman in Fall 2020 

and was currently at senior standing. A total of 280 students were randomly selected from the 

pool of eligible students and were sent an invitation to participate in the study. Students were 

given one week from the time of the invitation to complete the survey before the link expired. 

The questionnaire was completed by 39 respondents (14% of those invited), and 30 of those 

respondents also indicated interest in being interviewed. All 30 interested respondents received 

an invitation to sign up for an interview via SignUp Genius. Ultimately, only seven students 

responded and scheduled interviews. 
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Of the 280 eligible FGCS invited to participate in the survey, 39 completed it, yielding a 

14% response rate. While modest, this rate is not uncommon for online surveys in higher 

education, which typically range from 10% to 30% depending on recruitment methods and 

participant populations (Siegle, 2024). In some meta-analyses of education research, average 

response rates are higher, around 44.1%, particularly when strategies such as pre-contact and 

reminders are used (Wu et al., 2022). Importantly, the mixed-methods design of this study—with 

both quantitative survey and qualitative interviews—supports the robustness of findings through 

methodological triangulation (Carter et al., 2014). 

Survey Participant Overview 

Table 4.1 presents the demographic breakdown of the 39 study participants. All 

participants entered the university in Fall 2020 and were California residents for tuition purposes. 

The majority were 21 years old (59%), with 41% being 22 years old. Gender identification was 

predominantly female (79.5%), followed by male (15.4%) and non-conforming/gender 

variant/non-binary (5.1%). Ethnic diversity was notable, with 43.6% identifying as Asian, 35.9% 

as Hispanic or Latino, 5.1% as White, and 15.4% identifying with two or more categories. 

Table 4.2 outlines the academic disciplines of the participants, highlighting a strong 

inclination toward majors in the life sciences and behavioral and social sciences. Among the 39 

students, 29 pursued a single major, nine a double major, and two a triple major. The most 

common majors included Biological Sciences (17.9%), Sociology (15.4%), Criminology, Law, 

and Society (12.8%), and Psychological Science (12.8%). This distribution reflects the 

participants' academic interests and can provide context for interpreting their experiences and 

perspectives. 
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Table 4.1 

Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants (n=39) 

 n % 

Entry Term   

Fall 2020 39 100.0 

Graduation Term   

Spring 2024 33 84.6 

Fall 2024 1 2.6 

Winter 2024 2 5.1 

Summer 2024 4 10.3 

Age   

21 years old 23 59.0 

22 years old 16 41.0 

Residency Status   

California resident for tuition purposes 39 100.0 

Gender Identification   

Female 31 79.5 

Male 6 15.4 

Non-conforming/Gender Variant/Non-binary 2 5.1 

Race/Ethnicity   

Asian 17 43.6 

Hispanic or Latino 14 35.9 

White 2 5.1 

Two or more categories 6 15.4 
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Table 4.2 

Academic Majors of Study Participants (n=39) 

 n % 

Biological Sciences 7 17.9 

Sociology 6 15.4 

Criminology, Law, and Society (CLS) 5 12.8 

Psychological Science 5 12.8 

Psychology 4 10.3 

Business Administration 3 7.7 

Computer Science 3 7.7 

Political Science 3 7.7 

Public Health Science 3 7.7 

Chemistry 2 5.1 

Chicano/Latino Studies 2 5.1 

Anthropology 1 2.6 

Biomedical Engineering 1 2.6 

Comparative Literature 1 2.6 

Computer Engineering 1 2.6 

Earth System Sciences 1 2.6 

Education Sciences 1 2.6 

Environmental Science and Policy 1 2.6 

Film and Media Studies 1 2.6 

Informatics 1 2.6 

Social Policy & Public Service 1 2.6 

Note. 9 students indicated a double major; 2 students 

indicated a triple major 
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Interview Participant Introductions 

This section introduces the seven participants who were interviewed as part of this study. 

Each introduction includes participant’s pseudonym, age, gender identity, race/ethnicity, major 

and graduation term. Table 4.3 provides detailed profiles of the seven interview participants, 

offering a more in-depth understanding of individual backgrounds. The participants varied in 

age, gender identity, race/ethnicity, major, and graduation term, reflecting a diverse range of 

experiences and perspectives. This diversity enriches the qualitative data collected and enhances 

the study's ability to capture a broad spectrum of student experiences. 

Table 4.3 

Demographic Characteristics of Interview Participants (n=7) 

Pseudonym Age Gender Identity Race/Ethnicity Major Graduation  

Benjamin 21 

Non-Conforming / 

Gender Variant / 

Non-Binary 

Asian Computer Science Spring 2024 

Kayla 22 Female White Biological Sciences Spring 2024 

Caleb 21 Male Asian 
Business 

Administration 
Summer 2024 

Sofia 21 Female Asian 
Environmental 

Science and Policy 
Spring 2024 

Amaya 21 Female 

Asian, Native 

Hawaiian / Pacific 

Islander 

Psychological 

Sciences 
Spring 2024 

Janelle 21 Female Asian Computer Science Spring 2024 

Olivia 21 Female Hispanic / Latino 

Social Policy & 

Public Service; 

Sociology; Chicano 

Latino Studies 

Spring 2024 

 

Benjamin was 21-years old, Asian, and identified as non-conforming/gender variant/non-

binary. They are a computer science major with a graduation term of Spring 2024. 
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Kayla was a 22-year old White female with a major in Biological Sciences; their 

graduation term was Spring 2024.  

Caleb was a 21-year old Asian male with a major in Business administration; their 

graduation term was Summer 2024. 

Sofia was a 21-year old Asian female majoring in Environment Science and Policy with a 

graduate term dater of Spring 2024. 

Amaya was 21-year old whose race/ethnicity was Asian and Native Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander and whose gender identity was female. Her major was Psychological Sciences and she 

planned to graduate in Spring 2024.  

Janelle was a 21-year old Asian female with a Computer Science major, graduating in 

Spring 2024.  

Olivia was a 21-year old Hispanic/Latino female triple majoring in Social Policy & 

Public Service, Sociology, and Chicano Latino Studies; her graduation term was Spring 2024. 

The demographic and academic data presented in Tables 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3 are crucial for 

contextualizing the study's findings. They provide a clear picture of the participant pool, 

allowing for a nuanced interpretation of the research results. Understanding the backgrounds of 

participants helps in identifying patterns and variations in experiences, ensuring that the study's 

conclusions are both valid and applicable to the broader student population. 

Having established the demographic and academic profile of the participants above, the 

stage is set to explore the core findings of this study. These demographic insights provide 

essential context to understand how first-generation college students navigated the 

unprecedented shift to remote learning. With this foundation in place, the following section 

addresses Research Question #1: What obstacles did first-generation students face during their 
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first academic year under pandemic conditions? The analysis will examine key challenges such 

as the abrupt transition from high school to college, reduced academic rigor, social isolation, 

limited awareness of available resources, technical difficulties, and the varied perceptions of 

remote learning’s benefits and drawbacks. 

Findings Related to Research Question #1: Obstacles Faced by First-Generation College 

Students During First Academic Year 

The first research question examines the obstacles first-generation college students 

(FGCS) encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic as they navigated the transition to online 

courses. The shift to remote learning posed multiple challenges for FGCS, including a lack of a 

meaningful transition from high school to college, reduced academic rigor, social isolation, 

unawareness of available resources, technical difficulties, and mixed perceptions regarding the 

advantages and disadvantages of remote learning. 

Transition Challenges 

A theme amongst participants was the “unexpected” nature of the pandemic and the 

resulting “lack of transition.” Amaya stated, “It wasn't something that I would have expected or 

something that I knew how to handle as like the pandemic was starting.” Students indicated that 

the transition to remote learning felt like an extension of high school rather than significant shift. 

They did not feel a true transition from high school to college as all classes were remote which 

they attended from home, just as they did while in high school. The experience of attending 

classes from home meant that the usual concerns about transitioning to college were mitigated to 

some degree, as students were able to maintain familiar routines and, in some cases, stay 

connected with high school friends. Caleb indicated, “It wasn’t much of a transition, because it 

just kind of felt like I was going back to high school online because all my classes are on 
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Canvas,” while Sofia said, “there were no major life changes that I went through during the 

transition from high school to college because it was just me staying home.” Many students 

looked forward to a traditional first-year college experience of living on-campus and attending 

classes in-person, but the pandemic depleted all hope of what was expected. 

Lack of Social Connections and Social Isolation 

The traditional college experience typically consists of living on-campus, attending in-

person classes, and developing connections with peers, staff and faculty, elements that were 

largely inaccessible to students during Fall 2020. Several students reported challenges in 

establishing social connections at UCI during their first year while courses were remote. Amaya 

vividly described the immense impact of the pandemic on their social life: “my social life was 

basically dead under the pandemic.” They added how they really “missed out on a real freshman 

experience,” reflecting on how  

I never got to live on-campus. So, I never really got to dorm I never really got to have 

like a dorm mate or like floor made stuff like that. And I never really got to do like the 

little things like have an RA or you know, use the community restroom and go downstairs 

to like the dining hall and stuff like that. 

Sofia mentioned, “I was the most challenged socially just because I was very looking 

forward to like going on campus and walking to classes and talking to classmates and hopefully 

making new friends here. But I wasn't able to do that.” Benjamin said, “I didn't really make any 

friends through college because it was, you know, after the Zoom is done everyone just 

disconnects.” The terms “alienating” and “lonely” came up often during interviews, with Amaya 

sharing,  
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I feel like I never really felt like a sense of community. My first year, it just felt like I was 

going through high school 2.0 without any of like, the social benefits of high school like I 

couldn't really make friends. I couldn't see friends. It was very alienating and so I spent a 

lot more time just like, just like online and trying to find ways to entertain myself there. 

However, a few students pointed out that it was comforting and helpful to make 

connections with people who shared a similar experience and that some courses or advisors 

would create opportunity for them to connect with others online. Caleb discussed how “the 

career advisors and other staff had group meetings with breakout rooms where you would like, 

just meet people... I think just being able to meet people through those resources was a way that 

helped me.” The transition to remote learning had a significant impact on students' ability to 

form meaningful social connections and integrate into the campus community. While students 

acknowledged the attempts made by the institution, staff and faculty, the findings emphasize 

how essential in-person interactions are for social and academic development.  

Family Dynamic 

Unlike the traditional college experience, students had to complete their first year of 

college at their family homes while managing family life, academics, and social life. For some 

students, the pandemic intensified family-related stressors beyond academics. One student 

described how their first-year experience was shaped less by COVID-19 itself and more by the 

2020 election, with many responses centering on political disagreements with parents. The 

campus closure amplified the salience of these conflicts, as in-person engagement outside the 

home was not possible. 

Students’ family members, particularly those without college experience, often did not 

understand the challenges of remote learning. This frequently led to a lack of support or 
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understanding. Five out of the seven interviewees referenced their parents’ lack of knowledge 

and experience as a challenge in navigating college, particularly in the first year. Caleb shared, “I 

kind of had to navigate most of the things myself as my parents didn't necessarily have that 

expertise,” and Janelle reflected, “It’s very difficult for me to relate to my parents and like tell 

them what’s going on a lot of times because they have very different experiences than I have.” 

While living at home offered financial relief and a sense of security, it also brought challenges 

such as lack of privacy, interruptions during classes, and difficulty separating academic and 

personal life. For example, Amaya reported, “I feel like a lot of the time like even though I was 

in Zoom meetings, my parents would open the door and come in, not really understanding.” The 

lack of understanding and support from family members compounded the challenges of 

navigating college, leading first-generation college students to manage their academic and social 

lives largely on their own during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Support and Access to Resources 

The online nature of not only courses, but also programs and services, resulted in students 

feeling like they did not know what was available. Sofia admitted, “I didn't necessarily seek out 

like, on campus resources just because I wasn't aware of any of them during my first year.” 

Similarly, Olivia shared, “I did statistics my first year, so I need to help on that because my 

professor, well, I couldn't really like talk to him. I couldn't ask questions in class because 

everything was through zoom.”  

Support systems during the first year of college, particularly amid the pandemic, were 

multifaceted and crucial for students’ well-being. Even in cases where not previously strong, 

family connections became a source of significant emotional and practical support. Hometown 
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and high school friends provided continuity and comfort through virtual means. Caleb shared 

that their high school friend who attended different colleges were also home and  

even though we were like quarantine we, I was able to like call them and, you know, just, 

I guess, share my experiences of like the first few weeks of college with them, and just be 

able to just hear how they’re doing to it. 

These experiences underscore the importance of both personal connections and 

institutional support in navigating the transition to college life. 

Academic Adaptation and Remote Learning 

The transition to remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic significantly shaped 

students’ early academic experiences, often undermining the rigor and engagement they had 

anticipated in college. Several participants shared that their first-year coursework did not align 

with the expectations set by their high school teachers, who had warned them that college would 

be far more difficult. Instead, students described a lack of challenge, basic content, and minimal 

engagement. As Kayla explained, “There was an expectation that was set by my high school 

teachers where they’re like, ‘You might think you're the smartest now, but when you get to 

college, you'll be average.’” However, remote learning did not meet those expectations. 

A major contributor to this perception was the structure and format of remote instruction, 

which relied heavily on asynchronous lectures, passive content delivery, and online assessments. 

Many students expressed that the content felt like an extension of high school, rather than a 

significant academic shift. Benjamin, a computer science major, remarked, “A lot of the 

beginning classes, especially for CES, were just like learning very basic syntax. ... It honestly 

just felt like I was taking more high school classes just in a different topic.” Similarly, Amaya 

described much of her academic work as “a bunch of busy work,” and reflected on the daily 
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monotony of remote learning: “I spent all day in like my pajamas at my desk with my Zoom 

camera off.” 

Students also highlighted the lack of hands-on or practical learning experiences, which 

diminished the depth of engagement with course content. Kayla noted, “I think it’s definitely the 

lack of certain hands-on practical learning. ... There’s just less connection.” This absence was 

especially impactful in STEM and lab-based courses, where remote learning could not replicate 

the benefits of in-person experimentation or physical collaboration. 

Another theme that emerged was the inconsistency in faculty expectations and teaching 

approaches, which further complicated students’ perceptions of academic rigor. Some professors 

were lenient, adapting to the new learning format with flexible deadlines and open-note exams, 

while others enforced strict testing protocols. Benjamin explained, “Learning was a lot easier, 

not just grades-wise. I just mean that when you’re taking a test where you are actively having to 

like look through your notes and understand it.” Yet he also noted that some instructors were 

“extra strict” and focused on catching cheating, which created a stressful and distrustful 

atmosphere. These inconsistencies across courses led to uncertainty about what was expected 

and how seriously students needed to engage. 

Many students also experienced technical and navigational challenges in adapting to 

university digital systems. First-generation students, in particular, found themselves unfamiliar 

with platforms such as Canvas and Zoom, which were central to the learning experience. Amaya 

recalled 

Professors kind of expected you to know how to navigate Canvas. ... I never used Canvas 

before college. Just kind of like getting a quick rundown on how to do all of these things 

would have been really, really helpful.  
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Benjamin admitted that while his reliance on online materials was somewhat tied to his computer 

science major, the remote format pushed him to lean more heavily on the internet and self-

teaching than he might have in an in-person environment. 

Despite these challenges, some students recognized positive aspects of remote learning, 

particularly in terms of flexibility and convenience. Sofia shared that she had no major problems 

adapting to the remote format and found it “pretty comfortable to get used to.” Amaya echoed 

this, saying, “One of the benefits of remote learning was that I could go more at my own pace 

rather than like my professor’s pace.” Additionally, living at home allowed some students to save 

money on housing and commuting expenses. However, these benefits often came at the cost of 

reduced engagement, less accountability, and fewer opportunities for connection with faculty and 

peers. 

In sum, students’ reflections reveal that it was not just the course content that felt lacking, 

but the entire remote learning environment. The structure, delivery, and limited interaction 

contributed to a diminished sense of academic rigor. For first-generation college students, the 

disconnect between their expectations of college and the reality of online learning created a sense 

of academic and social stagnation. The remote format disrupted learning routines and weakened 

the perceived legitimacy of college-level education, making it more difficult for students to build 

confidence, remain engaged, or develop a strong collegiate identity. These challenges were 

further compounded by existing barriers such as unfamiliarity with institutional systems, limited 

family understanding of college demands, and reduced access to mentorship. As a result, many 

students felt that they were enrolled in college but not fully immersed in the college experience. 
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Major/Career Exploration 

First-generation students often navigate uncertainty when selecting a major, especially 

when they lack exposure to career pathways or guidance from family members with college 

experience. Research shows that this group frequently encounters challenges in translating their 

interests into academic or career goals, which can delay or complicate major exploration 

(Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004; Wang et al., 2017).  

Olivia reflected on this struggle when describing her initial decision-making process: 

Because I didn’t know how to choose a major, I chose political science. But then I talked 

to this one friend and then like he told me to like look into my majors and see like what I 

actually like liked and was interested. … I realized like poli sci wasn't what I wanted. It 

was more social policy and for like service, which is my major now. 

Her account highlights how peer support, rather than formal advising, shaped her 

eventual choice, a finding that aligns with prior research indicating that first-generation students 

frequently rely on informal networks for academic guidance when institutional structures fall 

short (Nguyen et al., 2024; Wittner et al., 2023). Janelle shared a similar sense of dissatisfaction 

with institutional advising: 

I also did utilize my counselor, but I didn’t have a great experience with that because I 

went in like asking for help on how to plan my classes for my four years and the call 

lasted like seven minutes. She didn't really help me she just like pointed me to the 

website with like the list of classes instead like choose whatever you want. 

Janelle’s frustration reflects broader patterns in research showing that inconsistent 

advising quality can heighten feelings of marginalization among first-generation students, 

especially when guidance is minimal or transactional (Kiebler & Stewart, 2021; Gibbons & 
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Shoffner, 2004). Without proactive, equity-oriented advising, these students may struggle to 

make informed choices about majors and career pathways, a difficulty further compounded 

during the pandemic, when many advising sessions were brief and remote. Together, these 

accounts illustrate how challenges in major and career planning intersect with the broader 

psychological strains of the pandemic, creating a clear link between academic decision-making 

and students’ mental health and well-being. 

Impact on Mental Health and Well-being 

The transition to remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic had substantial 

consequences for students’ mental health and well-being. While only a small number of survey 

respondents (n=2; 5%) explicitly cited mental health challenges in their open-ended responses 

(see Table 4.4), these responses, along with qualitative interview data, revealed broader issues 

related to depression, isolation, lack of motivation, and difficulty managing academic stress. 

One survey participant succinctly described their experience as involving “mental health 

(depression) and no motivation to do work.” Another student shared that the “culture shock was 

truly debilitating to my motivation and emotional state,” referencing the added burden of 

navigating college life as a first-generation student. 

These insights were reinforced in interviews with students who described the emotional 

toll of pandemic-related disruptions. Caleb reflected on the isolating nature of remote learning, 

stating, “I wasn’t able to, you know, meet my friends as often and [was] always cooped up at 

home.” Sofia discussed how they coped emotionally, explaining, “I would lay in my bed, 

sometimes cry about it, because you just have to let it out sometimes.” They also noted the sense 

of stagnation during lockdown: “It felt like time never passed, because every day was just the 

same.” 
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Table 4.4 

Challenges During First Academic Year Reported by Students in Questionnaire (n=39) 

Challenge n % Sample Student Responses 

Navigation 10 25% Navigating a space that neither I nor my immediate family 

were familiar with. 

Navigating campus and adjusting to college life in general. 

Remote 

Learning/Academic 

22 56% The fact that remote courses forced me into environments that 

are inherently distracting. I think my freshman grades were 

the lowest of all my years because each lecture was 

basically done in my room, rather than a dedicated space. 

Having to endure my first year of high education through 

remote learning which is very challenging for me in terms 

of focusing. 

The fact that remote courses forced me into environments that 

are inherently distracting. I think my freshman grades were 

the lowest of all my years because each lecture was 

basically done in my room, rather than a dedicated space. 

Social Integration 22 56% I think the biggest challenge I encountered was trying to make 

new friends and connect with peers. The entire first-year 

was online; I did school from my hometown. 

The challenge was satisfying the feeling of wanting to be a 

part of the community and be a part of different 

organizations. 

Mental Health 2 5% Mental health (depression) and no motivation to do work. 

The culture shock was truly debilitating to my motivation and 

emotional state. 

Major/career 

development and 

success 

3 7% Staying ahead of what classes I needed to take for my 

major(s). 

Having a lack of comradery with others in my major. 

COVID-19 2 5% I also lost my father to Covid my first year and my studies 

significantly were affected. 

I felt like Covid made me a bit of hermit crab so I was 

socially anxious to talk to others. 

Note. Categories in this table reflect the primary challenge identified by each student respondent. 

While some students may have experienced multiple challenges, each has been categorized 

based on their most emphasized concern. 
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Amaya described a pervasive sense of boredom, stating, “The main emotion during 

COVID-19 really was boredom.” They also shared how they addressed their mental health 

needs: “I was going to telehealth therapy. I was able to talk with a mental health professional, my 

therapist, through these feelings of like anxiety and depression that I was having during the 

pandemic.” 

While mental health was not among the most frequently reported challenges in the survey 

data, the interviews reveal that emotional well-being was a significant underlying concern for 

many students. The relatively low rate of mental health disclosure in written responses may 

reflect students’ hesitancy to share personal struggles in a non-anonymous format, or a tendency 

to prioritize more immediate and tangible obstacles, such as academic difficulties or social 

isolation. However, when viewed holistically, the emotional and psychological impacts of 

remote learning during the pandemic become clear and warrant further institutional attention.  

As shown in Table 4.4, social integration and remote learning were the most frequently 

reported challenges, each cited by 22 out of 39 students (56%). Navigation issues followed, with 

10 students (25%) referencing challenges related to unfamiliar environments and limited 

guidance. Fewer students mentioned challenges related to mental health (n=2; 5%), COVID-19–

specific concerns (n=2; 5%), or major and career development (n=3; 7%). Importantly, these 

categories represent distinct respondents, though some students’ experiences may overlap across 

themes (e.g., a student affected by COVID-19 may also struggle with mental health). Each 

category in Table 4.4 reflects the primary concern expressed by each respondent in their open-

ended response, rather than multiple overlapping issues. This clarification helps to better isolate 

which types of challenges were most salient to students in their first year at UCI. 
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The convergence of survey and interview data strengthens the credibility of the findings. 

For instance, Caleb remarked that “it felt like I was going back to high school online,” reflecting 

the remote learning challenges reported by 56% of survey respondents. These experiences align 

with broader trends among first-generation students in post-pandemic contexts, including 

difficulties with academic adjustment and social reintegration (Deng & Yang, 2022; Soria et al., 

2020). Similarly, narratives of social isolation reinforce survey themes, even though mental 

health concerns were less frequently reported quantitatively. This layered approach highlights the 

value of integrating numerical data with rich, qualitative insights (Carter et al., 2014). 

Overall, the responses reveal a multifaceted set of challenges, with a predominant focus 

on social integration, remote learning, and navigation. There was a relatively low number of 

responses in the COVID-19, major/career development, and mental health areas. However, those 

themes arose in the interviews, suggesting that these issues may be significant to some but not as 

pervasive as others. Students seemed to focus on the more immediate and tangible obstacles they 

encountered, those directly affecting their day-to-day experiences. Additionally, the impacts of 

COVID-19 on personal circumstances, mental health and career development might have been 

less frequently articulated in the survey responses, possibly due to the personal nature of these 

issues or a perceived lack of relevance to the general experience of first-year students. 

Findings Related to Research Question #2: Obstacles Faced by First-Generation 

College Students After Campus Re-Opening 

With respect to the second research question (What obstacles do first-generation college 

students continue to face after returning to campus?), the return to campus presented several 

challenges for first-generation college students, stemming from both the transition back to in-

person environments and the residual impacts of the pandemic. 
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Campus Navigation Challenges 

Many students struggled with navigating the campus, including finding their way around 

and accessing necessary resources. Caleb wished for more guidance upon the return to campus: 

“More guidance in terms of where to go on campus. Even with maps, going back to campus, first 

time, it is still kind of hard to navigate, you know where to go and what classes to be at.” This 

experience aligns with research showing that first-generation college students often face 

orientation and spatial challenges when transitioning to complex campus environments, which 

can affect their academic confidence and engagement (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Pascarella et al., 

2004). 

Additionally, post-pandemic studies highlight that returning students may experience 

heightened disorientation due to both physical and procedural changes on campus, exacerbating 

pre-existing navigation difficulties (Nguyen et al., 2024; Ogidigben et al., 2021). These 

challenges suggest a need for targeted support, such as structured orientation programs, campus 

mapping tools, and peer mentorship initiatives that facilitate smoother integration into campus 

life. 

Academic Adjustment Challenges 

Another significant challenge was the adjustment from remote or hybrid learning back to 

fully in-person instruction. Students described this transition as disruptive, requiring them to 

readapt their study habits and classroom engagement. Benjamin reflected on this shift: “For the 

first quarter or two there were a lot of hybrid classes, and then they slowly trickled out to fully 

being in person.” Despite the difficulty, some students acknowledged and appreciated the 

flexibility and accommodations provided by professors during this period. Kayla noted that her 



 

 56 

professors’ willingness to adapt was helpful, mentioning “flexibility” and “accommodations” as 

important supports during the transition. 

These experiences are consistent with research indicating that first-generation students 

often encounter challenges in readjusting academic routines following disruptions, such as 

remote learning during the pandemic. Difficulties include re-establishing time management 

skills, adapting to synchronous learning, and engaging actively in class discussions (Deng & 

Yang, 2022; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). 

Additionally, studies show that tailored faculty support, including flexible policies and 

proactive communication, significantly mitigates transitional stress and supports academic 

persistence among first-generation students (Castillo-Montoya & Ives, 2021; Engle & Tinto, 

2008; Kim & Sax, 2009). 

Incorporating structured academic support programs, such as supplemental instruction, 

peer-led workshops, and mentorship, can improve outcomes for students returning to fully in-

person instruction (Bennett et al., 2021; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Kim & Sax, 2009). 

Social Re-Integration Challenges 

Students expressed frustration with the difficulty of forming new social connections and 

engaging in networking opportunities as campus life transitioned back from remote learning. 

Caleb, a Business Administration major, shared that he “did join a club in my fall semester, just 

to experience it. So that was interesting,” reflecting a desire to reconnect socially through 

organized activities. Research has shown that ethnic and interest-based student organizations can 

play a pivotal role in fostering social integration and cultural adjustment for underrepresented 

students at predominantly White institutions (Museus, 2008). However, others faced more 

barriers. Benjamin, a non-binary Computer Science student, noted that lingering health protocols 
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and pandemic-related disruptions complicated efforts to build friendships and professional 

relationships. Similarly, Janelle, also a Computer Science major, described hesitations in 

participating fully in in-person social activities, which reduced networking opportunities. 

Structured co-curricular programs that integrate academic, social, and professional support can 

enhance first-generation students’ engagement and persistence (Oliver & King, 2018). Research 

indicates that online platforms and social media can help first-generation students maintain social 

connections and access informal mentoring networks, supporting social inclusion and 

engagement during transitional periods (Gonzalez & Deng, 2023). 

These experiences align with research showing that first-generation students often face 

unique social reintegration challenges, including difficulties in forming peer networks and 

accessing informal mentoring opportunities, which can contribute to feelings of isolation and 

lower engagement in campus communities (Inkelas et al., 2007; Stephens et al., 2012; Terenzini 

et al., 1996). Investing in low-pressure, inclusive opportunities for social engagement, such as 

interest-based clubs, informal study groups, and community-building workshops, can support 

both academic persistence and psychosocial well-being for first-generation students returning to 

campus. Digital and hybrid spaces can further enhance social connectedness, particularly for 

students navigating post-pandemic reintegration (Gonzalez & Deng, 2023; Hausmann et al., 

2007; Museus, 2008). 

Additionally, the pandemic’s disruption of social norms has disproportionately affected 

first-generation students, who may have less pre-existing social capital or fewer established peer 

networks to facilitate reintegration (Carter et al., 2017; Soria et al., 2020; Wittner et al., 2023). 

Studies further suggest that structured campus programs, such as learning communities, peer 

mentorship, and inclusive student organizations, can help mitigate social isolation and foster a 
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sense of belonging among first-generation students (Inkelas et al., 2007; Museus, 2008; Stephens 

et al., 2012). 

COVID-19 Health and Safety Compliance and Concerns 

COVID-19 safety measures created an environment in which students often felt cautious 

and isolated. Health protocols, including masking, social distancing, and vaccination 

requirements, influenced students’ mental health, sense of safety, and academic engagement 

(Ogidigben et al., 2021; Son et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). 

Amaya, a Psychological Sciences major, reported that she “personally was masking up 

every day [and] really appreciated people masking up,” but noted that “sometimes they wouldn’t 

really enforce [masking]... they’d have their masks under their nose or they wouldn’t wear one,” 

and “the professor wouldn’t always remind people to wear masks.” Inconsistent enforcement of 

health policies has been associated with heightened stress, feelings of vulnerability, and social 

tension on campuses (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Fruehwirth et al., 2021). 

Other students expressed anxiety regarding exposure notifications and the uncertainty of 

potential transmission. Sofia, an Environmental Science and Policy major, described worry about 

possible exposure, while Kayla, a Biological Sciences student, reported being cautious in 

attending in-person classes. Such stressors have been linked to decreased motivation and 

engagement, particularly among first-generation and underrepresented students, illustrating the 

broader psychosocial impact of pandemic protocols (Balkundi & Fredrick, 2023; Cao et al., 

2020; Gillis & Krull, 2020). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that while COVID-19 safety measures were 

necessary for public health, inconsistent implementation and ongoing exposure concerns 

contributed to heightened anxiety, reduced social participation, and challenges in academic 
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engagement. Institutions should prioritize transparent communication of health policies, 

consistent enforcement, and accessible mental health resources to mitigate these effects 

(Aristovnik et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020). 

Reacclimating to Campus Life and Access to Resources 

The transition from remote to in-person learning posed significant challenges for first-

generation students, particularly regarding their awareness of and access to campus resources. 

Many students reported difficulty navigating essential services, which contributed to the 

complexities of returning to campus life. Structured career development programs, including 

workshops, mentoring, and internship opportunities, help first-generation students navigate 

professional pathways and build confidence in career decision-making (Maietta, 2016; Oliver & 

King, 2018; Pulliam et al., 2017). Research indicates that first-generation students often face 

heightened challenges in accessing institutional resources due to limited prior exposure to higher 

education environments, which can affect both academic performance and social integration 

(Bui, 2002; Collier & Morgan, 2008; Engle & Tinto, 2008) 

To support students’ reacclimation, targeted interventions such as structured orientation 

programs, peer mentorship, and accessible campus mapping tools have been shown to improve 

awareness of resources, facilitate social integration, and increase confidence in navigating 

complex campus systems (Inkelas et al., 2007; Engle & Tinto, 2008). 

This section examines shifts in students’ satisfaction and reliance on various support 

systems, as detailed in Tables 4.5 and 4.6, to provide a comprehensive understanding of their 

experiences. Table 4.5 presents a comparison of students' satisfaction with academic experiences 

during their first year in a remote setting versus their return to in-person learning. Wilcoxon 

signed-rank tests reveal statistically significant increases in satisfaction with the availability of 
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in-person courses, access to UCI faculty, access to major/college staff, and the ability to work 

with classmates after reopening. These findings align with prior research highlighting that in-

person engagement positively impacts student learning, sense of belonging, and motivation, 

particularly for students who may have limited social capital in higher education (Almeida et al., 

2021; Kilgo et al., 2015; Museus, 2008). 

Table 4.5 

Comparison of Satisfaction First-Year (Remote) vs. Returning to Campus (In-Person) 

 
Median Rating 

 
Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test 

First Year After Return Location W z p 

Availability of in-person 

courses 
3.0 4.0  -2.0 11 -4.276 < .001 

Access to UCI Faculty 3.0 4.0  -1.0 28.5 -2.482 .010 

Access to major/college 

staff 
3.0 4.0  -0.5 42 -2.133 .029 

Access to classmates/ 

Ability to work with 

classmates 

3.0 4.0  -1.5 44 -3.188 .001 

Academic support resources 3.0 3.0  -0.5 45 -1.764 .065 

Access to Academic 

Advisors 
4.0 4.0  0.0 80 0.166 .884 

Availability of courses in 

general 
4.0 4.0  0.5 125 1.207 .207 

Availability of hybrid 

courses 
3.0 4.0  -0.0 141.5 -0.565 .572 

Availability of remote 

courses 
4.0 4.0  1.0 289 3.404 < .001 

Availability of in-person 

courses 
3.0 4.0  -2.0 11 -4.276 < .001 

 

Table 4.6 examines changes in students’ reliance on various support networks. Students 

reported decreased reliance on UCI faculty and increased reliance on classmates, roommates, or 

peers. This shift is consistent with research demonstrating that peer networks often serve as 
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critical sources of social and academic support for first-generation students, particularly when 

transitioning back to campus after disruptions (Brouwer et al., 2022; Stephens et al., 2012). 

Table 4.6 

Comparison of Reliance First-Year (Remote) vs. Returning to Campus (In-Person) 

 
Median Rating 

 
Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test 

First Year After Return Location W z p 

UCI Faculty 1.0 2.0  -1.5 3.5 -2.446 .014 

UCI Staff 2.0 2.0  -2.0 6.5 -4.896 < .001 

Off-campus community 

club/organization 
1.0 1.0  -0.5 22.0 -1.334 .182 

Parents(s) / guardian(s) 4.0 3.0  1.0 58.5 1.530 .091 

Other family, apart from 

parent(s) / guardian(s) 
3.0 2.0  1.0 63.5 0.691 .491 

Student Organization 1.0 2.0  -1.0 64.0 -1.531 .102 

Hometown friends 3.0 3.0  1.0 92.0 1.817 .053 

UCI classmates / roommates 

/ peers 
2.0 3.0  1.0 289.5 2.895 .003 

 

These findings underscore that while in-person interactions enhance academic and social 

experiences, first-generation students continue to face challenges accessing institutional 

resources. Universities should implement proactive support strategies, including peer mentoring 

programs, orientation refreshers, and structured guidance for resource navigation, to facilitate 

smoother transitions (Pascarella et al., 2004; Tinto, 2012). 

Major/Career Development and Success 

The COVID-19 pandemic profoundly disrupted students’ academic pathways and career 

development by limiting access to essential campus activities and hands-on learning experiences. 

These disruptions align with research showing that first-generation students experienced 
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significant losses in experiential learning opportunities, including internships, research, and 

networking, all critical for career readiness (Nguyen et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2022). 

Students in majors requiring experiential learning were especially affected. Caleb, a 

Business Administration major, described joining a club “just to experience it,” highlighting the 

importance of extracurricular involvement for professional development. Olivia, a 

Hispanic/Latino female triple major, noted that the pandemic restricted her ability to utilize 

career resources before graduation, reflecting how timing influenced engagement with 

opportunities. Such interruptions can have lasting consequences, including delayed graduation, 

reduced employability, and constrained professional networks, particularly for first-generation 

students who may already face structural inequities (Ishitani, 2006; Stephens et al., 2012). 

Table 4.7 illustrates these challenges across multiple domains. Academic difficulties, 

reported most frequently, primarily involved transitioning from asynchronous remote learning to 

in-person classes, participating in discussions, and balancing school with work commitments. 

Navigation challenges, reported eight times, reflect ongoing disorientation and hesitation to seek 

support within the campus environment. Social integration, though mentioned less frequently, 

remained a concern as students worked to rebuild peer connections. Mental health concerns, 

career development issues, and ongoing COVID-19 anxieties, while reported by fewer students, 

underscore the multifaceted stressors experienced by first-generation students. 



 

 63 

Table 4.7 

Challenges During First Academic Year Reported by Students in Questionnaire (n=39) 

Challenge n Sample Student Responses 

Navigation 8 Everywhere I turned to I felt lost and confused and being afraid to 

seek resources and ask for help did not make things any easier. 

Navigating college in person as a second year when it was such a 

drastic change from remote to in-person. I tried my best to 

familiarize myself with the campus the best I could, but it wasn't 

much help because everything was closed. 

In-Person 

Learning/Academic 

17 Getting used to asynch classes becoming in-person. 

It was a challenge interacting with classmates in person because 

nobody was used to speaking up during discussions since 

everyone was used to being remote 

Transitioning to life in person after a whole year of online university, 

finding an on-campus job and being able to do well in classes 

while maintaining work-life balance. 

Social Integration 9 Since the pandemic, I think I have become even more shy. 

Finding friends and a community to thrive with. 

Mental Health 6 Mental health (depression) and lack of motivation. 

Finding the motivation to attend classes 

Major/career 

development and 

success 

5 Feeling like I lost a year of opportunities to get involved on campus 

and pursue research opportunities. 

I felt like it was too late to take advantage of those resources or 

opportunities because I'm about to graduate so there's no real 

reason. 

COVID-19 4 Still worrying about COVID and other respiratory illness. 

Having to learn to deal with notifications of having close contacts 

with someone who has COVID. 

A big challenge was having to live with and follow the strict COVID 

guidelines for student housing. 

 

These findings emphasize the enduring effects of the pandemic on first-generation 

students’ academic experiences, social reintegration, and career development. Beyond adapting 

to a transformed educational environment, students faced lost opportunities for professional 

growth and networking. Addressing these interrelated barriers requires institutions to provide 
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enhanced academic advising, structured mentorship, mental health resources, and expanded 

experiential learning opportunities. Without such supports, equity gaps may widen, limiting 

long-term academic and career outcomes (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Engle & Tinto, 2008). 

Proactive institutional measures, including career-oriented programming, mentorship, and 

access to internships and research opportunities, can mitigate the pandemic’s long-term impact 

on career readiness while supporting first-generation students in achieving equitable outcomes in 

higher education. 

Findings Related to Research Question #3: Perceptions of Change in Campus Life 

Following the Pandemic and Return to Campus 

This section presents an overview of several key findings related to students’ perception 

of the aftermath of the pandemic on the collegiate experience, reflecting on how campus life 

(academic and social) has changed since the pandemic closures and upon the transition back to 

in-person. 

Impact of the Pandemic on Anticipated College Experience 

Sofia reported how they perceived that the pandemic upended their college experience: 

I was very excited to start new and like, have a fresh start and like, enter a new chapter of 

my life of like, being one step closer to being an adult. My high school experience wasn't 

the best and I didn't have like a good time in high school, like socially and academically 

and so with four years of that, I was like so ready to move on from it. But then I get hit 

with this pandemic that just like, completely delayed everything. 

Academics and Learning 

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted traditional academic routines, creating new 

challenges for students’ learning habits, motivation, and engagement. Research indicates that 
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first-generation college students often face unique barriers in navigating academic expectations, 

including limited access to guidance and structured support (Astin, 1984; Padgett et al., 2012; 

Terenzini et al., 1996). The sudden shift to remote learning further amplified these challenges, as 

students were required to manage their time independently, adapt to online platforms, and 

maintain self-directed study habits (Bao, 2020; Ferri et al., 2020). 

Benjamin reflected on his own experience during the pandemic, noting the impact on his 

academic performance: 

With academics and learning, I do think that the pandemic negatively impacted that 

overall. Just because it I feel like the year living in the pandemic sort of set me up for 

failure in the sense that it made me used to being lazy. I had all that time to myself I 

learned all of the material in like two weeks and then slacked off the rest of the year. So, 

when I came back, I felt like I wasn't really in the habit of studying and that did affect my 

grades. 

The disruptions caused by the pandemic challenged students’ self-regulation and study 

routines, consistent with findings that the shift to remote learning often hindered engagement and 

academic persistence among first-generation students (Gillis & Krull, 2020; Singh et al., 2021). 

These experiences illustrate the tension between maintaining academic rigor and adapting to new 

modes of learning and lead directly to an examination of how students perceived the trade-offs 

between in-person engagement and remote flexibility. 

In-Person Engagement and Interaction vs. Remote Flexibility 

The analysis of the data collected from the question regarding the delivery method 

preferences for various aspects of the collegiate experiences reveals general favoring of in-

person interactions for activities involving personal engagement and direct interaction, while 
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remote options are valued for the flexibility they provide.  

Table 4.8 presents the preferred delivery methods of the 39 survey participants for 

different aspects of collegiate life. The table categorizes preferences into five modes: Remote 

Live, Remote Asynchronous, In-Person, Hybrid, and No Preference. The data highlight the 

balance students seek between the benefits of in-person interaction and the flexibility offered by 

remote and hybrid formats. 

Table 4.8 

Survey Participants’ Preferred Delivery Method for Attending, Participating, or Engaging in 

Various Aspects of Collegiate Life (n=39) 

 

Remote 

Live 
 

Remote 

Asynch 
 

In-Person 
 

Hybrid 
 

No 

Preference 

n % n % n % n % n % 

Class lecture 0 0.0  12 30.8  13 33.3  13 33.3  1 2.6 

Class discussion 2 5.1  8 20.5  17 43.6  8 20.5  4 10.3 

Educational/career/leadership workshop 6 15.4  5 12.8  12 30.8  7 17.9  9 23.1 

Study session 1 2.6  1 2.6  23 59.0  7 17.9  7 17.9 

Social/celebratory event 0 0.0  1 2.6  34 87.2  1 2.6  3 7.7 

Faculty speaker 7 17.9  3 7.7  13 33.3  8 20.5  8 20.5 

Job interview 13 33.3  1 2.6  13 33.3  8 20.5  4 10.3 

Work project or shift 4 10.3  3 7.7  20 51.3  10 25.6  2 5.1 

Groups project 7 17.9  2 5.1  14 35.9  14 35.9  2 5.1 

Counseling session 7 17.9  0 0.0  15 38.5  7 17.9  10 25.6 

Academic advising session 13 33.3  3 7.7  11 28.2  5 12.8  7 17.9 

 

The responses show a clear preference for in-person participation in activities that 

emphasize social engagement and interpersonal connection, including social and celebratory 
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events (87.2%), study sessions (59.0%), and class discussions (43.6%). These findings indicate 

that the disruption of face-to-face interactions during the pandemic heightened students’ desire to 

reestablish social networks and a sense of community on campus. In line with previous research, 

first-generation students generally preferred in-person formats for social activities, which foster 

belonging and peer connection (Hausmann et al., 2007; Inkelas et al., 2007; Museus, 2008), 

while appreciating the flexibility of remote or hybrid options for professional and academic tasks 

(Deng & Yang, 2022; Gregg & Shin, 2021; Singh et al., 2021; Soria et al., 2021). 

In contrast, activities such as job interviews (33.3% preferred remote live), academic 

advising sessions, and faculty speaker events demonstrate a more even distribution of delivery 

preferences, with substantial proportions of students valuing remote or hybrid options. This 

pattern indicates that students recognize the practical advantages of flexible formats for certain 

academic and professional engagements. Additionally, the notable selection of hybrid and no 

preference options for group projects and workshops suggests that students appreciate a blended 

approach that balances engagement with convenience. 

Table 4.8 reveals that while the pandemic has normalized remote learning modalities, 

first-generation students express a clear desire to reclaim in-person experiences for social and 

interactive activities, while still valuing the flexibility of remote formats where appropriate. 

These findings reinforce the need for institutions to develop multimodal, adaptable delivery 

methods that cater to diverse student needs and preferences, thereby enhancing both academic 

success and social integration in the post-pandemic era. 

Perceived Difficulty during First-Year vs. Return to Campus 

Table 4.9 presents the median ratings of perceived difficulty for various aspects of 

collegiate life, comparing students' experiences during their remote first year with those after 
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returning to in-person learning. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test was employed to assess the 

statistical significance of changes in perceived difficulty between these two periods. 

Table 4.9 

Comparison of Difficulty First-Year (Remote) vs. Returning to Campus (In-Person) 

 
Median Rating 

  
Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test 

First Year After Return Location W z p 

Deciding on a major 2.0 4.0   -2.5 62.5 -3.635 < .001 

Navigating college policies 

and expectations 
3.0 4.0   -1.5 120.0 -3.035 .002 

Navigating campus 3.0 4.0   -1.0 134.0 -2.431 .014 

Finding academic resources 3.0 4.0   -1.0 183.5 -1.949 .049 

Finding cultural/identity 

resources 
3.0 3.0   -0.5 169.5 -1.767 .074 

Finding mental health 

resources 
3.0 3.0   -0.5 180.0 -1.333 .175 

Making friends 4.0 3.0   1.0 322.0 2.710 .006 

Finding community 5.0 3.0   1.5 464.0 3.279 < .001  

 

Increased Perceived Difficulty Post-Return  

The analysis revealed statistically significant increases in perceived difficulty in the 

following areas: 

• Deciding on a Major: Median ratings increased from 2.0 (remote) to 4.0 (in-person), with 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test statistic of W=62.5, a z-value of z=–3.635, and p-value of 

p<.001. This indicates a significant increase in perceived difficulty in making decisions 

about a major. 

• Navigating College Policies and Expectations: Median ratings increased from 3.0 

(remote) to 4.0 (in-person), with W=120.0, z=–3.035, and p=.002. This suggests that 
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students found it more challenging to understand and navigate college policies and 

expectations upon returning to campus. 

• Navigating Campus: Median ratings increased from 3.0 (remote) to 4.0 (in-person), with 

W=134.0, z=–2.431, and p=.014. This reflects increased difficulty in physically 

navigating the campus environment after the return. 

• Finding Academic Resources: Median ratings increased from 3.0 (remote) to 4.0 (in-

person), with W=183.5, z=–1.949, and p=.049. This indicates a significant rise in 

perceived difficulty in locating academic resources on campus. 

These patterns are supported by studies showing that first-generation students reported 

heightened academic and navigational challenges after transitioning from remote to in-person 

learning (Balkundi & Fredrick, 2023; Nguyen et al., 2024). Balkundi and Fredrick (2023) further 

suggest that perceived stress associated with these academic and navigational difficulties can 

contribute to internalizing problems, while social support may help buffer these effects. 

Decreased Perceived Difficulty Post-Return 

Conversely, the following areas showed significant decreases in perceived difficulty: 

• Making Friends: Median ratings decreased from 4.0 (remote) to 3.0 (in-person), with 

W=322.0, z=2.710, and p=.006. This suggests that students found it easier to make 

friends after returning to campus. 

• Finding Community: Median ratings decreased from 5.0 (remote) to 3.0 (in-person), with 

W=464.0, z=3.279, and p<.001. This reflects a significant improvement in students' 

perception of finding a sense of community on campus. 

These findings illustrate a complex landscape of student experiences. While students 

reported increased challenges in academic and navigational aspects of college life upon returning 
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to campus, they also experienced significant improvements in social integration, particularly in 

making friends and finding community. This dual pattern underscores the multifaceted impact of 

the transition from remote to in-person learning and highlights areas where targeted support may 

be beneficial. 

Conclusion 

This chapter examined the complex and multifaceted challenges encountered by first-

generation college students during their transition to remote learning in the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, as well as their subsequent adjustment to returning to in-person collegiate 

life. Utilizing a mixed-methods approach that integrated quantitative survey data with qualitative 

interview responses, this study captured a holistic view of the students’ lived experiences. These 

students, who began their academic journey as first-time freshmen in Fall 2020, faced 

unprecedented disruptions that affected not only their academic progress but also their social 

integration, mental health, and career development. 

The findings indicate that the pandemic's effects extended far beyond the shift to online 

classes. Students reported ongoing difficulties related to campus navigation, adjusting to in-

person academic expectations, and rebuilding social relationships. Many described feeling 

disoriented on campus, uncertain about how to seek help, and unprepared for active classroom 

participation after prolonged asynchronous learning. Forming new friendships and professional 

connections also proved challenging, especially for students who had limited opportunities for 

on-campus involvement during their early college years. Concerns about inconsistent 

enforcement of COVID-19 safety protocols added further stress and confusion to the learning 

environment. 
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This chapter also revealed the long-term implications of the pandemic on students’ 

academic trajectories and career preparation. Participants frequently expressed concerns about 

missed opportunities for internships, research, and experiential learning. These missed 

experiences left some students feeling underprepared for the workforce or graduate education, 

especially as they neared graduation. For first-generation students, whose access to professional 

networks and guidance is often already limited, the lack of structured engagement exacerbated 

existing inequalities and increased uncertainty about future paths. 

A consistent pattern emerged across the data: challenges were interconnected and 

cumulative. Difficulties in academic adjustment were often tied to mental health struggles, while 

limited social integration contributed to feelings of isolation and reduced motivation. Students' 

educational, emotional, and professional development were affected simultaneously, illustrating 

how the pandemic disrupted multiple areas of their college experience. 

The pattern of results also highlights how systemic inequities, particularly those affecting 

first-generation students, were intensified during this period. Restricted access to campus 

resources, reduced mentorship opportunities, and unclear institutional communication created 

additional barriers to success. These findings underscore the importance of comprehensive 

institutional support that includes academic advising, mental health services, career counseling, 

and opportunities for meaningful campus engagement. 

Ultimately, while the resilience of these students is evident throughout their narratives, 

the findings point to critical institutional gaps that must be addressed to ensure more equitable 

outcomes. This chapter lays the foundation for the final discussion and recommendations, which 

focus on strategies for improving support for first-generation students as they navigate both 

ongoing challenges and future uncertainties in higher education. 
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Building on these findings, the next chapter will delve into a detailed discussion of the 

implications for policy and practice, offering evidence-based recommendations for higher 

education institutions. It will explore how universities can better support first-generation students 

through enhanced academic advising, mental health resources, career services, and community-

building initiatives. Additionally, the following chapter will consider the limitations of this study 

and suggest directions for future research to further understand and address the evolving needs of 

first-generation college students in a post-pandemic educational landscape. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

The study most notably highlights that the transition to remote learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the return to campus following the campus closures have had lasting 

effects on first-generation college students' academic and social experiences. The integrated 

conceptual framework—drawing from Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984, 1989, 2011) Transition 

Theory and Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) Communication Theory of Resilience—served as a lens 

through which to interpret the students’ experiences. It allowed for a multidimensional 

understanding of how students navigated these transitions by examining the situational contexts, 

their personal resources, the support systems available to them, and the adaptive strategies they 

employed. The findings emphasize the need for targeted support strategies to address the 

following areas of improvement: 

• Support Systems: Institutions should create and implement comprehensive support 

systems, including detailed orientation programs and continuous resources, to help 

students navigate both remote and in-person learning environments effectively. 

• Social Integration: Institutions should actively create and promote social connections 

and community building in both virtual and physical spaces to address the isolation 

experienced during remote learning. 

• Resource Accessibility: Institutions must ensure that students receive clear, accessible 

information about available resources and provide explicit guidance on how to access and 

use them. 

Although institutions worked diligently to adapt programs during the constraints of 

remote learning, gaps persist in student support, social integration, and access to resources. As 
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higher education continues to recover and evolve in the post-pandemic era, addressing these 

areas is essential for enhancing the experiences of first-generation college students. This 

highlights the importance of institutions intentionally cultivating environments that provide 

academic, emotional, and social support. 

First-generation students require more than generalized programs such as orientation or 

advising. The study highlights the need for direct, targeted, hands-on support. This includes 

structured mentorship, individualized check-ins, and guided interventions that actively connect 

students with resources, support networks, and opportunities. Without such proactive 

engagement, students may continue to experience misalignment between institutional offerings 

and their lived realities, reinforcing feelings of being “stunted” or left behind (Gonzales, 2021; 

Margolis, 2001; Wang et al., 2017). 

Connections to Prior Research and Theory  

The study’s findings align closely with prior research on student engagement, Tinto’s 

Theory of Student Departure (Tinto, 2012), and Astin’s Student Involvement Theory (Astin, 

1984), both of which emphasize the importance of academic integration, social belonging, and 

institutional support in student retention. The observed difficulties in navigating remote and 

hybrid modalities reinforce Tinto’s (2012) assertion that departure is often linked to a lack of 

academic and social integration. 

Additionally, literature reviewed in the first two chapters pointed to the disproportionate 

impact of the pandemic on underrepresented groups, including first-generation students, who 

often lack familial guidance and social capital (e.g., Gonzales, 2021; Means & Neisler, 2020). 

This study reinforces those conclusions and adds nuance by illustrating how even post-pandemic 
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transitions present new hurdles, such as re-establishing peer networks and navigating hybrid 

campus norms. 

Some novel insights emerged, particularly around the emotional toll and sense of stunted 

development students described, something that prior studies had not fully captured. This 

“missed milestone” phenomenon is especially relevant for first-generation students, who already 

face reduced access to generational academic experience. The emotional weight of this lost time 

adds another layer of challenge that institutions must consider in developing interventions. 

Complexity and Contradiction in Student Experiences 

One noticeable aspect of this study was the variation across student narratives. While 

some participants described the pandemic as a time of increased flexibility and personal growth, 

citing the convenience of online classes, time saved from commuting, and the ability to focus 

without distractions, others expressed profound disconnection, academic struggle, and social 

isolation. This divergence challenges simplistic assumptions about the impact of remote learning 

and underscores the need for more differentiated approaches to student support. For instance, one 

student credited the remote format with helping them balance school and caregiving 

responsibilities, while another described falling behind academically because they lacked a quiet 

study space at home. These conflicting experiences point to structural inequities that intersect 

with individual circumstances. They also complicate traditional theories of student engagement 

that assume uniform pathways to belonging and success. What became clear through these 

narratives is that resilience is not just about individual grit; it’s about how well institutional 

structures respond to different forms of need. As such, the variation in student outcomes is not 

merely anecdotal but points to systemic issues in how higher education accommodates diversity 

in student life, particularly during moments of crisis.  
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Another important insight that emerged was how students conceptualized “loss.” For 

some, the most painful losses were academic: missed classes, delayed graduation, or lower 

grades. For others, the real loss was social or emotional: the inability to form friendships, 

experience rites of passage like orientation or graduation, or develop a sense of identity as a 

college student. One participant noted that they didn’t feel like a “real student” until returning to 

campus in their third year. This absence of belonging and identity formation appears to be a 

developmental gap that traditional metrics, GPA, retention, graduation, fail to capture. It is also 

tied to the notion of feeling “stunted,” a term used repeatedly across interviews to describe a 

delay not only in learning, but in growing into adulthood. These insights suggest that institutions 

must think beyond academic outcomes when assessing the long-term impact of the pandemic and 

create strategies that acknowledge the holistic nature of student development. 

Study Limitations 

Sample Selection 

While the sampling frame included 2,297 eligible students, there were only 39 survey 

respondents and seven interview participants. Even though qualitative interviews provide rich 

and in-depth insights, the small number of participants limits the generalizability of the findings. 

The small sample may not capture the diversity of experiences among students, particularly 

across different racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds.  

Furthermore, the selection process for participants introduces potential sources of bias. 

The study primarily relied on voluntary participation and a self-selected sample. Students who 

chose to participate may have had specific motivations or experiences that differ from those who 

did not, potentially skewing the data toward more engaged or vocal individuals. This limitation 
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raises concerns about the representativeness of the findings and the extent to which they can be 

applied to other contexts. 

Interview Modality 

It may have been more optimal to conduct interviews in person. Despite the prevalence 

and convenience of Zoom and it being the cultural norm after the COVID-19 shift to remote 

operations, it lacks some of the advantages of face-to-face interactions. In-person interactions 

allow for deeper connections and better interpretation of nonverbal cues (i.e., body language, 

facial expressions). These aspects of interaction enhance the rapport between the interviewer and 

participant, leading to more increased comfortability as well as open and honest responses. 

Unexamined Influences on Student Experience 

By making first-generation status one of the primary criteria for inclusion, this study 

could not control for the many differences in student experiences shaped not only by socio-

economic status and academic ability but also by culture, race/ethnicity, and family dynamics 

(Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004; Kiebler & Stewart, 2021; Wang et al., 2017). As a result, numerous 

other variables complicated the analysis, highlighting that first-generation students are not a 

monolithic group. Among the seven students who were interviewed, there were few similarities, 

and each experience was highly individualized. Some students faced heightened challenges due 

to limited family understanding of college life, while others contended with social isolation or 

differences in access to technology and learning resources (Gillis & Krull, 2020; Nguyen et al., 

2024). Despite these unexamined influences, the patterns and insights identified across 

participants provide meaningful guidance for supporting first-generation students. The diversity 

of experiences underscores the need for flexible, equity-oriented strategies that account for 

varying backgrounds, needs, and challenges (Buzzanell, 2010; Schlossberg, 2011). 
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These findings point directly to actionable steps institutions can take to better support 

first-generation students, forming the basis for the practical recommendations presented in the 

next section. 

Recommendations 

This section presents practical recommendations based on the findings of the study for 

practitioners and researchers. These recommendations reflect what first-generation students 

shared about their post-pandemic college experience, highlighting areas where institutions can 

better support student transition, resilience, and success. 

Recommendations for Practitioners 

Practitioners play a direct role in shaping student experiences and institutional responses. 

The following recommendations are designed to help improve the academic and social 

integration of first-generation students in a post-pandemic context. 

Recommendation #1: Establishment of Structured Transitional Programs 

In general, transition programs like Summer Bridge are essential, particularly for first-

generation college students. Research indicates that structured transition programs, such as 

Summer Bridge initiatives, can significantly improve retention and academic success for first-

generation and underrepresented students by providing early exposure to academic expectations, 

campus culture, and social networks (Swail et al. 2003). While orientation programs attempt to 

support student transitions, they can sometimes feel overwhelming as they cover a lot of 

information in a short amount of time. In the event of a global pandemic that results in students’ 

transition being impacted, institutions should create mandatory re-orientation or re-entry 

programs for students returning from remote learning. These programs could address academic 

expectations, mental health resources, and social re-integration. This recommendation stems 
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from participants expressing confusion about post-pandemic expectations and feeling left to 

“figure it out on their own.” 

Recommendation #2: Implementation of Multi-Modal Communication 

Instead of relying on students to seek out resources, institutions should adopt a proactive 

approach to communicating support services. A consistent, multi-modal outreach, including 

emails, text messages, social media, and peer mentors, could help bridge the knowledge gap 

students described. 

Recommendation #3: Community-building programs for Underrepresented Populations 

Intentional, inclusive community-building programs, especially those that target 

commuter students and non-traditional learners, can rebuild social capital. Students emphasized 

the difficulty of reconnecting and “starting over” socially, underscoring the need for facilitated 

social environments. Commuters and non-traditional learners including student parents, could 

miss out on the community aspects of college life more than others.  

Recommendation #4: Invest in Faculty Development for Remote and Hybrid Pedagogy 

One evident finding from this study was that students encountered varying levels of 

faculty engagement, flexibility, and effort during remote learning. While some students benefited 

from compassionate, adaptable professors, others felt neglected or unsupported, leading to 

frustration and disengagement. This inconsistency in instructional quality contributed to unequal 

academic experiences and emotional strain during a period that already tested students’ 

resilience. 

To address this, institutions should prioritize ongoing faculty development programs 

focused on inclusive, adaptive, and trauma-informed teaching practices, not only during 
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emergencies, but as a permanent part of instructional design. These programs should offer 

practical guidance on: 

• Designing engaging online and hybrid coursework 

• Communicating clearly and consistently across modalities 

• Balancing academic rigor with empathy and flexibility 

• Creating opportunities for interactive and socially rich learning experiences 

• Recognizing and responding to the specific needs of first-generation and 

underrepresented students 

Additionally, establishing clear institutional guidelines around instructional expectations 

in remote settings can help ensure a more equitable experience for all students, regardless of who 

is teaching the course.  

Recommendation #5: Direct, Targeted Hands-On Outreach 

Institutions should implement proactive, individualized support strategies that go beyond 

generalized advising or orientation. This includes structured mentorship programs, case 

management approaches, and task-oriented guidance that directly connects students to academic, 

financial, social, and mental health resources. First-generation students often lack familial or 

peer guidance familiar with higher education systems; therefore, institutions must provide guided 

check-ins, personalized follow-ups, and step-by-step assistance with critical academic and 

administrative processes (Gonzales, 2021; Margolis, 2001; Wang et al., 2017). Such hands-on 

interventions can bridge the gap between resource availability and meaningful utilization, 

reducing the feeling of being “stunted” and promoting equitable student success. 

To further synthesize the findings from this study and their practical implications, Table 

5.1 provides a visual summary of the major emergent themes, how they align with the integrated 
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theoretical framework, and the corresponding recommendations for practitioners. This table is 

intended to offer a clear, accessible overview of how student experiences relate to existing theory 

and how institutions can respond effectively to support first-generation students in post-

pandemic contexts.  

Table 5.1 

Summary of Emergent Themes, Theoretical Connections, and Practitioner Recommendations 

Emergent 

Theme 
Theoretical Link Finding Summary 

Recommendation / 

Implication 

Stunted 

emotional and 

academic 

development 

Schlossberg’s 

Transition Theory – 

Identity, Support 

Students described feeling 

“stuck,” having missed 

milestones and 

developmental growth 

during remote learning 

Create structured re-entry 

programs and ongoing 

support to address 

developmental and 

emotional gaps 

Disconnect 

between 

resources and 

awareness 

Buzzanell’s 

Communication 

Theory of Resilience 

– Meaning-Making, 

Normalizing Identity 

Students often didn’t realize 

resources existed, despite 

needing support 

Implement proactive, multi-

modal communication 

strategies to make support 

services visible and 

approachable 

Inconsistency 

in faculty 

engagement 

Schlossberg – 

Support & Strategy; 

Buzzanell – 

Communication as 

Resilience 

Students experienced 

uneven instructional quality 

and support from faculty 

Invest in ongoing faculty 

development for inclusive, 

adaptive, and trauma-

informed remote/hybrid 

teaching 

Challenges with 

social 

reintegration 

Schlossberg – 

Situation, Support; 

Buzzanell – Social 

Capital 

Students had difficulty 

rebuilding connections and 

navigating changed social 

norms 

Facilitate intentional 

community-building 

programs for 

underrepresented and 

commuter students 

Divergent 

views on 

remote vs. in-

person learning 

Buzzanell – 

Flexibility, Identity 

Negotiation 

Some students thrived with 

autonomy; others missed 

structure and stimulation 

Tailor communication and 

programming strategies to 

diverse student needs and 

learning preferences 

 

As shown above, this study uncovered a range of student experiences that were deeply 

shaped by both institutional structures and interpersonal dynamics. These themes point to a need 
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for more student-centered, resilient, and inclusive approaches in higher education policy and 

practice.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

This study offered valuable insights into how first-generation students navigated the post-

pandemic transition, but there’s still more to explore. Future research can build on the integrated 

conceptual framework used here by looking more closely at how communication, resilience, and 

transition interact in different student experiences and types of institutions.  

Intersectionality of Identities 

In this study, the focus was students who were the first in their families to attend college. 

While that lens revealed a lot, it did not leave much room to explore how other aspects of 

identity, like race, gender identity, class background, or immigration status, shaped their 

experiences. These overlapping identities likely affect how students handle change and bounce 

back from challenges. Future research could use intentional sampling strategies to dive deeper 

into these intersections. The exploration of how different identity combinations influence 

students’ ability to adapt or access support, could give a more complete picture. The same 

framework used here can be applied to compare across diverse student populations to see what 

helps or hinders their transitions. 

Staff and Faculty Perspectives 

Additional research that considers the experiences and perspective of staff or faculty 

could be extremely helpful in capturing the more holistic effects of this global event causing the 

closure of campuses worldwide and leading to remote learning. Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) 

Communication Theory of Resilience depends on relational dynamics, not just how students 

reach out, but how others respond. Professors, advisors, and support staff play a key role in 
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whether students feel seen, supported, and encouraged. The recommendation would be to 

conduct qualitative interviews or ethnographic case studies with faculty and staff to explore how 

they perceive and respond to students’ post-pandemic needs, and how institutional 

communication flows (or fails) across units. 

Additionally, future research should explore how faculty members navigated the 

pedagogical shift to remote and hybrid teaching, particularly in relation to supporting first-

generation students. Comparative studies across departments or institutions could examine the 

impact of faculty training programs, institutional expectations, or personal teaching philosophies 

on student outcomes during and after the pandemic. It would be especially valuable to analyze 

how variations in faculty communication, flexibility, and course design influenced students’ 

perceptions of support, academic success, and belonging. These insights could inform the 

development of standardized, equity-focused teaching practices that ensure consistency without 

compromising instructor autonomy. 

Long-term Effects of COVID-19 

The impact of COVID-19 on educational outcomes is hard to deny. An issue of great 

interest to explore is the long-term effects for COVID on educational persistence, graduation and 

career advancements. Many students in this study talked about feeling like their academic and/or 

professional growth was interrupted. That sense of being stuck or behind deserves closer 

attention, particularly over time. Theories of transition and resilience both point to the 

importance of long-term adjustment, not just short-term coping. The recommendation for further 

study would include designing longitudinal studies that follow first-gen students for several years 

after the pandemic tracking aspects like graduation rates, career paths, and confidence in 
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decision-making. It is crucial as understanding how early setbacks shape later outcomes can help 

institutions offer better, more targeted support. 

Hidden Curriculum and Communication 

A recurring theme in the data was that many first-generation students were unaware of 

the resources and support services available to them. This lack of awareness did not reflect 

disengagement, but rather a systemic issue rooted in the hidden curriculum of higher education. 

The hidden curriculum refers to the unspoken rules, expectations, and cultural knowledge 

embedded in college systems that students are assumed to understand without explicit instruction 

(Margolis, 2001). First-generation students, who often lack familial role models familiar with 

higher education, are particularly vulnerable to these unspoken barriers (Gibbons & Shoffner, 

2004; Wang et al., 2017). 

Institutional communication represents one concrete area where the hidden curriculum 

manifests. Students may fail to access important resources not because they are unavailable, but 

because information is inconsistently conveyed across campus (Nguyen et al., 2024; Wittner et 

al., 2023). This breakdown can result in underutilization of services, missed opportunities for 

academic or career development, and heightened stress (Kiebler & Stewart, 2021). Future 

research could apply organizational ethnography or network analysis to map how information 

flows through institutions and identify points of disconnect. By making communication 

strategies more transparent and intentional, colleges can reduce the hidden barriers that 

disproportionately affect first-generation students, supporting their academic engagement, 

persistence, and well-being (Allen & Smith, 2023; Harackiewicz et al., 2014). Building on the 

analysis of hidden curriculum, communication gaps, and variable access to support, the next 

section turns to students’ personal reflections, revealing how these systemic challenges translated 
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into a profound sense of missed opportunities and stunted development during the pandemic. 

Reflection 

One of the most impactful reflections that students shared was this notion of feeling 

stunted. All the moments missed from the pandemic are irreplaceable, but the biggest loss seems 

to have been the missed milestones and development as it pertains to social life, career goals and 

knowledge. As a practitioner and scholar, one of the most powerful takeaways from this research 

was the repeated comment from students that they wished certain resources existed, which in 

fact, actually did exist. This disconnect is not just about communication failure; it’s about 

misalignment between institutional messaging and student realities. The inconsistency in faculty 

engagement and instructional quality during remote learning further contributed to this 

misalignment. Some students benefitted from professors who adapted their teaching methods and 

extended compassion, while others faced rigid expectations or minimal support. This variability 

intensified the sense of uncertainty and unevenness in the remote learning experience. Students’ 

reflections also revealed a divide: those who valued the convenience and autonomy of remote 

formats contrasted sharply with peers who craved the social and intellectual stimulation of in-

person interaction. These contrasting perceptions suggest that institutions must pay closer 

attention to how different pedagogical and communication strategies land with diverse student 

populations. This speaks to a systemic communication breakdown that must be addressed and 

serves as a reminder that support systems must be not only available, but visible, approachable, 

and embedded into the student experience in meaningful ways.  

Additionally, the findings underscore the need for support that goes beyond traditional 

academic advising or orientation programs. First-generation students benefit most from 

proactive, targeted, and hands-on outreach that guides them through concrete tasks, introduces 
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them to specific resources, and provides ongoing check-ins (Gonzales, 2021; Margolis, 2001; 

Wang et al., 2017). Such support should be structured, persistent, and personalized to address 

individual circumstances, helping students navigate not only academic expectations but also 

social integration, career planning, and access to essential services. This reinforced the 

importance of designing student-centered policies and ensuring inclusive communication 

strategies. This analysis provides a foundation for the conclusions drawn from the study, 

highlighting the interplay between institutional practices, student experiences, and the enduring 

effects of the pandemic while setting the stage for recommendations that can inform future 

research and practice. 

Conclusion 

While many aspects of campus life became more difficult upon the return to in-person 

learning, such as understanding new policies and navigating institutional systems, social 

integration notably improved. This contrast reinforces what has long been understood about the 

power of in-person engagement in building community and belonging, especially for students 

with limited prior exposure to higher education environments. At the same time, the findings also 

underscore how post-pandemic transitions created new barriers, often as disorienting as those 

encountered during remote learning. 

The study reaffirmed well-established theories of student retention and success, such as 

those from Tinto (2012) and Astin (1984), while also offering new insight into how a global 

crisis can compound existing inequities. Importantly, it surfaced the emotional and 

developmental impacts that may not be visible in academic metrics alone. Students described a 

sense of being “stunted” in many aspects of life, including academically and personally. This 
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adds a new dimension to the literature—one that highlights the long shadow the pandemic 

continues to cast on students’ identity development and long-term aspirations. 

In addition, the findings call attention to a recurring disconnect between institutional 

resources and student awareness. Many students expressed frustration that they didn’t know 

where to turn for help, even when those resources existed. This perception gap suggests that 

institutions must think critically not only about what support is offered, but how and through 

whom it is communicated. 

This study sought to understand how first-generation students experienced the disruption 

of the COVID-19 pandemic and adapted to the transitions that followed. These students entered 

college in Fall 2020 which was marked by uncertainty, remote learning, and widespread 

isolation. The pandemic not only disrupted academic and social development but also interrupted 

key rites of passage that typically mark the beginning of the college journey including high 

school graduation and moving into on-campus housing. The goal was to document these 

experiences and explore how institutions can better support students like them now and in the 

future. Through the integrated use of Schlossberg’s (1981, 1984, 1989, 2011) Transition Theory 

and Buzzanell’s (2010, 2018) Communication Theory of Resilience, this study was able to offer 

layered insight into how these students managed shifting environments, leveraged support 

systems, and attempted to regain control over their educational paths. The findings confirmed 

and extended earlier research by showing that while structural support is necessary, the feeling of 

being seen, heard, and socially connected is equally critical to students’ success.  

As with any study, limitations exist. The small qualitative sample and the reliance on 

voluntary participation mean the findings are not fully generalizable. Additionally, while the 

focus on first-generation status brought clarity, it also excluded the examination of how 
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intersecting identities—race, class, immigration status, etc.—further shaped students’ 

experiences. Future research would benefit from broader and more intersectional samples, as 

well as from faculty and staff perspectives that were beyond the scope of this project. 

Longitudinal research could also provide insight into the long-term implications of the pandemic 

on academic persistence and career outcomes. 

The key takeaway from this research is the incredible complexity of transition—not just 

in the logistical sense, but in the emotional and developmental sense as well. For first-generation 

students, whose entry into higher education already involves navigating uncharted territory, the 

pandemic layered on new challenges that continue to ripple through their college experiences. 

The fact that many students were able to persist, adapt, and still find moments of connection 

speaks to their resilience but also underscores the urgency of institutional responsibility. It is also 

imperative that we empower first-gen and/or underrepresented students in remote learning 

contexts and incorporate their feedback. 

In closing, this dissertation does not offer a simple solution to the challenges facing first-

generation students in a post-pandemic world. Rather, it offers a framework for better 

understanding those challenges, a case for listening more closely to student voices, and a call to 

action for institutions to respond with both empathy and intentionality. Most importantly, it 

highlights the urgent need for proactive, hands-on support that goes beyond traditional advising 

or orientation. First-generation students require structured mentorship, personalized check-ins, 

guided interventions, and targeted outreach to ensure that institutional resources are not only 

available, but actively accessible and meaningful. The road ahead may still be uncertain, but with 

continued research and more responsive practice, higher education can be made more inclusive, 

equitable, and understanding for all students, particularly during unprecedented world events.   
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APPENDIX A 

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT INVITATION 

 

Date:  

 

Dear XXX:  

 

My name is Brighitte Preciado and I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership 

Program at UCLA. I am conducting a qualitative research study exploring the academic, social, 

and community experiences of first-generation college students during and following the 

COVID-19 pandemic. You have been identified as a potential participant based on your status as 

a first-generation college student and having started at UCI in Fall 2020. I would like to invite 

you to participate in my research project. You are eligible to participate if you: 

• are a first-generation college student (neither parent/guardian has earned a 4-yr. college 

degree); 

• entered UCI as a First-Time Freshman; 

• first attended UCI in Fall 2020; and 

• were enrolled at UCI during Fall 2020, Winter 2021 and Spring 2021. 

 

There are two phases to this study. The first phase is an online questionnaire, which will only 

take about 10-15 minutes to complete. Upon completion of the survey, you will receive one (1) 

$10 electronic gift card. Please respond to the survey by DEADLINE. Survey Link: << >> 

 

The second phase is a one-on-one interview, conducted over zoom. At the end of the 

questionnaire, you will have an opportunity to indicate whether you would be interested in 

participating in that interview. Upon completion of the interview, participants will earn a $25 

Amazon gift card. Participation in both phases is voluntary. Additional information about the 

study can be found here. 

 

I appreciate your consideration in becoming a research participant. Your academic, social, and 

community experiences as a first-generation college student during this unprecedented and 

uncertain time are very important. Information gained throughout this study is intended to inform 

and improve the development and delivery of programming and support services to first-

generation college students.  

 

I can also be reached via email <<EMAIL>>. You may also reach out to my dissertation advisor, 

Dr. Mark Hansen (<<EMAIL>>) if you have additional questions.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Brighitte Preciado (she/her)  

<<EMAIL>> 

 

Certified Exempt Study (10/24/2023) 

  

https://ucla.box.com/s/srgpuqegszup930ie4rliicn216sclxg
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APPENDIX B 

 

CONFIRMATION OF CONSENT 

 

Participant Confirmation I agree to participate in this qualitative research study and per the 

invitation, I understand the nature, duration, and requirements associated with my participation. I 

have also read and agree to the following. 

 

Confidentiality Statement: As a volunteer participant in this qualitative research study, keeping 

your identity, interview documents, and information confidential is of the utmost importance. I 

plan to provide you with an alternative name and way of identifying you as a research 

participant. All interview recordings, notes and associated documents will be maintained in 

accordance with the university’s data security guidelines with any physical notes stored in my 

locked home office. At any point in time, you may request access to this information or request a 

change in identification. Your active participation and verification of information collected 

throughout the interview process is essential and appreciated. You may also elect to stop 

participating in the research process at any time and for any reason. I now request your verbal 

acknowledgement of this statement and agreement to participate. 
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APPENDIX C 

 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

I am conducting a qualitative research study exploring the experiences of first-generation UCI 

students during and following the COVID-19 pandemic. Additional information about the study 

can be found here. You have been identified as a potential participant based on your status as a 

first-generation college student and having started at UCI in Fall 2020. 

 

You are eligible to participate if you: 

• are a first-generation college student (neither parent/guardian has earned a 4-yr. college 

degree); 

• entered UCI as a First-Time Freshman; 

• first attended UCI in Fall 2020; and 

• were enrolled at UCI during Fall 2020, Winter 2021 and Spring 2021. 

 

Your responses to the questions below will be used to confirm your eligibility. 
 

If eligible, there are two phases to this study in which you can participate. The first phase is this 

online questionnaire, which may take about 10-15 minutes to complete. Upon completion, you 

will receive a $10 Amazon electronic gift card, provided your responses is completed by the 

deadline in the email you received. The second phase is a one-on-one interview, conducted over 

zoom. Participants who complete the interview process will receive a $25 Amazon electronic gift 

card. At the end of the questionnaire, you will have an opportunity to indicate whether you 

would be interested in participating in the second phase, the interview. Participation in both 

phases is voluntary. 
 

Please answer the following questions, which will determine whether you are eligible to 

participate. 

 

Are you a first-generation college student (i.e., neither parent/guardian has earned a 4-yr. 

college degree)?  

 YES   NO 

 

Did you enter UCI as a First-Time Freshman (rather than as a transfer)?  

 YES   NO 

 

Were you enrolled at UCI during all of the following quarters: Fall 2020, Winter 2021, and 

Spring 2021?  

 YES   NO 

 

Did you first attend UCI in Fall 2020? 

 YES    NO 

 

Based on your responses above, it appears that you do not meet the requirements to participate 

in this study. To exit this survey, please click "Next" or close your browser. 

https://ucla.app.box.com/s/srgpuqegszup930ie4rliicn216sclxg


 

 92 

If you believe you are eligible, please click "Back" and check your responses. 
 

Thank you for your time! 

 

Voluntary Consent 
 

I acknowledge that I have been informed of the nature and purpose of this research project. I 

have read and understand the information presented in the study information sheet (linked here 

and also attached to the invitation email).  

 

I give my voluntary consent to participate in this study.  

 Yes 

 No 

 

Current Age:  

 18 

 19 

 20 

 21 

 22 

 

Gender Identity: 

 Male 

 Female 

 Transgender Male 

 Transgender Female 

 Non-Conforming/Gender Variant/Non-Binary 

 Prefer Not to Say 

 

Race: 

 Asian: a person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast 

Asia, or the Indian subcontinent including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, 

Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam 

 American Indian or Alaska Native: a person having origins in any of the original peoples 

of North and South America (including Central America), and who maintains tribal 

affiliation or community attachment 

 Black or African American: a person having origins in any of the black racial groups of 

Africa 

 Hispanic or Latino: a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central 

American, or other Spanish culture or origin, regardless of race 

 Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander: a person having origins in any of the original 

peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands 

 White: a person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, 

or North Africa 

 Prefer Not to Say 

 

  

https://ucla.box.com/s/srgpuqegszup930ie4rliicn216sclxg


 

 93 

Which best describes you? 

 California resident for purposes of tuition 

 Out-of-state resident 

 International student 

 

Select your (expected) graduation term: 

 Fall 2023 

 Winter 2024 

 Spring 2024 

 Summer 2024 

 Winter 2025 

 Spring 2025 

 

Please list your current major(s):           

 

Please list your current minor (if applicable):         

 

Please enter the email address you would like your $10 gift card sent to for completing this 

survey:              

 

 

Experiences During Your First Year of College 
 

For the next several questions, you will be asked to reflect on your first academic year at UCI 

(i.e., 2020-21, while the campus was closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic). 

 

How difficult did you find each the following during your first academic year at UCI? 

 Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 

Navigating campus      

Navigating college policies and expectations      

Deciding on a major      

Finding community      

Making friends      

Finding mental health resources      

Finding academic resources      

Finding cultural / identity resources      
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How often did you utilize or rely on the following resources/offices during your first 

academic year at UCI?  

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Basic Needs Center     

Campus Libraries     

Campus Social Workers     

Center for Student Wellness & Health Promotion     

Counseling Center     

College / Major Academic Advisor     

Cultural/identity resource center     

Division of Career Pathways (DCP)     

Financial Aid     

RISE Suite     

Student Housing     

Student Success Initiatives     

 
What was your experience with each of the following resources/offices during your first 

academic year at UCI? 

 
Completely 

Neg 

Mostly 

Neg Neutral 

Mostly 

Pos 

Completely 

Pos 

No 

Experience 

Basic Needs Center       

Campus Libraries       

Campus Social Workers       

Center for Student Wellness & 

Health Promotion 
      

Counseling Center       

College / Major Academic 

Advisor 
      

Cultural / identity resource center       

Division of Career Pathways 

(DCP) 
      

Financial Aid       

RISE Suite       

Student Housing       

Student Success Initiatives       
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How often did you rely on the following people, network(s), and/or community during your 

first academic year at UCI? 

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Parent(s) / guardian(s)     

Other family, apart from parent(s) / guardian(s)     

Hometown friends     

Student Organization     

Off-campus community club / organization     

UCI classmates / roommates / peers     

UCI Staff     

UCI Faculty     

 

What was your experience with each of the following resources/offices during your first 

academic year at UCI? 

 
Completely 

Neg 

Mostly 

Neg 
Neutral 

Mostly 

Pos 

Completely 

Pos 

No 

Experience 

Parent(s) / guardian(s)       

Other family, apart from 

parent(s) / guardian(s) 
      

Hometown friends       

Student Organization       

Off-campus community club / 

organization 
      

UCI classmates / roommates / 

peers 
      

UCI Staff       

UCI Faculty       

 

How satisfied were you with the availability of and access to the following resources or 

services during your first academic year at UCI? 

 
Completely 

Dissatisfied 

Mostly 

Dissatisfied 
Neutral 

Mostly 

Satisfied 

Completely 

Satisfied 

Availability of courses in general      

Availability of hybrid courses      

Availability of in-person courses      

Availability of remote courses      

Academic support resources      

Access to major/college staff      

Access to classmates / Ability to work with 

classmates 
     

Access to Academic Advisors      

Access to UCI Faculty      
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What, if any, were the biggest challenges you encountered during your first academic year 

at UCI: 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Experiences Since Fall 2021 
 

For the next several questions, you will be asked to reflect on your experiences since the UCI 

campus reopened (i.e., Fall 2021 to present). 

 

How difficult have you found each of the following since campus reopened (i.e., Fall 2021 to 

present)?  

 Not at all Slightly Moderately Very Extremely 

Navigating campus      

Navigating college policies and expectations      

Deciding on a major      

Finding community      

Making friends      

Finding mental health resources      

Finding academic resources      

Finding cultural/identity resources      

 

How often have you utilized or relied on the following resources/offices since campus 

reopened (i.e., Fall 2021 to present)?  

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Basic Needs Center     

Campus Libraries     

Campus Social Workers     

Center for Student Wellness & Health Promotion     

Counseling Center     

College/Major Academic Advisor     

Cultural/identity resource center     

Division of Career Pathways (DCP)     

Financial Aid     

RISE Suite     

Student Housing     

Student Success Initiatives     
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What has been your experience with each of the following resources/offices since campus 

reopened (i.e., Fall 2021 to present)?  

 
Completely 

Negative 

Mostly 

Negative 
Neutral 

Mostly 

Positive 

Completely 

Positive 

No 

Experience 

Basic Needs Center       

Campus Libraries       

Campus Social Workers       

Center for Student Wellness & 

Health Promotion 
      

Counseling Center       

College/Major Academic 

Advisor 
      

Cultural/identity resource center       

Division of Career Pathways 

(DCP) 
      

Financial Aid       

RISE Suite       

Student Housing       

Student Success Initiatives       

 

How often have you relied on the following people, network(s), and/or community since 

campus reopened (i.e., Fall 2021 to present)?  

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often 

Parent(s) / guardian(s)     

Other family, apart from parent(s) / guardian(s)     

Hometown friends     

Student Organization     

Off-campus community club / organization     

UCI classmates / roommates / peers     

UCI Staff     

UCI Faculty     
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What has been your experience with each of the following people, network(s), and/or 

community since campus reopened (i.e., Fall 2021 to present)?  

 
Completely 

Negative 

Mostly 

Negative 
Neutral 

Mostly 

Positive 

Completely 

Positive 

No 

Experience 

Parent(s) / guardian(s)       

Other family, apart from 

parent(s) / guardian(s) 
      

Hometown friends       

Student Organization       

Off-campus community 

club/organization 
      

UCI classmates / roommates / 

peers 
      

UCI Staff       

UCI Faculty       

 

How satisfied have you been with the availability of and access to the following since 

campus reopened (i.e., Fall 2021 to present)?  

 
Completely 

Dissatisfied 

Mostly 

Dissatisfied 
Neutral 

Mostly 

Satisfied 

Completely 

Satisfied 

Availability of courses in general      

Availability of hybrid courses      

Availability of in-person courses      

Availability of remote courses      

Academic support resources      

Access to major/college staff      

Access to classmates/Ability to work with 

classmates 
     

Access to Academic Advisors      

Access to UCI Faculty      
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You have attended UCI during and since the campus closure due to the COVID-19 

pandemic and have experienced different modalities of interaction. Based on those 

experiences, what is your preferred delivery method for attending, participating, or 

engaging in the following aspects of collegiate life? 

 
Remote-Live 

Remote-

Asynchronous In-Person Hybrid No Preference 

Class lecture      

Class discussion      

Educational/career/leadershi

p workshop 
     

Study session      

Social/celebratory event      

Faculty speaker      

Job interview      

Work project or shift      

Group project(s)      

Counseling session      

Academic advising session      

 

What, if any, were the biggest challenges you encountered since returning to campus after 

the pandemic closure? 

 

              

 

That was the final question. Thank you for your responses! 
 

I will be conducting a small number of one-on-one interviews during the next 2 months. These 

interviews will be held via Zoom and will last up to 60 minutes. Participants will receive a $25 

gift card. Are you interested in participating in these interviews? 

 

Please provide the best ways to reach you to setup a Zoom interview: 

 

Email:       

 

Phone:      

 

That's the end of the questionnaire. If you would like to review or change any prior responses, 

please click “Back.” To submit your response, please click “Next” (this will end the survey). 
 

Thank you very much for your time and responses! 
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APPENDIX D 

 

INTERVIEW SESSION 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. Today, we will discuss your academic, 

social, and community experiences during and following the COVID-19 pandemic. This 

interview is scheduled for up to 60 minutes and will be recorded on Zoom. You will also notice 

an additional participant, this is a transcription service. Only audio recordings will be used for 

research purposes. I may also pause briefly to take notes.  

 

Do you have any questions before we get started? 

 

Explain the overall interview. I have 4 different topics and about 5-7 questions per topic to ask. 

If you need me to repeat anything or if you need a break let me know. 

 

WARMUP How is your quarter at UCI going? 

WARMUP What are your post-graduation plans? 

1 What was your transition to UCI like during the pandemic?  

2 What was your transition to UCI, like particularly your experience as a first-

generation college student? 

3 Describe your support system during first year? 

4 Which on- or off-campus resources, if any, did you use in college during first 

year and how did they support you in regard to academically/socially? 

5 What, if any, are the biggest challenges did you experience during your first year? 

What helped you through these challenges? 

6 How do you feel you were impacted by the COVID closures during the 

pandemic? 

7 What, if any, were the biggest challenges/benefits from remote learning? 

8 Is there anything that the institution or professors could have done differently? 

9 Describe your experience following the closure of university due to the COVID-

19 pandemic. I am interested in any changes you experienced in the following 

aspects of your life:  

 A. Living Situation 

 B. Work/Internships/Campus Involvement  

 C. Personal/Social 

10 What type of feelings/emotions did you experience during the COVID-19 

pandemic closures? 

11 How did you manage these feelings/emotions? 

12 Tell me about any support or resources you sought or utilized to help you through 

any related challenges? 

13 Share about any new routines or interactions did you experience/create?  

 A. Personal/Social 
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 B. Academics 

14 What was your experience upon returning to campus after the pandemic closures? 

15 Which, if any, were the biggest changes you noticed on campus once it fully 

reopened? 

 a. Access to programs/services/offices 

 b. Social 

 c. Academic 

 d. Policies & Procedures 

16 Overall, how did you feel about these changes due to campus reopening and what 

if anything could have been done differently? 

17 Tell me about your academic experience in an in-person learning environment. 

What, if any, were the biggest challenges and benefits with transitioning from 

remote learning to in-person? 

18 What type of emotions/feelings did you experience while transition to campus 

after the pandemic and how did you manage these emotions/feelings? 

19 How do you feel the pandemic affected your overall college experience? I am 

interested in any changes you experienced in the following aspects of your 

collegiate life: 

 A. Living situation 

 B. Work/Internship/Campus Involvement 

 C. Personal/Social 

 D. Academics/Learning 

20 Any experience(s) you feel you missed out on as a direct result of the pandemic 

and/or university closure? 

21 Anything you would want to keep from closures/remote learning? 

23 What recommendations, if any, in relation to lessons learned from the pandemic, 

do you have for the university or for higher education in general? 

24 Are there any resource/services/info that could have better supported you during 

closures and throughout transition back to campus? 

25 Describe your support system while in college? 

26 Are there any specific values or beliefs kept you motivated during the pandemic? 

27 How was your overall experience as first gen college student throughout the 

pandemic? 

28 During your overall college experience, which services/offices/programs if any 

supported you? 

29 Anything the institution could have done differently or better to support first-

generation college students during closures and transition back to campus? 

30 How might the university better support first-generation college students overall? 

31 Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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Follow-up/clarifying/probing questions to make sure that your interviewees have opportunity to 

talk about how they navigated challenges (not only discuss the challenges, but also discuss what 

helped them through) 

 

As a token of appreciation for completing the interview, you will receive a $25 Amazon 

electronic gift card which I will send to the email provided in the survey.  

 

Do you have any questions?  

 

Thank you again and good luck with finals! 
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