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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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The first-generation student population continues to grow and yet they are still one of the 

most high-risk populations for college non-persistence. A promising intervention with research-

based potential for combating first-generation drop-out rates in college is university-assisted 

schools. This study examines what first-generation students who attended a university-assisted 

high school say helped them persist through college. It also investigates potential ways that 

university-assisted high schools can better support first-generation students to persist in college. 

Utilizing a qualitative research design, participants were interviewed and their perceptions of 

experiences were coded and analyzed. This study’s findings point to first-generation students 

from a university-assisted school creating and relying on networks to persist in college. These 

networks filled areas that first-generation students generally tend to lack: sense of belonging and 

social and cultural capital. This study also found that the traditional “deficit” model used to 
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support first-generation students needs reframing and rethinking to change the way high schools 

and institutes of higher education approach supports for first-generation students. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
Overview 

This project investigated what supports at a university-assisted high school helped 

first-generation students persist in college. While university-assisted schools are uniquely 

resourced to prepare students for post-secondary education, first-generation students still do 

not persist at the same rate as their non-first-generation counterparts (U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). This study looked specifically at 

the reports of first-generation students who have attended a university-assisted school on the 

kinds of challenges they faced in their pursuit of higher education, and the factors that helped 

them persist. It also endeavored to find out what ways university-assisted schools can better 

support their first-generation students in persisting in college. These findings can be shared 

with institutes of higher education because many struggle to retain minority students, 

especially first-generation students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds. High 

schools who serve first-generation students and are looking for ways to improve college 

persistence would also benefit from the findings of this study. 

Background of the Problem 

First-generation college students in the United States, as defined by federal student 

outreach programs (Trio), are students whose parents or guardians have not completed a 

baccalaureate degree (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). A Department of Education 

study (2010) estimated that 50% of the college population is comprised of first-generation 

students and recent studies show this number continues to grow. However, a large percentage 

of these students drop out without obtaining a degree. First-generation students are not only 

less likely to obtain their degrees than traditional students, but they are twice as likely to drop 
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out of their four-year institution after their first year (U.S. Department of Education, National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Ishitani (2016) found that first-generation students are 

80% more likely to leave during their second year of enrollment and that lower retention 

rates continued until the end of the fifth year for first-generation students.  

Other studies show that even with prior preparation and previous high performance in 

high school, first-generation students generally perform at lower levels than their non-first-

generation peers (Chen, 2005; Pascarella et al., 2003, 2004). Research consistently shows 

that first-generation students have lower grade point averages in college than their non-first-

generation counterparts (Huerta et al., 2013; Martinez et al., 2009; Riehl, 1994).  

Lastly, first-generation students’ parents are unfamiliar with the U.S. higher 

education system, so they are unable to help their children navigate the process of choosing 

and applying for college (Engle, 2007). They also lack the experience to direct their children 

when they are accepted (Engle, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Cultural capital is the 

knowledge and familiarity with the culture of higher education, which includes the ability to 

understand information and attitudes needed to make decisions that help students in college 

(Pascerella et al., 2004). Because first-generation students often lack cultural capital from 

their parents, they do not have the help they need to understand the unspoken culture and 

intricacies of college and must navigate their own way through the college system. 

The numbers of first-generation students in American colleges are increasing and 

have become a large proportion of the total number of undergraduate students today. The 

first-generation student population can include undocumented immigrants in the U.S., with 

an estimated 65,000 undocumented students graduating from U.S. high schools each year 

(Dougherty et al. 2010). The National Center for Education Statistics (2002) revealed that in 
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1995-1996, 34% of students entering the nation’s four-year institutions and 53% of students 

starting at two-year colleges were first-generation students (Pascarella et al., 2016). 

According to a 2017 report published by the University of California on first-generation 

student success at their campuses, the number of first-generation undergraduates has grown 

6% between 2006 and 2016. 

Interventions for first-generation students at institutes of higher education include 

remedial classes, summer bridge programs, and institutional need-based scholarships. While 

each of these has some degree of success, studies have shown that these supports can also 

create challenges, including further feelings of alienation, and can ultimately cause decreases 

in cumulative achievement (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011; Means & Pyne, 2017; Strayhorn, 

2007). While these programs are well-intentioned, they can isolate first-generation students 

by placing them in a group that does not fully integrate into campus culture (Lowery-Hart & 

Pacheco, 2011).  

An intervention that shows great promise in preparing first-generation students for 

college without these complications is university-assisted schools. Colleges and universities 

are increasingly using resources to develop partnership schools. According to their website, 

the University-Assisted Community Schools Network includes over 20 universities that have 

partnered with local community K-12 schools. For example, the UCLA Center for 

Community Schooling is a UCLA initiative to advance university-assisted community 

schools like the UCLA Community School in Koreatown and the Mann UCLA Community 

School located in South Los Angeles. Their website states: “Our research, teaching, and 

service missions inform and are informed by the work of local schools and communities. In 

partnership, we are poised to disrupt historical inequalities and reimagine schooling as a 
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public good that prepares all students to succeed in college, careers, and civic life (UCLA 

Center for Community Schooling, 2020).  

Such schools have had success in graduating first-generation students. For instance, 

the UCLA Community School in Koreatown is an exception in its statistics, with a nearly 

100% high school graduation rate and a postsecondary plan rate in the upper 90%. However, 

there are indications that these students do not always persist beyond high school graduation. 

Studies have shown that first-generation students are more likely to drop out of college than 

their non-first-generation counterparts (Ishitani, 2016) due to some general characteristics 

that they share. Because university-assisted schools have invested substantial resources in 

their students’ success, it is important to know which of the supports they offer make an 

impact on degree attainment and persistence for first-generation students. 

Gaps in the Research 

Apart from rates of graduation, we do not know much about first-generation students’ 

journeys from university-assisted schools to higher education institutions, even when pre-

college academic and socioemotional supports exist. Currently, we do not know if this 

resource-intense support at the high school level is effective beyond graduation.  

  This project aimed to answer questions that have not yet been addressed in the 

literature: What new challenges do first-generation students from university-assisted schools 

face when they enter four-year institutions or two-year institutions? What has been their 

path? How have first-generation students used what they have learned from their university-

assisted school experience to navigate their post-secondary journeys and what did they wish 

they knew when they graduated?  
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Statement of Problem 

This study investigated first-generation alumni from a university-assisted school 

where 100% of graduates have post-secondary plans and 95% of students identify as first-

generation. After graduation from a school focused on preparing first-generation students for 

college, what do first-generation alumni from high-poverty areas say helped them and 

hindered them? The following research questions guided my study: 

1. What do first-generation students who attended a university-assisted school say 

helped them persist in college?  

2. How can university-assisted schools better support first-generation students in 

persisting in college? 

Site Selection and Target Population 

The target population for this research project was first-generation graduates from a 

university-assisted high school in Los Angeles (alumni from each graduating cohort since 

2012). The University Community High School in Los Angeles opened its doors in 2009 and 

graduated its first class of seniors in 2012. Each graduating class from the school is 

comprised of mostly first-generation students. Approximately 95% of the students that 

graduate from the University Community High School are first-generation students. The 

Class of 2016 had 94% of its students self-identify as first-generation students.  

Research Design 

University-assisted schools have high graduation rates with a high portion of students 

indicating that they plan to go to college. This study aimed to find out what supports at 

university-assisted schools help first-generation students persist in college by finding out 
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what they report helped them persist in college. I looked at one university-assisted school and 

interviewed alumni who were first-generation and had completed college. 

  I employed a qualitative research design to identify what university-assisted school 

supports help first-generation students persist in college, as well as to identify ways that 

university-assisted schools can better support their high school students to persist in college 

as first-generation students. Because qualitative research helps us to understand people and 

the events that influence them (Maxwell, 2013), qualitative methods were appropriate for this 

study. Qualitative data was collected in the form of interviews to obtain firsthand experiences 

and narratives from first-generation alumni from a university-assisted school.  

Significance of the Research 

 Because institutes of higher education struggle with retaining first-generation 

students, who make up nearly 50% of the college population in California, the findings in 

this study may be of interest to both college-level and K-12 institutions. One of the aims of 

this study was also to identify what university-assisted schools are doing that help first-

generation students persist in college. The findings from this study could potentially inform 

high schools and institutes of higher education who serve this population of students on how 

to increase college enrollment and college persistence.  
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 
Overview 

First-generation students are 50% more likely to drop out of college than their non-first-

generation counterparts, and twice as likely to drop out of four-year institutions after their first 

year (Ishitani, 2016). The numbers of first-generation students continue to increase in California 

colleges, now making up nearly half of California’s student population. Many institutional 

supports for first-generation students are available in the state; these vary from summer bridge 

programs to institution-based scholarships. While each of these supports have some degree of 

success, they can also create further challenges for students of color from marginalized 

backgrounds (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011). 

 The intervention that shows the most potential for helping first-generation students 

persist in college is the university-assisted schools as evidenced by these schools’ high 

graduation rates. University-assisted schools are partnerships with institutes of higher education 

and local school districts that are deliberately designed to disrupt persistent patterns of inequality 

and to prepare low-income students, students of color, and first-generation students to succeed in 

college (Quartz et al., 2017). This study sought to investigate what university-assisted school 

supports help first-generation students persist in college. Specifically, it indicated what first-

generation students who have attended a university-assisted school say helped them persist in 

college. This helped reveal how university-assisted schools help develop first-generation 

students with social and cultural capital to foster a sense of belonging to prepare them for 

college. By addressing how university-assisted schools help first-generation students persist in 

college, the study also found what other supports are needed. 
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This review of the literature begins with an overview of shared characteristics of first-

generation college students. Studies show the largest problem for this population is that they are 

more likely to not persist in college than their non-marginalized and continuing-generation peers. 

The review then identifies characteristics that most first-generation students share, related to 

non-degree obtainment. Specifically, I examined the research on acculturation and identity. 

These issues include home-school conflict, lack of cultural capital, and acculturation stress. The 

review then turns to research-based supports for first-generation students, including relationships 

with faculty and staff and self-belonging. Finally, I discuss the history and success of university-

assisted schools and identify the gap in understanding what supports they provide that are 

helping first-generation students persist in college. 

Obstacles Faced by First-Generation Students 

Shared General Characteristics That Lead to Non-Persistence 

 First-generation college students share general characteristics that correlate with a higher 

likelihood of dropping out. For example, first-generation students tend to have lower 

performance and thus persistence rates in college (Kao & Tompson, 2003; Lowery-Hart & 

Pacheco, 2011). Studies attribute these findings to the fact that first-generation students are less 

likely to engage in academic and social integration activities that are associated with success in 

college (Pike & Kuh, 2005). Due to their lack of resources, first-generation students are more 

likely to live off campus and work: They take classes part-time while they work full-time, which 

limits their time on campus. Less time on campus limits their ability to network with their peers 

in social and study groups, to participate in extracurricular activities, to interact with professors, 

and to use support services (Pascarella et al., 2003, 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996).  
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Key studies indicate that first-generation students tend to be less prepared academically 

for college. Using data from a single-institution study, Riehl’s (1994) classic study found that 

first-generation freshmen had lower SAT scores and lower high school grade point averages 

(GPAs) than continuing-generation freshman. Further, Nunez and Cuccaro-Alamin (1998) 

confirmed similar findings in a national study. Later studies confirm that first-generation 

students continue to be less academically prepared than their continuing-generation peers 

(Hudley et al., 2009; Pascarella et al., 2004). Compounding the issue for first-generation students 

of color, Latino students also remain the least educated population in the United States, despite 

current support structures (Hagedorn et al., 2007; Laden et al., 2008), and they also have lower 

high school and college graduation rates than any other group in the United States (Stoops, 

2004).  

Because first-generation students tend to be less academically prepared, they often 

require remedial coursework and lack time and study management skills (Riehl, 1994). First-

generation students experience more difficulty navigating the organizational aspects of higher 

education institutes and tend to be less confident in their academic abilities (Bui, 2002; Terenzini 

et al., 1996) and are less likely to ask for help from faculty (Jenkins et al., 2009). Other studies 

show that even with prior preparation and previous high performance in high school, these 

students generally perform at lower levels than their continuing-generation peers (Chen, 2005; 

Pascarella et al., 2003, 2004). Research consistently indicates that first-generation students have 

lower GPAs in college than their continuing-generation counterparts (Huerta et al., 2013; 

Martinez et al., 2009; Riehl, 1994). There is also a great deal of evidence that achievement gaps 

among racial and ethnic minorities widen over time (Kao & Tompson, 2003; Schneider et al., 
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2006). Even though the gap in college enrollment for students of color is decreasing, the college 

persistence gap is still considerable (Musu-Gillette et al., 2017). 

Lastly, many first-generation students’ parents are unfamiliar with the American higher 

education system, so they are unable to help their children navigate the process of choosing and 

applying for college. They also lack the experience to direct their children when they are 

accepted into institutes of higher education (Engle, 2007; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). While 

families may be supportive of their children pursing higher education, they do not always 

understand the demands it puts on their children. Three qualitative studies by Longwell-Grice et 

al. (2016) looked at themes of tension in family relationships and lack of familial support. The 

researchers found that, compared to students who had at least one college-educated parent, first-

generation students reported receiving less assistance in preparing for college and feeling less 

supported while attending college. These key studies focused on sources of resiliency and 

persistence of graduate students, explored sense of belonging for undergraduates attending three 

types of institutions, and examined the concerns of Latino students at a two-year college. All 

three studies confirmed that first-generation students struggle with unique identity challenges. 

For both psychological and physical well-being, students require a sense of belonging (Barden et 

al., 1985; Hale et al., 2005; Leary et al., 1995). Students of color also have to grapple with 

acculturation and identity issues (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016).  

Acculturation and Identity Issues  

While the struggle to adjust to higher education structures is not specific to first-

generation students, these students face distinct challenges that typical continuing-generation 

students do not. Acculturation is the process of change that stems from blending different social, 

psychological, and cultural aspects (Jenkins et al., 2013). First-generation students straddle two 
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different cultures: home culture and school culture. They must successfully navigate this process 

if they are to succeed in college. Blending different cultures can be fraught with stress and 

conflict. First-generation students grapple with the day-to-day tensions of learning and 

assimilating into campus culture while trying to negotiate between their home culture and 

identity (Jenkins et al., 2013; Vasquez-Salgado et al., 2015). Key research on acculturation issues 

by Jenkins et al. (2013) found that students who must negotiate between a home culture and an 

alien school culture show signs of stress while trying to acculturate. Cuellar’s (2000) study 

posited that schools are not only sites for acculturation, but for acculturative stress—distress 

associated with the acculturation process. Not only do first-generation students grapple with 

social and cultural transitions (Terenzini et al., 1996), higher education settings have different 

values, norms, behavioral expectations, and common academic culture (Jenkins et al. 2013) that 

create conflict for first-generation students. There are three prominent areas of acculturation and 

identity for students of color: home and school conflicts, identity conflicts, and lack of cultural 

capital. 

Home and school conflicts. First-generation students face tension between school 

demands and family demands that can undermine their success in college. In a study conducted 

by Vasquez-Salgado et al. (2015), the researchers recruited 18 Latino first-generation students to 

participate in group discussions and interviews which studied conflicts between family demands 

and school demands. Their findings suggest that Latino students experience conflict between 

collectivist demands of family and individualist academic achievement during their transition to 

higher education. All participants experienced conflicts between the demands of home and 

school. Other studies have looked at whether students see family obligations as important and if 

they engage in them.  
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Since many immigrant groups, especially those from Latin America, possess collectivist 

values that center around family obligations such as spending time with family, contributing to 

family, and assisting family, the collectivist-centered identity of family comes into conflict with 

the individualist demands of college (Fuligni et al., 1999; Telzer & Fuligni, 2009a, 2009b; 

Tseng, 2004). In their study, Vasquez-Salgado et al. found that first-generation students typically 

have more collectivist motives for attending college compared to their non-first-generation peers. 

According to numerous key studies in early literature, their motives include working hard to earn 

their degrees so that they can give back to their families (Fuligni, 2001; Suárez-Orozco, M. 1991; 

Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1995; Tseng, 2004). The demands of college are inherently 

individualistic; students must spend time away from family to attend classes, study, and work to 

help pay for college. While first-generation students may have collectivist motives for attending 

college, they must apply individualist methods to remain in school. In studies by Longwell-Grice 

et al. (2016) and Lowery-Hart and Pacheco (2011), researchers confirmed that students are 

caught between these two conflicting worlds. 

These contradictory burdens can create feelings of guilt and emotional distress when 

first-generation students are forced to choose between attending to family needs and the demands 

of school. Focusing part of their study on guilt, Vasquez-Salgado et al. (2015) revealed that first-

generation students felt guilty because they felt they disappointed their families. One student 

shared about feeling bad about not visiting her mother. Another student felt guilty about 

spending time at home and not doing schoolwork. The study reported that students become 

emotional while talking about these conflicts, and researchers stated that students expressed 

these conflicts as having a negative impact on their physical and emotional well-being.  
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These home and school tensions have a negative impact on academic performance for 

first-generation students, as demonstrated by Vasquez-Salgado et al (2015). First-generation 

students already tend to have lower GPAs than continuing-generation students, are often less 

academically prepared (Hudley et al, 2009; Pascarella et al, 2004), or underperform because of 

self-confidence issues (Pascarella et al., 2016). The conflicting demands between home and 

school further impact academic performance negatively. First-generation students who report 

spending more time assisting their families experience declining grades in both high school 

(Telzer & Fuligni, 2009) and in college (Tseng, 2004).  

Increasing the negative impact of academic acculturation issues, Vasquez-Salgado et al. 

(2015) emphasize that social issues arise from the collectivist values that first-generation 

students bring with them to the individualistic environment of higher education institutes. Their 

study stated that students experience a cross-cultural value conflict between family obligation 

and academic demands, which leads to internal turmoil and family conflict. In addition to 

acculturation issues, first-generation students also face identity conflicts in college. 

Identity conflicts. Strains in family relationships result in identity conflicts for many 

first-generation students. A recent study showed that Latino first-generation students experience 

identity struggles between their “old” selves and “new” selves, as college exposes them to new 

ideas and experiences (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016). In their study of identity struggles of first-

generation students, Lowery-Hart and Pacheco (2011) discovered that they struggled to fit in at 

schools. Students knew that fitting in would help them succeed academically, but they resisted 

fully embracing school culture to maintain their personal and social identities, which are tied to 

their family and community. Other studies confirm these strains: first-generation students report 

not being able to relate to their families and friends, being taunted for their new ideas, or being 
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ostracized for their pursuit of a degree (Bermeo et al., 2006; Miller, 2007). First-generation 

students report that family members have accused them of believing they are better than family 

members or of forgetting their roots (Orbe, 2006). Conversely, some parents have difficulty 

relating to their children when they visit or return from school (London, 1992; Rosas & Hamrick, 

2002). While this can be an issue for continuing-generation students or non-minority students, it 

appears more pronounced for first-generation students of color who have been accused by family 

members of performing whiteness or selling out their community (Orbe, 2003).  

 Orbe (2008) asserts that unsuccessful negotiation of old and new identities can have 

grave consequences for first-generation students. If these students are unsuccessful in navigating 

acculturation, they face losing their family’s support and their own identities in addition to 

dropping out of school. Lowery-Hart and Pacheco’s (2011) study described the conflicts that 

students experience between their desire to fit in at school and the fear of losing family. In their 

interview-based study, a student recounted her experience of being taunted by her family for her 

new ideas. In turn, the student had anxiety about fitting into school because she feared being 

rejected by the people she loves. Jenkins et al. (2013) demonstrated that first-generation students 

can suffer from depression that stems from separation issues; they simultaneously face separation 

from culture, family, and community as they attempt to integrate into a college culture that is 

alien and hard to navigate, while renegotiating their place in their own families. 

Lack of cultural capital and acculturation stress. In addition to negotiating their old 

and new identities, another issue that is unique to first-generation students is their lack of cultural 

capital. According to Pascarella et al. (2016), cultural capital refers to the assets that one 

possesses such as education, intellect, accumulation of knowledge, behaviors, and skills 

influenced by their social standing. Different groups of people have access to different forms of 



 

15 
 

cultural capital based on race, class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, and age. Jenkins et al. (2013) 

pointed out that because first-generation students lack cultural capital such as academic skills 

and knowledge that college-educated parents might provide, they are more likely to experience 

academic acculturation stress. While continuing-generation students and non-minority students 

may have parents that help prepare them for higher learning culture, first-generation students of 

color do not and they struggle to negotiate unwritten rules about colleges and institutes of higher 

learning. In a key study by Longwell-Grice et al. (2016) on navigating a campus, first-generation 

students reported feelings of disconnect and marginalization, as well as the need to learn 

unspoken rules. Researchers then asserted that first-generation students need to acquire cultural 

capital such as becoming familiar with navigating classes, and social relationships with peers and 

faculty through academic acculturation (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016). If they are not able to 

successfully acculturate into academic culture, first-generation students are more likely to 

experience frustration and failure than their continuing-generation counterparts. The study found 

that in addition to academic acculturation stress, first-generation students may struggle with 

depression and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms due to acculturation problems.  

Depression can also be a factor in low college persistence for students of color. In a study 

conducted by Jenkins et al. (2016), researchers interviewed 1,647 participants and measured 

first-generation and continuing-generation students’ depression symptoms and life satisfaction.  

The outcomes suggest that first-generation students and students of color struggle with higher 

level of PTSD symptoms, possible depression symptoms, and less life satisfaction than 

continuing-generation and non-minority students. These findings are a direct result of the 

challenges that first-generation students of color face such as acculturation conflicts and less 

effective supports from family and friends. Longwell-Grice et al.’s (2016) study corroborates this 
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finding as well. They found that first-generation students reported feeling less supported while 

attending school, and lacked a sense of belonging to the school they attended. Jenkins et al. 

(2016) recommended that higher levels of mental health services be made available for first-

generation students, especially for PTSD symptoms and challenges related to academic 

acculturation. The researchers suggested that counseling should be offered and schools should 

routinely screen first-generation students for PTSD symptoms and depression. 

Supports for First-Generation Students 

Despite facing major measurable obstacles, first-generation students can often find 

institutional support. Most typically, the available supports like remedial classes, summer bridge 

programs, and institutional need-based scholarships are somewhat successful, but tend to add 

new challenges to the first-generation college experience (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011; Means 

& Pyne, 2017; Strayhorn, 2007). These programs can separate first-generation students into a 

segregated group, furthering feelings of alienation and decreases in cumulative achievement. 

(Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011). Additional studies discussed showcase the ineffectiveness of 

such interventions.  

Why Some Supports Are Not Successful 

The limits of remediation. Well-known supports for first-generation students include 

remediation, summer bridge, and need-based scholarships and financial aid. Though there is 

considerable debate about the value and effectiveness of remediation, state policy makers and 

colleges invest large resources into such programs (Glenn, 2005; Schmidt, 2008). Most institutes 

of higher education offer remediation and almost half of all incoming freshman take some sort of 

remedial coursework (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Chen (2016) estimates that 40% of 

those starting in a four-year institution and 68% of those starting in a community college take at 
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least one remedial course during their college careers. Because colleges use a combination of 

SAT and ACT scores, high school grade point average, and placement tests to determine who 

needs remedial classes, first-generation students, who tend to be less academically prepared, are 

often placed in remediation (Boatman & Long, 2018). Boatmen & Long’s (2018) study found 

that remedial classes have mixed results for different students. They found that in comparison to 

students who were assigned in college-level courses, students assigned to courses one level 

below college-level courses were less likely to complete a college degree in eight years. These 

students also completed fewer college credits over time. A 2016 study by the Policy Institute of 

California found that only 27% of students placed in remedial math courses eventually pass. 

Another study by Hodara (2015) looked at ESL courses in colleges and found a negative effect 

on persistence, transfer rates, and degree attainment for students required to take these lowest 

level courses. Similarly, Dadger (2012) revealed that students enrolling in the lowest level math 

courses may have been better off enrolling in college-level courses. Taking remedial courses can 

also lead to lower self-esteem, higher frustration, and higher dropout rates (Bettinger & Long, 

2007; Jacob & Lefgren, 2004). 

The limits of summer bridge programs. Many institutes of higher education offer 

summer bridge programs. While we may know the purpose of summer bridge programs, 

relatively little empirical data exists about the efficacy of these programs (Coles, 1999; Gándara, 

1998; Perna, 2002) and even less is known about the effect of summer bridge programs on 

historically underrepresented college students like first-generation students. Strayhorn’s (2011) 

study explored this gap in understanding how effective summer bridge programs were for 55 

entering first-year students who were considered at-risk for failure in college. Some of the 

criteria used to select participants were lack of academic preparation, first-generation status, 
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independent students with dependent(s), adverse circumstances indicated in personal statements, 

and economically disadvantaged racial/ethnic minority status. It found that while participation in 

summer bridge programs did have an effect on academic skills, it did not seem to affect students’ 

sense of belonging and social skills (Stayhorn, 2011). Lack of sense of belonging is a key factor 

because it can contribute to first-generation non-persistence (Strayhorn, 2011). Traditional 

institutional supports miss opportunities to enhance sense of belonging for first-generation 

students (Means & Pyne, 2017). First-generation students also struggle with keeping family 

connections and supports that contributes to feelings of detachment and contributes to their low 

success in college degree attainment. Because first-generation students struggle with pressures to 

stay connected with their families and their origins while navigating foreign college spaces, they 

can experience feelings of disconnection as they attempt to become bicultural in home and 

school life. However, that sense of belonging for first-generation students is not static 

(Strayhorn, 2012). In another study of students enrolled in a summer bridge program, Strayhorn 

(2012) found that students reported a decrease in sense of belonging after their first semester in 

college. While some institutional supports were found to be effective during the summer before 

college or during the first year, first-generation minority students’ needs span beyond the first 

years. After the first year is over, many institutions shift their focus to the next year’s incoming 

students. Little is known about what happens to students in their second year of college, when 

more first-generation students drop out of college. In fact, Ishitani (2016) estimates that first-

generation students are 80% more likely than non-first-generation peers to leave during their 

second year of enrollment and that lower retention rates continued until the end of the fifth year 

for first-generation students. These studies indicate that advisors and faculty need to assist first-

generation students of color with their transition and acculturation beyond the first year or two in 
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college. The lack of support after the first year may also be contributing to low college degree 

attainment for students of color. 

The limits of financial support. First-generation students can also find support through 

need-based scholarships and financial aid. Studies show that financial aid plays a large role in 

increasing access to higher education (Hossler et al., 2006; St. John et al., 2000). Low-income 

and underrepresented students like first-generation students base their final college decisions 

based on financial aid offers and tuition costs (Kinzie et al., 2004; St. John et al., 2005, Walpole, 

2003). Because of national trends that decrease need-based aid and increase merit-based aid 

(Doyle, 2008), programs for supporting marginalized students are becoming increasingly vital to 

help with gaps in funding left by insufficient aid packages. Coupled with increasing tuition costs, 

more and more students of color and first-generation students rely on need-based scholarships 

(College Board, 2010).  

There is much criticism of aid programs and the efforts made to expand access for low-

income students (St. John et al, 2004; Swail & Perna, 2002). One such critique highlights how 

need-based funding typically pays the “last dollar” after students have accepted other forms of 

aid (Schwartz, 2008). Under this model, the actual amount granted to students is only slightly 

higher than the amount students would get without the program. For first-generation students, 

lack of financial literacy and the fear of taking out large loans is highly prohibitive when 

deciding if they will attend college. According to Berumen et al. (2015), even with need-based 

scholarships, family obligations, persistent concerns with high cost of books, and housing and 

living expenses contribute to lack of persistence. Programs such as work-study, which provides 

those with financial needs with jobs on campus as opposed to off campus, adds to the existing 



 

20 
 

problem of first-generation students spending less time in classes in order to work more than 20 

hours a week, contributing to lower college persistence. 

Financial aid and need-based scholarship efforts depend on the efforts of individual 

campuses and vary across each campus. First-generation students often report a lack of support 

for their specific needs (Berumen et al., 2015). It is common for students to get “lost in the 

shuffle” or find themselves lost amongst uneven financial and institutional support. There is 

often little coordination between the many offices and students as they begin their academic 

careers (Braxton et al., 2004; Kirst & Venezia, 2004). Students need accurate information and 

help in navigating complicated college systems (Alexson & Kemitz, 2004). Complicating 

matters further, financial aid disbursement often differs from tuition due dates and students who 

have no experience navigating this difficult and confusing system can find themselves 

overwhelmed with little experience to advocate for themselves. This is especially relevant and 

important for first-generation students who do not have the benefit of parental experience with 

college (Kirst & Venezia, 2004). Without help, first-generation students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds fall even further behind and are at risk of dropping out. While not all supports are 

perfect or meet the needs of all students, there have been some successful supports for first 

generation students at college campuses.  

What Has Been Shown to Work 

Approachable and supportive faculty. Means & Pyne’s (2017) study established that 

relationships with faculty were found to be pivotal for minority first-generation college students’ 

development of self-efficacy and sense of belonging. In a more extensive study of student-

faculty relationships, Morales (2014) conducted research on 50 academically resilient, low 

socioeconomic status students of color. His findings centered around what professors and faculty 
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did that resulted in development of self-efficacy for first-generation students. Faculty who were 

highly attuned to the specific needs of first-generation students, and modified their practices to 

better educate them, proved to be invaluable to the success of students. In another study that 

investigated sense of belonging for students, Freeman et al. (2007) provided evidence that first-

generation students attributed faculty members’ friendliness, helpfulness, and their ability to 

encourage participation in class to their own sense of belonging. Longwell-Grice (2016) found 

that first-generation students found the ability to work through issues with mentors critical to 

their successful navigation of college. Specific interventions that faculty and staff can employ, 

including how to make themselves approachable, came out of these studies (Ishitani, 2006; 

Morales, 2014; Strayhorn 2012). Being available before and after class, making students feel that 

they matter, and encouraging them to participate in class are all ways that faculty can contribute 

to first-generation students’ sense of belonging (Ishitani, 2006). Building relationship with them 

contributes to social and academic capital for first-generation students while also attending to 

students’ social integration needs (Strayhorn, 2012). This is especially relevant because of 

acculturation issues first-generation students face between home and school. Students are more 

motivated when they feel cared for (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016) and findings suggest that the 

number of advisor-advisee meeting may positively affect first-generation student persistence 

(Ishitani, 2006).  

Faculty of color. Even more effective in helping students of color are faculty of color, 

who can serve as a significant source of support. Several researchers have found Latino faculty 

members have a positive impact on Latino student success (Cedja & Rodes, 2004; Hagedorn et 

al., 2007; Perez et al., 2006). Studies have also shown that Hispanic faculty and other faculty of 

color are more likely than White faculty to offer emotional support, foster student success 
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through encouragement, and raise aspirations for students of color (Laden, 1999; Landen & 

Hagedorn, 2000; Turner & Myers, 2000). However, according to the National Center for 

Education Statistics (2016), of the 1.5 million faculty in degree-granting postsecondary institutes, 

only 5% were Hispanic, 6% were Black, and 10% were Asian/Pacific Islander.  

Colleges and universities face pressure to provide access to diverse student populations, 

yet they are finding it difficult to retain first-generation students of color. These students face 

greater challenges than their continuing-generation and non-minority counterparts and are at high 

risk for dropping out because they are more often from low socioeconomic status backgrounds, 

lack family support, academic preparation, and knowledge about higher education. Acculturation 

issues, cultural and academic conflict also compound drop-out rates for first-generation students.  

University-Assisted Schools 

The intervention that shows unique promise for smoothing transitions to post-secondary 

education for first-generation students is university-assisted schools. With the wealth of 

resources, research, and expertise that universities can provide, these partnerships show great 

promise in helping schools serve first-generation students. Colleges and universities are 

increasingly using resources to develop partnership schools, with over 20 university partnerships 

in the University-Assisted Community Schools Network alone. In Los Angeles, UCLA has an 

initiative called the Center for Community Schooling to advance university-assisted community 

schools like the UCLA Community School in Koreatown and the Mann UCLA Community 

School located in South Los Angeles. The university’s resources are used to position K-12 

schooling as a public good and prepare more students for college and careers. 

The university-assisted community school approach was first developed by the 

University of Pennsylvania in 1985 with both school and community partners in West 
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Philadelphia. The design for these schools was based on John Dewey’s theory that the 

community school can function as the major hub for neighborhoods by providing comprehensive 

services, spurring other community groups, and helping with issues that communities face. Since 

schools belong to the community, they serve as an ideal center for community engagement 

(Harkavy et al., 2013). Universities are uniquely positioned to provide support for community 

schools in the areas of academic and instructional support, health and human services, college 

access programs, research, and evaluation (Harkavy et al., 2013). Quartz et al. (2017) maintain 

that universities also provide potential for bringing together research and practice to bring about 

real change in schools, and potentially beyond, with the promise of innovation to districts. 

Eventually, university-assisted schools were deliberately designed to disrupt persistent patterns 

of inequality and to prepare low-income students, students of color, and first-generation students 

to succeed in college (Quartz et al., 2017). The concept has since been adapted nationally.  

Such schools have had success in graduating marginalized and first-generation students. 

For instance, the UCLA Community School in Koreatown reports a nearly 100% high school 

graduation rate and postsecondary plan rate over 90%. A recent report by Jacobo & Quartz 

(2019) shows that the UCLA Community School alumni persist at a higher rate in college 

compared to the nation and state of California. Another successful example of a university-

assisted school is the Richmond Aspire California College Preparatory Academy (CAL Prep). 

CAL Prep is a public charter school that was co-founded by the University of California, 

Berkeley and Aspire Public Schools in August 2005. The mission of the school is to help under-

served low-income and first-generation students gain access to college and to succeed in 

institutes of higher education. The school serves approximately 420 students in grades 6-12, with 

80% of the students from racial and ethnic groups under-represented in higher education. The 
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student body is 19% African American, 60% Latino/Hispanic, 2.3% Asian, 3% Filipino, 2% East 

Indian, 2.4% Multi-ethnic/Caucasian, and 11.7% Other; 10% are English Language Learners, 

68% are eligible for free or reduced lunch, and 72% will be first in their families to graduate 

from college. According to their website, the school boasts an impressive 100% college 

acceptance rate for all its graduates with each graduating class being around 60 students each 

year (Center for Educational Partnerships, 2020).  

A third example of university-assisted school in California is the Preuss School, a 

collaboration with University of California, San Diego that opened in 1999. The school began 

when a group of UC San Diego faculty began planning for ways to increase the number of low-

income and under-represented groups at UC San Diego. Built and run by the university in 

partnership with the San Diego Unified School District, the Preuss School has become a unique 

middle and high school serving low-income students who strive to be the first in their families to 

go to college. Education Data Partnership (2019) reports the student population is almost 60% 

Hispanic or Latino, nearly 15% Asian and 10% African American. Students are selected through 

a lottery application process and must meet two eligibility requirements: Be from a low-income 

family and have no parent or guardian who has graduated from a four-year college. According to 

their website, 90% of their graduates are consistently accepted to four-year colleges and 

universities and nearly 100% of their graduates go on to some form of higher education (2020). 

Conclusion 

Research has consistently shown us that marginalized students who are first in their 

families to go to college are in danger of dropping out of college before achieving degree 

attainment. We know there are academic preparedness issues, sociocultural issues, identity 

issues, and problems with sense of belonging for these students. Institutes of higher education 
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struggle to retain these students even while the population of first-generation students continues 

to grow. Even with supports at the college level, these supports only have varying degrees of 

success for marginalized students. University-assisted schools are deliberately designed to 

disrupt persistent patterns of inequality for low-income students of color and first-generation 

students. University-assisted schools serve students of color who are from low socioeconomic 

backgrounds with the intention of preparing them to succeed in college (Quartz et al., 2017). 

However, little is known about what supports are helping first-generation students who have 

attended a university-assisted school with persistence in college. This project’s goal was to 

investigate what supports at a university-assisted high school help first-generation students 

persist in college, what challenges they faced in college, and what they say university-assisted 

schools can do to help with college persistence for first-generation students. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
Overview 

Many students of color from low socioeconomic backgrounds are first in their families to 

go to college. We know that first-generation students, now nearly half of California’s college 

student population, are also more likely to drop out of college than their non-first-generation 

counterparts. They are twice as likely to drop out of four-year institutions after their first year. As 

discussed in Chapter Two, the intervention university-assisted schools show great promise for 

protecting transitions to post-secondary education for first-generation students. These 

partnerships between institutes of higher education and K-12 schools specifically serve 

populations of marginalized and first-generation students and show great progress in graduating 

this population from high school. In addition, their college acceptance rates are very promising.  

However, we do not know what specific supports at these schools help first-generation students 

persist in college. This project looked at what supports at university-assisted schools help first-

generation students in institutes of higher education. The following questions drove this study: 

1. What do first-generation students who attended a university-assisted school say helped 

them persist in college?  

2. How can university-assisted schools better support first-generation students in persisting 

in college? 

In this chapter, I outline my research design and justification for using a qualitative study 

design to explore what first-generation college graduates who attended a university-assisted 

school say helped them persist and what ways these schools can better support first-generation 

students in persisting in college. I then discuss my site and population for this study, data 
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collection and analysis methods, possible ethical issues for my study, and then conclude with a 

discussion around credibility and trustworthiness of my study. 

Research Design and Rationale 

Because this research was designed to fill gaps in the research on what happens to first-

generation alumni from university-assisted schools when they attend college, I used a qualitative 

approach to investigate what supports at a university-assisted school helped first-generation 

students persist in college. This study was framed around sense of belonging and the ways it 

affects first-generation students’ experiences and college persistence. Additionally, I delved into 

finding out what these alumni said were challenges they faced and what they said helped them 

persist. While there is quantitative data that provides information about the alumni from 

university-assisted schools and college persistence, a qualitative research approach provided an 

opportunity to study a specific topic in its natural setting and allowed a way to explore alumni 

perceptions in a deeper way (Creswell, 2003). This method also helps researchers with building a 

relationship with participants that hopefully results in obtaining meaningful data that tells a story 

about a particular phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Another benefit of using a qualitative approach 

was the ability to modify questions and make follow-up inquiries that provided better insight and 

helped me, the researcher, gain a greater understanding of participants’ perceptions of the way 

they make meaning of their experiences (Creswell, 2014).  

I used in-depth interviews to look at how attending a university-assisted school helped 

first-generation students. This method captured perspectives from individual students and their 

own meanings and understandings from their unique viewpoints. Merriam (2016) states that the 

product of qualitative inquiry is richly descriptive, capturing stories to help understand the 

unique challenges that first-generation students faced in college, such as how they dealt with lack 
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of sense of belonging and acculturation issues. Participant interviews were paramount in 

supporting findings from this study (Merriam, 2016). Using a semi-structured interview protocol 

allowed for participants to give their own unique interpretations of their high school and college 

experiences. This helped in exploring themes that they talked about and gave opportunities for 

me to gather detailed information about their individual stories (Merriam, 2016). Though I used a 

consistent protocol, asking roughly the same questions of each participant, I also had the 

flexibility to explore participants’ responses as they shared their perceptions with me during the 

interviews. In addition, because a qualitative design focuses on learning what the participants see 

as the problem or how they make meaning of things, a qualitative approach was best suited for 

this kind of study (Creswell, 2014).   

While the use of quantitative data such as a survey could have helped with providing a 

description of trends, attitudes, or opinions of the alumni from a university-assisted school 

(Creswell, 2014), a quantitative study alone would not have worked in this case. While we could 

have gathered data on the numbers of students who persist or do not persist, a quantitative study 

would not have helped us fill in the gaps of understanding what happens to first-generation 

students in college after they leave high school or what helped them in college and what supports 

they gained during their time at a university-assisted high school. 

Site and Participants 

My target population for this study was alumni from a university-assisted school that 

serves a predominately immigrant and low socioeconomic community where nearly 100% of the 

graduates from this school are first-generation students. The 27 participants in this study 

included college graduates who were all at least 21 years or older. All participants attended the 

same university-assisted high school. The site for this study was University Community High 
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School, a K-12 public community school, located in the heart of one of the most densely 

populated communities in Los Angeles. It is partnered with a public R1 university which is 

located less than 10 miles from University Community High School. This high school was 

selected for the study because of the support it receives from the R1 public university, in the 

form of mentorship opportunities from university faculty, staff, and students, internship 

opportunities for high school students, enrichment programs sponsored by university student 

groups and departments, collaborative research efforts, and shared governance design between 

the district, school and university.  

Fourteen participants were female and 13 were male. They all attended and graduated 

from University Community High School. University Community High School serves a high-

immigrant population where Latinos make up the largest ethnic group at more than 84% of the 

school’s population, and Asians making up the next largest ethnic group at around 14%. Table 1 

shows each participant’s gender, ethnic identity, year they graduated from University 

Community High School, college graduation year, and type of college they attended. It also 

indicates if they commuted to college and how many years they spent in college before 

graduating. The majority of participants attended either a University of California school (UC) or 

a California State school (Cal State). The majority of participants, 25, attended college in 

California and two attended college in a different state and/or country. 

Table 1 

 Participant Demographic Information 

Pseudonym Gender Race 
HS Grad 

Year 
College 

Grad Year College Commuted? 
Years to 

Graduate 
Alyssa female Asian 2012 2016 UC ✓ 4 

Melanie female Latina 2012 2018 Cal State    7 
Marshaun male Asian 2013 2017 Cal State  ✓ 4 
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Ruby female Latina 2013 2017 UC   4 
Stan male Asian 2013 2017 UC   4 
Zach male Latino 2013 2017 UC   4 

Joanne female Asian 2013 2017 Private   4 
Adrian male Latino 2014 2019 UC ✓ 5 

Anousheh female Asian 2014 2018 UC   4 
Lenny male Latino 2014 2018 UC   4 
Jack male Latino 2014 2020 Cal State    6 

Asako female Asian 2014 2018 UC ✓ 4 
Gracen male Latino 2015 2019 UC   4 
Susan female Asian 2015 2019 UC   4 

Brendan male Latino 2015 2019 UC   4 
Rosen male Latino 2015 2020 Cal State    5 
Jack male Latino 2015 2019 UC   4 

Belen female Latina 2015 2020 UC   5 
Ngoc male Asian 2015 2019 Private   4 
Zuhey female Asian 2015 2019 UC   4 

Roberto male Latino 2016 2020 Cal State    4 
Leah female Latina 2016 2020 UC   4 
Clark male Asian 2016 2020 UC   4 

Allison female Asian 2016 2020 UC   4 
Naddia female Latina 2016 2020 Private   4 
Opal female Mixed 2016 2020 UC   4 
Sarah female Asian  2016 2020 Cal State  ✓ 4 

 

The majority of participants in this study went directly to a four-year institution, but four 

attended a community college and transferred to a four-year college as shown in Table 2.   

Table 2 
 
Participant Transfer Rates  
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Data Collection 

After receiving all necessary approvals from IRB, I began to collect data. Participants 

were recruited via email and social media during the month of January 2020 with interviews 

conducted over the month of February 2020. Recruiting efforts were two-pronged: email and 

social media. The 286 email addresses that were used came from my own personal database that 

I had collected during my time when I supported University Community High School as a 

University representative (see Appendix A). Approximately half of these emails bounced back as 

undeliverable. These emails were collected from 2013-2017 from each graduating class. I also 

used Facebook and Instagram to post announcements and to invite alumni of University 

Community High School to participate (see Appendix B). I posted on my personal pages as well 

as the Facebook pages for University Community High School. Participants were offered $20 

cash as compensation for their participation in the study. When alumni responded with interest in 

being interviewed, they were asked if they were first-generation students and if they had 

graduated from college. There were 33 initial respondents to my recruitment efforts: nine email 

responses and 24 messages via Facebook and Instagram. Five of these initial respondents were 

still a year or more away from graduating from college and one changed their mind about being 

interviewed. As each respondent contacted me, they were asked if they preferred to do a one-on-

one interview and if they knew of any other first-generation alumni from their university-assisted 

school who had graduated from college that they would like to invite to participate in a focus 

group interview. They were also asked if they knew of any fellow alumni who might be 

interested in being interviewed. One respondent recruited two other alumni to participate in a 

focus group. Using this snowballing sampling technique, I was contacted by four additional 

alumni who fit the criteria of this study and were willing to participate in an interview. Data for 
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this study was comprised of 24 one-on-one interviews that lasted between 35 minutes and one 

hour, plus one focus group interview of three alumni that lasted 90 minutes.  

Interviews were conducted both in person in empty classrooms or in my office at the 

university for which I work and also via Zoom video conferencing. I used the same interview 

protocols for each of my interviews to maintain consistency (see Appendix C). For the focus 

group, the protocol was slightly adjusted to account for the multiple participants but it touched 

on the same themes as the one-on-one interviews (see Appendix D). During each interview, I 

took care to keep interviews semi-structured because I anticipated responses to be individual and 

personal to each person being interviewed. Semi-structured interviews helped account for 

respondents’ unique interpretation and allowed me to explore emerging themes and respond to 

opportunities for richer data (Merriam, 2009). It also allowed for flexibility to explore their 

perceptions and responses for added depth to the research. Leaving the interview questions open-

ended allowed for follow up questions based on what they shared about their own individual 

experiences. To expand on participants’ perceptions about their high school and college 

experiences, the interview protocol explored topics that included: 

• High school supports 

• College supports 

• Challenges they faced in college 

• Family and community 

• What they wished they knew before starting college	

The purpose of the interviews was to hear from the participants what supports they identified as 

helping them persist in college, what hindered them, and how their high school prepared them to 

meet the challenges they faced in college.  
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Data Analysis Methods 

 Interviews were recorded with both a recording device and my cell phone as a back-up. 

During and immediately after interviews were conducted, I took notes of observations to 

improve my data collection. Immediately after each interview, I uploaded audio files to a 

transcription service (Temi.com). I double-checked each transcript for errors and listened to the 

audio recordings multiple times. I also looked at notes that I had taken while listening to audio 

recordings and added memos and notes during my review of transcripts. To help with handling 

of so much data, I utilized the services of Dedoose.com. This process of reading and reviewing 

my transcripts and re-listening to the audio recordings heled me begin to develop themes from 

the interviews (Merriam, 2015).  

I employed an open coding method with a list of potential themes I expected to find 

within the data, but the coding method also allowed for new codes to emerge. The themes that I 

looked for were not just academic preparation, but also social and cultural capital, sense of 

belonging, and what specifically they felt their high schools did that helped them in college. 

Creating these “bins” helped me to categorize my data and keep my study focus on my research 

questions when I was faced with an abundance of data (Merriam, 2015). Analytic memos were 

also made throughout this first cycle of coding. Then I moved on to using a more analytical 

process where I continued to code, further categorize, and organize the data (Maxwell, 2015). 

This process included multiple iterations and “cycles.” It allowed me to reorganize and reanalyze 

codes within my data. It also allowed me to fine tune my coding structure by merging together 

similar codes, recoding, and eliminating redundant codes (Saldaña, 2013).  
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Ethical Issues 

 As a former representative of the university partnered with University Community High 

School and former liaison to University Community High School, I had increased access to the 

study participants and personal and professional relationships with some of the study 

participants. I also had considerable knowledge about the setting of the school, its programs, and 

institutional memory about the partnership itself (Maxwell, 2013). My former position as liaison 

to the school afforded me the increased likelihood of participation from alumni of University 

Community High School from those who met the criteria for this study: first-generation students 

who attended a university-assisted school and graduated from college. 

 Because the nature of this study included struggles that my participants faced, it was 

crucial that I was clear about the purpose of my study. Because there was potential to cause 

unintended harm by asking alumni what their experiences were and what challenges they faced, I 

collected informed consent from participants and provided a list of counseling resources at the 

conclusion of the interview if they so desired. I explained in detail that the intent of the study 

was to inform practice in ways to potentially help others and I emphasized to alumni that they 

could help other students by being completely honest about the challenges they faced after 

leaving high school. Also, I discussed that this study was conducted in confidentiality and that 

their privacy would be protected by using pseudonyms and all identifying information would be 

changed. Because of the sensitive nature of these interviews, participants were given a choice to 

do either one-on-one interviews or if they wanted to participate in a focus group, they were 

allowed to choose participants for the focus group. Pseudonyms were used in place of all 

participant names and no identifiable participant information was shared. All data collected was 

password protected on my computer and deleted after the study was completed. 
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Credibility and Trustworthiness 

In order to increase credibility of my study, I employed several safeguards. Reactivity 

was a threat to this study because of my relationship with some of the alumni from University 

Community High School. Also, being a first-generation person of color could have potentially 

created a layer of emotional connection with my participants. There was a possibility that 

participants might provide responses that they thought I might want to hear. To combat these 

threats to my study, I used standardized protocols for data collection to help ensure that I asked 

all the participants the same base questions. I also emphasized to alumni that they could help 

other students by being completely honest about the challenges they faced after leaving high 

school. Using standardized protocols and coding procedures ensured that the data analysis was 

systematic and that cherry-picking of quotes did not happen.  

My own bias was also a threat to this study because of my close connection to the 

community. In order to combat this, I carefully consulted with members of my dissertation 

committee throughout this project, asking for feedback and review of all survey and interview 

protocols. I met regularly with members of my dissertation committee during the research 

design, data collection, and especially during the data analysis phase to share my findings. In 

addition to my committee members, I worked with peers who reviewed my themes and findings. 

They challenged any assumptions around data interpretation and conclusions. 

Since my study is specific to first-generation students who have attended a university-

assisted school, my study does not claim to be generalizable to all first-generation students. 

However, the experiences of these students in colleges can be informative and useful. I was able 

to conduct in-depth interviews to delve deep in the experiences and perceptions of my 

participants to understand what happens to them as they go on to college. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 

Overview 

As discussed in Chapter One, more and more first-generation students and students of 

color are enrolling in college after high school (McFarland et al., 2017). However, these students 

continue to struggle with persisting and completing college, and institutions continue to struggle 

to retain them (Hagedorn et al., 2007; Laden et al., 2008; Stoops, 2004). While university-

assisted schools are poised to help this specific population of students go on to college—by 

offering college prep courses, helping to create college-going cultures, and giving students a 

sense of belonging—we lack research on what happens to them once they graduate from high 

school. In particular, what happens to them when they go to college? What helps them persist 

and what challenges do they face? What do they say they wished they had known when starting 

college? 

In this chapter, I present the findings from my study, which begin to answer these 

questions. Specifically, the findings address the two research questions that guided this study: 

1. What do first-generation students who attended a university-assisted school say helped 

them persist in college?  

2. How can university-assisted schools better support first-generation students in persisting 

in college? 

As I described in the previous chapter, I conducted 23 interviews and one focus group, 

with a total of 27 participants. All study participants were first-generation college graduates who 

had attended the same university-assisted high school, which I call University Community High 

School. To protect participants’ confidentiality, all names used are pseudonyms.  
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With the use of two conceptual framework lenses—sense of belonging and social and 

cultural capital—four themes arose from the interviews: first-generation networks and support 

systems; student agency; college type and size; and first-generation challenges. Table 3 outlines 

the themes and subthemes with the conceptual framework and research question(s) that each 

theme addresses. 

Table 3 

Connection of Themes and Subthemes to Conceptual Framework and Research Questions 

Themes and Subthemes 

Conceptual 
Framework(s) 

Research 
Question(s) 

Sense of 
Belonging 

Social and 
Cultural 
Capital RQ 1 RQ 2 

First-Generation Networks and Supports ✓ ✓ ✓  
High School Network ✓ ✓	 ✓  
Fellow High School Alumni ✓ ✓ ✓  
College Networks and Supports ✓ ✓ ✓  
University Resource Networks ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Student Agency  ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Connections With Faculty ✓ ✓	 ✓	 ✓	
College-Going High School Culture ✓ ✓	 ✓	 	
College Type and Size ✓  ✓ ✓ 
First-Generation Challenges ✓ ✓  ✓ 
College Rigor and Rules ✓   ✓ 
Financial Stress ✓ ✓  ✓ 
Acculturation and Home–School Conflict ✓ ✓  ✓	
Pathways to College Degree  ✓  ✓ 
 

Findings 

In Chapter Two, I discussed sense of belonging. Research has shown how important it is 

for first-generation students and students of color to feel a sense of belonging in order to persist 

in school. For both psychological and physical well-being, students require a sense of belonging 
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(Barden et al., 1985; Leary et al., 1995; Hale et al., 2005). I open with a discussion of this broad 

theme because it was such a strong thread throughout the interviews and focus group. As will 

become evident from the discussion that follows, the participants of my study felt cared for by 

teachers, staff, and fellow students at University Community High School.  

Each interview began with the same prompt: “Tell me about your high school 

experiences.” All of the participants opened with statements about how they felt cared for and 

about the sense of community they felt at their high school. Alyssa exemplified this feeling when 

she described how she saw her high school as “home” and how passionate her teachers were 

about their work: 

I fit in with my peers right away and it felt like a community right away. It felt like home. 

It took a while to, like, find my lifelong friends, and I made a few good ones.…My 

teachers are really great at their craft. They’re really passionate about not just teaching 

but also helping us to become the better version of ourselves. To become contributing 

adults, just doing, like, great in the community, making sure that we know where we’re 

at, plan what we want to do in the future. Even when I left the high school there was a 

mentorship and help that I could always go back to. I felt the support in every way 

possible, basically. 

Alyssa, like many of the study participants, said she felt cared for even after she graduated from 

high school, and appreciated knowing that she had this community to return to when needed.  

First-Generation Networks and Supports 

 High school network of teachers, counselors, and staff. Study participants reported 

being able to reach out to their high school support systems to help them during college. 

Specifically, 16 of the 27 participants stated that while they were in college they either reached 
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out to their former high school teachers and counselors or their teachers reached out to them. 

They detailed a strong sense of community and close personal relationships with teachers, 

counselors, and fellow students. Many added that the alumni of University Community High 

School became a resource for them after they graduated from high school and went on to pursue 

a college degree.  

When asked why they reached out, some mentioned that they sought help with academic 

content they were struggling with at college or with financial aid questions. Several mentioned 

getting emails or calls from high school teachers just to “check in.” One student recalled getting 

a care package from her high school college counselor while she was attending college out of 

state. Many also made it a point to visit their high school whenever they could. When asked why 

she did so, Joanne said, “I think it’s ‘cause I loved my teachers so much.” She continued: 

I always say, like, I spent more time there than I ever spent at home. I was really only at 

home to sleep and, like, do homework. Like, I loved all of, like, my teachers. I love the 

staff in the office. Like, I was the person that always literally just like spent their free 

time in the staff room. Like, I was just like, “Hey, what’s everyone doing today?” Like, 

“What is, what’s going on in the office world of University Community High School?” I 

made a real connection with a lot of my teachers and the people that worked there. So I 

think I didn’t want them to feel like I forgot, just from leaving. Um, so yeah, I think that 

was definitely more of my thing for sure. I think I had a very personal connection with 

them and I want them to see I’m doing well. 

Like Alyssa, Joanne felt that her high school was a community and she said she spent 

more time there than in her own home. She clearly showed a connection to both teachers and 

staff and, notably, described her feeling for them as “love.” As a student, Joanne felt community 
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and sense of belonging, and this allowed her to initiate everyday conversations with teachers and 

staff. She continued to visit even after graduating because it was important for her to maintain a 

connection with them.  

Many of these first-generation alumni kept in contact with their former high school 

teachers, counselors, and staff. Meeting in person, staying in contact via social media, and 

returning to the school to visit were some of the main ways that they did so. Three alumni who 

had gone on to pursue graduate degrees used their University Community High School resources 

for letters of recommendation and advice for choosing graduate programs. Five also mentioned 

asking for career advice after completing their undergraduate degrees and for assistance as they 

applied to graduate programs. 

 Network of fellow high school alumni. The sense of belonging that study participants 

felt during high school could still be seen after they finished college. As just described, many 

created their own networks that included their high school teachers, counselors, and mentors they 

connected with through the university partnership. Perhaps most importantly, they also stayed 

connected to their high school peers. Ten participants described reaching out to one another for 

help, even when they were attending different colleges. While studies have shown that some 

students go back to high school for help from teachers and counselors (Saunders & Serna, 2004), 

participants in this study created their own social and cultural capital amongst one another. They 

reported reaching out to high school classmates for academic support, emotional support, advice 

on majors, and financial aid questions. For example, Alyssa described connecting with a high 

school classmate about her college coursework: 

So I know, like, she goes all the way across the country at a different college, but we both 

took psychology during the same semester. So even though we weren’t on the same 
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textbook, we weren’t taking, like, our professors who are very different, we still talked to 

each other. And she would ask me questions about, um, about psychology terms. And I’d 

be like, “Oh, this is this, and this and this.” And then I’d ask her questions about 

psychology terms. So even, like, they don’t even have to be in the same college as you. 

It’s just having the similar classes. I’m like, “Oh, have you taken this class? Can you tell 

me a little bit more about it?” 

Because they learned to rely on one another during high school, they continued to rely on 

one another for support. For Alyssa, the support was academic. For Roberto, the support was 

more personal. He reached out to a fellow University Community High School alum who was at 

another college to help him through some issues with depression and when he failed some 

classes during his first year: “I will always remember my first quarter of freshman year. I was 

crying. I would call Natasha and just, and just expressed to her how much I’m struggling and I 

wanted to drop out. I was basically crying to them.” As evidenced by these comments, the 

participants in this study created networks amongst themselves and other high school alumni for 

both academic and social support. 

The study participants seemed to recognize the need to build more social and cultural 

capital for themselves. When asked what University Community High School could have done to 

better prepare them for college, seven participants talked about wishing they had had more 

exposure to university programs and mentors to help them get used to different experiences and 

people. They discussed internships and mentors who helped them with beginning to see what 

college life would be like, and expressing wanting more exposure to that.  

Leah, for example, talked about having to learn how to “code switch” when she got to 

college. Even with university mentors and experience with different programs, she said she 
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wished she had been more exposed to other diverse cultures and people that she was not exposed 

to her at her high school (both academically and socially), as acculturation challenges were still a 

factor for her. She felt this would have helped her better prepare for what she would experience 

in college. 

Participants specifically mentioned that it would have been helpful while in high school 

to talk to University Community High School alumni who were either in college or had recently 

graduated from college. While the school’s university partner brought mentors, such as 

professors and college students, they referenced the need for shared experiences from someone 

they could relate to—something that seemed to be tied to the strong sense of belonging they felt 

in high school. Opal explained: 

I think that’d be good because, like, I guess when you hear the term college professor 

versus, like, high school students, high school prep teacher, like, there’s definitely 

another level of intimidation. Because I guess they are, I don’t want to say higher, but it 

is more intimidating when you think about it. And I guess for students, becoming more 

familiar with college professors would definitely be useful, so that there’s really 

nothing—I know there’s nothing to fear, but I was still scared. But to hear from someone 

who came from your community, and to hear what they are going through and what 

helped them, would be something that would be super helpful. 

In fact, four of these seven participants recalled “homecoming” events where they were invited 

back to speak to homeroom classes of middle school and high school students at University 

Community High School. Rosen explained, “I loved going back and talking about my college 

experiences. I wish I had that when I was there [in high school].” 
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 College networks and supports. When asked what academic and social supports they 

found in college, participants talked about programs such as Advanced Academic Programs 

(AAP). AAP is one of the largest university-based student programs in the United States. Its 

programs are specifically targeted to serve first-generation, low-income, and historically 

underrepresented students. It aims to ensure academic success, retention in college and 

graduation. Six participants recalled that programs like this were very helpful in connecting them 

to resources, including advisors, mentors, and tutoring opportunities, and in helping them meet 

other students who became friends. When asked how they found these programs, two 

participants reported that a high school teacher or counselor had referred them, and the other four 

reported that their colleges had reached out to them to enroll because they were first-generation 

students of color.  

Because first-generation students may lack the social and cultural capital that their 

continuing-generation counterparts often possess, they may find it difficult to seek out help. 

Even when they acknowledge that they “should” do so, first-generation students often do not ask 

for help. When asked about seeking social or academic help, Branden shared: 

I’m kind of introverted, so I had a very small group of friends, but we did a lot. We 

studied together, we did a lot together. I didn’t join many orgs…Um, I should have joined 

some clubs, but I always told myself I would, and I didn’t take the opportunity to. I used 

school as an excuse or classwork as an excuse. I always thought I could figure it out on 

my own. 

Most participants did, however, seek out campus resources, and they reported finding 

communities of students who were like them. In addition to programs like AAP, they talked 

about finding resources specific to first-generation students and low-income students of color. 
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They either found out about these resources through AAP, other first-generation students, or 

friends they met through organizations, such as fraternities.  

Two participants spoke about joining a fraternity on campus and described that their 

decision to do so involved a desire to find friends who were like them—Spanish-speaking, 

mostly first-generation—and to find a community of students they could relate to and more 

easily ask for support and help through the college process. Participants said these resources 

helped them to develop a sense of belonging and to persist in college.  

In sum, the study participants may have had some difficulty searching for resources or 

help during college. When they did find the right resources, their support systems often involved 

students they could relate to, such as other undocumented students, students of color, low-

income students, first-generation students, and students who commuted to campus. Through 

these peers, they found spaces that contributed to their sense of belonging in college. 

 University resource networks. Partnership programs with the university helped first-

generation students from University Community High School. Acculturation issues and lack of 

social and cultural capital for first-generation students has been cited as a large factor for why 

many first-generation students do not persist through college (Barden et al., 1985; Leary et al., 

1995; Hale et al., 2005). University-assisted schools like University Community High School 

benefit from partnership opportunities with the university. Often, resources such as research and 

formal support programs are incorporated into school programs, and in their own way they can 

create social and cultural capital opportunities for first-generation students. University 

Community High School has several key programs that enrich the academic curriculum, such as 

tutoring by university departments, undergraduate and graduate mentor programs, fellowship 
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programs, and summer enrichment programs. These programs also provide social enrichment 

opportunities for students to meet university professors and students.  

Fourteen of the 27 study participants said that university programs were instrumental in 

helping them prepare for college. They recalled that these programs helped them become 

familiar with what life could look like after high school. In particular, the programs gave them 

access to university mentors, who became valuable resources for these first-generation students. 

Five participants talked about summer opportunities, including a STEM-related internship 

opportunity—which helped them decide what major to pursue in college—and summer camp. 

Anousheh described her experience with the summer camp: 

And then tech camp was the summer program that I did…That was fun. I don’t know 

how I could’ve gotten in there. I wouldn’t have even known about it if it wasn’t for the 

school. I think that’s the turning point probably that got me into college. I don’t know, 

like as an engineering major especially, I would have had no experience. [It] made me 

feel really good. 

Three participants described how they kept in contact with mentors they met through 

university programs and used these mentors as a resource while in college. Sarah talked 

specifically about a student-teacher from the university whom she met during high school. She 

explained that the student-teacher had been influential in her decision to pursue a teaching 

credential. While continuing-generation college students might have access to family members 

or friends who have been to college, first-generation students are more limited in who they can 

ask for help or advice about college, so these relationships become even more important. 

Mentorship opportunities provided a chance for University Community High School 

students to broaden their social and cultural capital while in high school, and this continued 
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during and after college. Leah, for example, applied to and was admitted into the university that 

partnered with her high school. She was a university scholarship recipient and she kept in touch 

with the family who endowed the scholarship she was awarded. Through the university 

partnership, she found mentorship that lasted through college and as she began to apply for 

graduate school. She had also made a connection with a university faculty member while in high 

school, and that professor continued to mentor her. Additionally, she participated in a program 

where alumni from her high school who attended the partner university met quarterly during 

college. She talked about how these connections affected her college experience: 

A lot of the people that are still here, so now you get to talk to them. I have talked to [the 

faculty member]. I have lunches with everyone as long as I’ve been here. And she is that 

person that helps me, or she just hears me out. She tries to give me advice. I also have the 

person that gave me the scholarship the…family. Well, actually their daughter is second 

year [in medical school], and she’s actually reached out to me. We’ve kept in contact, and 

she is just helping me with the process.  

Student Agency 

Connections with faculty. In the literature review for this study, I outlined the 

importance of first-generation students having relationships with faculty in college. It contributes 

to their sense of belonging and can be pivotal for first-generation student development and 

college persistence. Freeman et al. (2007) understood that first-generation students attribute 

faculty members’ friendliness, helpfulness, and ability to encourage participation in class to their 

own sense of belonging. As such, it is notable that study participants reported that talking to 

professors to ask for help was important to helping them persist in college, and that this was 

something they learned in high school. Specifically, through the relationships they built with 
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their high school teachers, they understood that reaching out to their professors was both 

important and manageable.  

While participants had varying degrees of comfort in terms of seeking out resources and 

help during college, 22 of the 27 reported that talking to their professors was key to helping them 

persist. While most also described fear associated with approaching their professors, they 

recognized that going to office hours and tutoring sessions and even emailing their professors 

was helpful, especially in classes they were struggling in. For example, when asked what 

challenges he faced in college, Adrian described how hard it was to approach his professor. 

However, drawing on his high school experience, he recalled how much talking to his teachers 

helped him. He exhibited student agency in describing how challenging it was to ask for help 

from his professors: 

I didn’t know how to ask for help, or I didn’t know who to ask. Like, what if, you know, 

obviously you got that sense or feeling when a teacher wants to help and when someone 

doesn’t. I learned, you know, asking for help was essential at [the high school]. And, you 

know, I could always go to this teacher. I’m like, “Hey, you know I don’t understand this. 

I really don’t.” Or, “Why am I failing this?” I would ask, “How do you do this? But why? 

I don’t understand why I’m doing it. Maybe you could help me.” And little by little, you 

get that, you know, improvement. And that’s something I took into college. Because 

college is kind of like a survival of the fittest. You have to ask for help. There’s no way, 

‘cause the professor, if you don’t ask for help, they don’t know or they don’t care. For 

them, you’re just a random student. So asking for help, I think it’s essential. And that’s 

the thing. Like that’s the only thing that I took in with me to college forever. And so this 

day I always use it, ‘cause you know, there’s some things that you don’t 
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understand.…But you at least asked the question, and then that’s the thing I think a lot of 

students are afraid of that. I know I was. 

The participants who talked about speaking to college professors all recalled that this was 

something they learned at University Community High School, either through the experience of 

feeling like they belonged—as Adrian described above—or because they were explicitly told by 

their teachers while in high school or when they reached out during college.  

Asako also talked about having connections with her professors at her college. She 

explained why she approached her professors, describing a specific incident when she was 

struggling with personal issues: 

I think that it came from high school because I’m like, well my teachers [in high school] 

…were just people that I respected a little more than my peers. And they had a lot of 

understanding with your home life and things like that. So even though I was scared, I 

tried to reach out to professors.…I was, like, going through a really hard time. And I was 

literally walking to my midterm, and I was like, “Fuck this. I’m just not gonna do it.” I 

could have failed this class.…I left and I emailed her and explained what was going on. 

And she knows me ‘cause I had approached her before. I was pretty honest and I had 

talked to her before, and so she let me take my time…It’s because in high school we were 

taught that you can just, like, talk to your teachers like they’re human beings, you know? 

And that got me far in college. Being able to know how to talk to professors got me very 

far. I probably have passed at least five classes just because I was friends with the 

professor. 

Student agency can be seen here in Asako’s efforts to create relationships with her professors. In 

fact, she credited passing several classes to the relationships she formed with her professors.  
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It is important to note that of the 22 study participants who reported that talking to their 

professors was key to helping them persist in college, 19 talked about feeling fear and being 

hesitant to do so. Many, like Adrian and Asako, recalled what talking to their teachers in high 

school was like, however, and because they remembered those connections, they made the effort 

to approach professors.  

College-going high school culture. Also embedded in the student agency that these 

participants exhibited was the strong college-going culture at University Community High 

School. For example, the school holds an annual “College Kick-Off” night for seniors who are 

applying for college. Participants described this event as celebratory. Community members and 

university partners are invited to assist as seniors begin their college applications. Twelve of 27 

participants brought up this event and talked about how much help they received while in high 

school with the application process.  

It was clear that a college-going culture was evident at University Community High 

School beginning long before students’ senior year. Such a culture contributes to the sense of 

belonging in a college environment that first-generation students need in order to persist. Some 

remembered that going to college was just something they knew they were going to do because 

they received so much encouragement from their school. Two participants also recalled wanting 

to go to college because of the university affiliation with their school. They felt they “belonged” 

and had been invested in by the university. One participant described a sense of pride being at a 

school that was partnered with a large university. These students explained that if a university 

was willing to invest in them, then going to college was something they felt they could 

accomplish.  
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For some, attending college was not something they envisioned for themselves until they 

were at University Community High School. Melanie explained how the teachers and the 

community in high school made a difference in her thinking about college: 

All the teachers there made a huge impact in my life. Because when I started going there, 

I really never thought or imagined that I would go to college after high school. I had no 

plans of going to college. I had heard that, you know, like, about going to college, but no 

one ever really talked to me about that process. And it was at [my high school] that I 

realized that I really wanted to continue going to school and I wanted to pursue 

something more than just a high school diploma. So I loved it. It was great, and I really 

did feel that we had a community there. 

 Nine of the 27 participants recalled having conversations about college with their high 

school teachers about what college would be like and what challenges they might face. Susan 

shared: 

I felt like a lot of the teachers, they kept telling us how it’s going to be like, like, where 

people are gonna come from and things like that. So that, I guess, kind of prepared me. 

And I also—they told me, “Don’t ever change. You always can be you.” I’m meeting all 

these people from everywhere, and I’m just like the same old Susan from high school, 

because I felt like teachers really kept me grounded.  

The college-going culture at University Community High School, and the purpose that teachers 

instilled in their students, created a foundation for student agency that participants exhibited in 

order to persist in college. 

Exceptions to the rule. Student agency was common for this particular set of 

participants from this particular university-assisted school, but there were some exceptions. Of 
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the 13 men who participated in this study, five reported that even though they knew there were 

resources available, such as tutoring and office hours, they often chose to try to make it on their 

own. Clark, for example, recalled that even though he struggled by himself and knew support 

was available to him, he chose to “grind away” by himself for his first three years of college: 

I just studied. Just grind, just grind. Yeah. Yeah. And just, you know, yeah. Just grind it 

out. Just keep studying until you figure it out. I don’t study well with other people ‘cause 

I get really easily distracted. So I always work by myself. I found them [a support 

network] at the beginning of my fourth year, I realized, like, I was struggling through my 

first three years, like not, not for no reason, but, like, I could have gotten so much more 

support. Like, if I just started going to office hours more often because, like, it’s been 

getting pretty busy and I don’t have time to study on my own. But I realized, like, how 

helpful office hours actually are. 

Other research has shown that some first-generation students do not see the value of 

participating in diverse college experiences even when they can help them with sense of 

belonging and persistence; they often focus on just getting a college degree (Terenzini et al., 

1996; Pike & Kuh, 2005). However, even Clark eventually used student agency to seek out 

professors and assistance in his last year of college. 

College Type and Size 

First-generation students who attended larger campuses, such as UCLA or UC Irvine, 

talked about feeling like “just a number,” while those at smaller private colleges or community 

colleges did not feel as lost in the system. Those who attended smaller schools found college 

easier to navigate and reported a greater sense of belonging. For example, the three students who 

attended small private universities all talked about having an easier time assimilating to college 
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life and feeling like they belonged almost right away. They felt more supported and found the 

transition to be more hands-on. The students who took the community college route discussed 

how these colleges helped prepare them to navigate the larger four-year colleges they transferred 

to.  

Ngoc, who attended a private college in California, talked about choosing a major and 

how he felt support and a sense of belonging as early as his first year in college: 

So the thing about my school is you don’t, ‘cause I know for some classes, some majors 

in other universities, you have to apply to the major. And then you can’t, you’re not 

really in that major until a specific year. But for us it’s different. You can have, for the 

major classes, there are prerequisite classes related to that major, but you’re still in that 

major. So I took my first major class in my freshman year, actually…I really liked my 

major classes, so I did really well. And classes here are really small not like [another 

university]. So just being in class professors to try to get to know your name, they 

encourage you to talk to them. So, you know, whenever I need help, like I didn’t feel 

intimidated to email them or go up to them…I never felt like I didn’t belong. 

When asked when she started feeling a sense of belonging in college, Naddia, who attended a 

small private college out of state, said it was as early as her first academic quarter. She 

explained: 

That’s when I already had built some friendships, some connections with the professors. 

And the good thing about being a small college is that the professors know you and they 

care about what you’re doing and how you are. So having that, you know, closeness to 

the professor was very helpful in today’s day. I still talk to my first-year professors. 
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Anousheh’s experiences were very different from what Ngoc and Naddia described. 

Anousheh explained that she “really felt like a number” in all of her classes. She continued: “It’s 

really hard. Like, almost all my lectures are 200, 300, even getting into the upper division 

classes. I did have some classes where I had like, what, 20, 30 people? But it was very hard to 

get into. I felt like nobody knew me or cared about me.”  

Anousheh’s description mirrored many of those interviewed for this study who attended 

large UC or Cal State campuses. Participants who attended these larger institutions also 

described the fear that professors would not even know who they were since classes were so 

large. While only three of the 27 participants for this study attended small private colleges, they 

all had the same feelings about finding a sense of belonging more easily at their small schools, as 

did one participant who took the community college to university transfer route. 

In the course of this study, a theme that appeared during interviews was participants 

talking about finding their “footing” at the end of Year 2 or beginning of Year 3, after they had 

declared a major. First-generation students are 50% more likely to drop out of college than their 

non-first-generation counterparts, and they are also twice as likely to drop out of four-year 

institutions after their first year (Ishitani, 2016). The study participants’ reflections seem to give 

some insight into possible reasons why this timeline is so common.  

Eight participants talked about feeling more sure of themselves when they either declared 

a major or started classes for their major. They shared that it was easier to build community with 

students who were in the same major as them, and finding more of a sense of belonging after 

declaring a major. They began to recognize professors, and their majors had counselors and 

resources that were specific to their questions and needs. They talked about finding their “niche,” 

and some even explained that they felt college became easier once they started taking the classes 
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for their majors. Lenny described how he appreciated the smaller community among his 

classmates: 

I felt that community, once I get into my [upper division classes], ‘cause my major is 

really small and it’s, like, very close. So once I got the major classes out, we, like, we all 

knew each other, like, “Okay you’re almost finished here.” And then we all took the same 

classes. But that’s the only time I had felt like you’re in that safe space…So I did kind of 

feel more supported once I got into my major. Uh, yeah, once I got into my upper-

division classes. 

This is very different from the way Lenny described his first years in college, when he felt 

“stuck” in remedial classes and lost in the system. His sense of belonging changed after he 

started taking classes for his major, as it did for other participants in this study. This response 

was more typical from those who attended larger universities than it was from the three who 

attended small private colleges.  

First-Generation Challenges 

 College rigor and rules. In order to find out how university-assisted schools can better 

support first-generation students, I asked study participants about challenges they faced in 

college. Fourteen of those interviewed talked about wishing they were better prepared for the 

rigor that they faced in college. In particular, they were not aware of the grading system and the 

fast pace they were going to face. They also talked about things that other students (presumably 

continuing-generation) just “seemed to know” that they did not—for example, how classes work, 

what grading is like, and the “unspoken rules of navigation.” Roberto, for example, remembered 

when he realized the importance of the class syllabus: 
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I remember one of my first classes in college. I didn’t realize that there were readings 

already assigned that we were supposed to have done before the first day of class. I asked 

some girl in my class how she knew, and she told me it was on the syllabus. I didn’t 

realize how important it was to look at the syllabus, that it was like an outline for the 

course with all the things the professor was going to teach or what I was supposed to 

already know.  

All of the 14 participants who talked about wishing they were better prepared for the rigor of 

college specifically mentioned difficultly in passing STEM classes in college; four talked about 

changing out of their STEM majors because they could not keep up. Even some who had been 

successful in math and science classes in high school were not prepared for what these classes 

entailed in college. Ruby, for example, said she “thought [she] was good at math” and “really 

loved doing engineering,” but did not pursue it in college because she did not feel prepared: 

I didn’t feel as prepared at all to go into engineering, even though I was already in AP 

Calculus. But I don’t think I would, I just mentally, I don’t think I was prepared to tackle 

that…which is why I didn’t want to pursue engineering. I [was] just, like, “I don’t want 

to take these classes right now.” Like, “I’m not ready for this”…And I just went towards, 

like, the social, um, social sciences route. 

Two participants talked about feeling “stuck” in remedial classes and feeling frustrated 

because they were “wasting time” and were not even enrolled in core classes yet. Marshaun 

described this experience and said he was not able to stay in the major he had chosen when he 

entered college: 

But academic-wise I had to take, I’ll be honest, I wasn’t prepared. And as I [was] going 

into college, I had to take remedial classes before I can take those college-level classes. I 
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think I had to take the most beginner beginners—I’d take like four remedial classes. So I 

don’t think I was, like, as prepared in math. I mean, I love my math teachers in high 

school, but I wish I was, like, more prepared for that. I felt I would have probably stuck 

with computer science except for the math classes, then, like, you’re still really behind 

and not even, like, taking the main course. There are more remedial classes. Just to get 

into that and those upper-level math classes require you to have all these math classes. So 

I was like, “This is gonna take forever.” 

In addition to feeling unprepared for some academic content in college, participants in the 

study said there were things that non first-generation students “just seemed to know.” Part of the 

social and cultural capital that continuing-generation students are privy to is access to family 

members and friends who have been through college and understand the ins and outs of how it 

works. This knowledge is not typically something that first-generation students have access to. 

While first-generation students often struggle with simple things—like finding their way around 

campus or figuring out how to register for classes—continuing-generation students often have 

access to a wealth of information and resources that first-generation students do not.  

Nine participants described times when they realized that there were things that 

continuing-generation students in college knew that they were unaware of. Belen recalled: 

It was a little hard cause there were certain things I didn’t know. Like, when I got to 

college and I met a lot of people, there were, there was this guy that I remember meeting 

my first year who, like, finished, like, in his third year, ‘cause he had taken, like, so many 

AP classes and had taken so many community classes, and he was in honors. And I was 

like, “Oh, I didn’t know that. I didn’t know there’s such thing.” I mean, I knew about the 

APs and, like, college classes, but I really wasn’t aware of how helpful they were. And I 
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didn’t know about these honors programs and all of these kinds of stuff. And I was like, 

“Oh wow. You know, if I would’ve known, I would’ve done it too so I can graduate 

faster”…It’s like non-first-gen students somehow know stuff, right? And we’re just 

trying to figure out how to make it to class.  

Finally, some participants expressed anger when they discovered that students from a fraternity 

were recycling exams and study guides. Gracen explained: 

I found something out during my senior year that, it really upsets me…And I found out 

from classmates who were part of fraternities that they actually recycle exams. So they 

recycle study guides and they do all that…Like, they have their own little system. And to 

me that’s a form of cheating—an advantage that I do not have…There’s, like, these 

unspoken rules that non-first-gen students seem to be privy to.  

Financial stress. Twelve of those interviewed talked about financial inexperience and 

stress. The majority of participants for this study worked either part-time or full-time while 

attending college. Most took out loans to help pay for college and, despite having had some 

financial aid education in high school, the stress of finances was very prominent for them. In 

fact, two participants said that financial stress was their biggest challenge in college. Rosen 

explained how his limited understanding of personal finances affected him during school: 

Once you start thinking about money, you’re having a full-time job and also very full-

time student. When stuff happens that you’re going to become really anxious and just 

start overeating…This is something personal, but [my friend] and I, we, in our first few 

years of college, we started together, we increased a lot of weight, and it was because we 

were always anxious. We had a full-time job and going to [the university], it was really 

difficult. And I feel like University Community High School should have done a better 
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job to just teach kids about basics, finances. I know it’s not their job, but if you, if they 

really love their kids, and they really want them to succeed, they should teach them the 

basics on finances. 

While first-generation students are not the only students who take out loans and 

experience financial stress, their lack of understanding of how to navigate the financial aid 

office, how to fill out forms, and about the types of loans they are offered may put them at a 

larger disadvantage than non-first-generation students. Because first-generation students are the 

first in their families to go to college, they would not have access to generational knowledge on 

how loans work or how to navigate the process. Someone who has family and friends that can 

guide them through the process would have this resource. 

 Acculturation and home–school conflict. All 27 of the study participants talked about 

the effect of home and school issues on their college experience. Specifically, they talked about 

home and family conflict and about not being able to explain or discuss things with their parents. 

While all of the participants felt their parents were proud of them for going to college, the 

difficulty in juggling home and school life was apparent in the interviews. These issues were 

present for those who commuted to college as well as those who lived on or near campus. Their 

stories included families not understanding why so much time had to be spent away from the 

family as well as families not understanding what they were studying, why college cost so much, 

or why they couldn’t just come home for the weekends to attend family events. Four participants 

talked specifically about the expectation that they would get a well-paying job after college. 

Some described feelings of guilt when they talked about home–school conflicts. Leah, for 

example, described how difficult it was to balance time at home and time at school: 



 

59 
 

So for me, like, one of those struggles was always not being home, not being home. 

Meaning like, you know, when there’s family time or even church time, like, I wasn’t 

able to be there because in school or, you know, I’m doing something else and, you 

know, you just need space sometimes. And it was hard for them to understand it. And we 

would get into huge arguments. “You’re never home!” “You never help run the house!” 

And I actually felt guilty because I sometimes feel that I don’t give enough time to 

school. I feel like I am in the situation that I am of needing to go school because I didn’t 

give myself a lot of time. But I also feel guilty telling my parents no, because then they 

think that you are on a power trip. 

These are not new challenges that first-generation students encounter around acculturation. They 

are significant, however, and they make it difficult to navigate the college experience. They may 

also contribute to first-generation students’ identity issues and a loss of sense of belonging from 

their home community (Strayhorn, 2012). 

 Pathways to college degree. Perhaps tied to the financial strain and acculturation stress 

that many talked about during this study, seven participants said they wished they had been given 

more information or clarity about the community college transfer route. They felt that the four-

year pathway was heavily supported and the community college transfer route was only made 

clear for those who were not four-year college eligible. Students who are not the first in their 

families to go to college would likely understand more ways to access a college education; it is 

likely that someone in their family has gone to a four-year university or even gone the 

community college transfer route. In contrast, first-generation students might not be aware of the 

different options or even the different types of colleges available to them. While the college-

going culture is strong and threaded throughout University Community High School’s mission, 
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the way information was given to students might explain why some students felt they didn’t 

know much about the community college transfer route. Roberto explained why he and others in 

his class didn’t fully understand the options for community college: 

I think one of the things that I noticed when I was there is that a lack of, or there was 

more emphasis on particular students [for four-year college applications]. I guess students 

who seem promising to go to [a four-year] college the support was there for sure. But 

then that also translated to a little lack of support for students who are not as quite 

prepared I was not one of those students, but some of my close friends did express 

that…they felt that [the high school] didn't provide as much attention to some of our 

other friends. [The school] definitely highlighted more the four-year university to me. 

In line with Roberto’s perspective, seven participants thought that perhaps the community 

college transfer route would have helped them assimilate to college and would have eased the 

financial burden they felt with taking out loans and finding ways to pay for college. Zach, who 

dropped out of his four-year college, shared how the community college route was beneficial for 

him on his college journey: 

It’s funny. When I dropped out, I was in [the university], and then I went to community 

college [where] I found, like, I found my footing. I was, like, more involved too. And 

community college, ‘cause it was smaller, is where I learned how to navigate. I mean, it’s 

close to home and, um, there’s just, like, you know, things are going on. Because it’s 

such a small space, so you know where everything is. So I would, I would honestly 

recommend more people go to community college. 

 Some participants saw community college as a way to figure out what major they wanted 

to declare. Zach went on to describe how when he transferred back to a four-year college, he was 
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much more prepared to declare his major since he had found his direction during community 

college. 

Eight of those interviewed talked about changing their major or specifically feeling lost 

and stressed when having to declare or change their major. Gracen did not take the community 

college transfer route, but in retrospect wondered if it might have been a better path for him: 

I don’t remember if community college was ever as heavily advertised as, like, the four-

year colleges were. I don’t know. ‘Cause I feel like it’s such a good thing. I feel like it’s 

such a good option for people that don’t know what they want to do. And yeah, I just felt 

kind of a little bit of pressure from our school [for] pursuing four-year college. I was 

really thinking about it, and if I could re-do it, I would have gone community for two 

years. Just my GEs, you know? They messed me up a bit over there. But I feel like that 

would have been, like, a better like path to it, to do two years and then transfer. ‘Cause a 

lot of people, like, I met people there that had done that. Now I’m like, just my major and 

almost like, “How did you, like, jump in here?” Because you know, I like moved all over 

majors to find my major. Yeah. And, like, they had time, while they were taking, their 

like, GEs, I guess, to like learn a bit more of, like, the different majors of the school they 

wanted to go [to]. And so maybe they were more clear, like, “Hey, you know, maybe I 

want to do this.” “Uh, yeah, like, go right into this one.” And for me, I kind of felt like I 

wasted a lot of my time trying to figure out what major I was gonna be in or like trying to 

figure out how I was going to get into that major. ‘Cause once I got into a major, like in 

the two years I’ve managed to finish everything. Plus all the, like, random extra classes I 

took trying to decide. So maybe if I would’ve gone to a community college, gone in 
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there, I would’ve probably been out, like, faster, and it would’ve not been as complicated. 

And it would have been cheaper too. 

Because first-generation students struggle with navigating the “unspoken rules” of college, and 

because of the financial concerns they discussed, multiple participants expressed wishing they 

had better understood the benefits of the community college transfer route when they were 

planning their postsecondary years. 

Conclusion 

In summary, these first-generation college graduates relied heavily on their high school 

preparation as they navigated their college years. In particular, they drew upon the networks that 

started during high school and continued to grow these networks during their college journey. 

Student agency, with its beginnings in high school and continued development in college, helped 

these graduates persist and be successful in college. In Chapter Five, I discuss these findings and 

connect them to the literature presented in Chapter Two. Chapter Five also includes a discussion 

of the study’s limitations an implications of the findings, as well as recommendations for future 

research.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusion 
“The ideal student model is certainly no longer typical, and in fact, many nontraditional 

characteristics are now more prevalent than traditional ones.”  

—Regina J. Deil-Amen 

Overview 

 First-generation college students have been studied extensively, with research focusing 

on their dropout rates, lack of social and cultural capital, acculturation issues, and the reasons 

they tend not to persist in college. This study sought to contribute to existing knowledge by 

looking at first-generation college graduates who previously attended a university-assisted high 

school. The research investigated what helped them to persist in college and what challenges 

they faced while in college. It also sought to identify ways that university-assisted schools can 

better support first-generation students with college persistence.  

Because university-assisted schools work to deliberately disrupt persistent patterns of 

inequality for low-income students of color and first-generation students at the high school level, 

my hope was to provide these schools, and schools that serve similar populations of students, 

insight into what happens to first-generation students after they leave high school and enroll in 

college. With this in mind, my research questions were: 

1. What do first-generation students who attended a university-assisted school say helped 

them persist in college?  

2. How can university-assisted schools better support first-generation students in persisting 

in college? 

This qualitative study employed in-depth interviews of alumni from a university-assisted 
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school located in an urban, traditionally underserved community in Los Angeles. These in-depth 

interviews allowed participants to share their personal stories—specifically, their perceptions and 

understanding of what it was like for them after high school as they pursued college degrees. 

This approach allowed me, as the researcher, to gain insight into their valuable experiences and 

to learn from their voices.  

The findings suggest that first-generation students who gain a sense of belonging and 

access to social and cultural capital can draw on networks and employ student agency to persist 

in college. This aligns with much of the literature on first-generation students yet also provides 

an enlightening window into the experiences of this unique and growing group of high school 

students. In this final chapter, I review my findings by theme while tying them back to the 

literature I reviewed in Chapter Two. I also discuss study implications, present limitations to this 

study, and conclude with suggestions for future research. 

Review of the Findings 

What Helps First-Generation Students Persist in College? 

Student belonging. The first research question investigated what first-generation 

students from a university-assisted high school say helped them persist in college. The findings 

from this study align with existing studies, particularly those that show sense of belonging and 

social and cultural capital play a large part in first-generation college persistence. Specifically, 

prior studies have shown that, for both psychological and physical well-being, students require a 

sense of belonging (Barden, Garber, Leiman, Ford, & Masters, 1985; Hale, Hannum, & 

Espelage, 2005; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). Previous studies tend to show that a 

lack of sense of belonging and a lack of social and cultural capital among first-generation 

students contribute to a high rate of non-persistence (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011; Kao & 
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Tompson, 2003; Pike & Kuh, 2005). The current findings illustrate how sense of belonging and 

social and cultural capital fostered during high school contribute to the building of these assets 

and how first-generation students then take these assets with them to college. Sense of belonging 

stemming from the participants’ time at University Community High School was a major theme 

throughout the interviews. In addition, networks and individual agency were both strongly 

connected to their sense of belonging. 

 Networks. These first-generation alumni from a university-assisted high school relied on 

networks to help them persist through college, in large part because these networks provided a 

sense of belonging. Research has shown that first-generation students are less likely to engage in 

academic and social integration activities that are associated with success in college (Pike & 

Kuh, 2005). Many of them also spend less time on campus due to financial issues and having to 

work while in college, and this limits their ability to network in social and study groups, interact 

with professors, and use support services that their college may offer (Pascarella et al., 2003, 

2004; Terenzini et al., 1996). Thus, their personal networks become even more essential. 

My findings are notable because they suggest that networks gained from university-

assisted schools play an important role for first-generation students by providing support and a 

safe place where students feel they belong, particularly when they are faced with feelings of not 

belonging in college spaces or in college classes. Further, these networks help establish the social 

and cultural capital that studies have shown first-generation students tend to lack (Longwell-

Grice et al. 2016). First-generation students need to possess cultural capital and to be able to 

decode the culture of college is order to navigate and be successful (Pascarella et al., 2004). In 

particular, these students may not have the social networks or social capital that their continuing-

generation counterparts do. For example, they are not able to look to their families for 
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generational experience on the college application process or for knowledge about college 

culture.  

The study participants’ former high school teachers, fellow high school alumni, and 

university partner resources, such as internships and mentors, helped fill the gap. In their 

interviews, participants described how a university partner faculty member gave a student advice 

and met with her on campus, high school teachers sat students down and shared their own 

college experiences, and alumni reached out to one another for academic and emotional support. 

These examples detail how social and cultural capital is built for first-generation students at a 

university-assisted school before they even enroll in college, and how they are able to drawn 

upon these resources once they enroll in college.  

Student agency. A person’s willingness to act is dependent on how they access and use 

social capital for their own benefit (Mosuba & Baez, 2009). Throughout this study, there was 

evidence that the sense of belonging and social and cultural capital that participants received 

from their university-assisted high school translated into student agency. The college-going 

culture at University Community High School helped students set goals and initiate action 

towards those goals through school traditions such as “College Kick-Off” events. During high 

school, participants felt the university partnership invested in them and, for many, that belief 

fostered a sense of self-efficacy.  

It is important to note that sense of belonging played a part in this, as students have to 

trust the information they are receiving. I heard over and over from participants how much their 

relationships with their high school teachers impacted them. They described teachers as mentors 

and even friends. Feeling like they could talk to their high school teachers—during high school 

and even once they were in college—was a positive experience for the participants in this study. 
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They said teachers from University Community High School also took an active role in advising 

them to reach out to professors in college and to take advantage of office hours. It is evident that 

these positive experiences in high school translated over for study participants once they were in 

college. While their responses could be unique to this particular set of participants, it is notable 

that this sentiment was echoed by all the participants in this study. These experiences in high 

school helped first-generation students employ student agency to advocate for themselves by 

approaching professors in college and seeking help during office hours.  

When faced with challenges, participants in this study exercised student agency, calling 

upon members of their network for advice and support so they could make decisions about how 

to persist in college. Positive mentorship from teachers in their high school provided experiences 

that prompted them to approach professors in college even when they felt intimidated by the 

prospect of doing so. Most participants in this study chose to speak to professors and tried to 

build relationships so they could persist in and graduate from college. The literature outlines the 

importance of first-generation students having relationships with faculty in college—it 

contributes to their sense of belonging and is pivotal for development and persistence (Freedman 

et al., 2007). Thus, this important finding suggests that the partnership of schools with institutes 

of higher learning enhances social and cultural capital for underrepresented students and can play 

a critical role in fostering student agency and improving college persistence. 

How Can University-Assisted Schools Better Support First-Generation Students With 

College Persistence? 

 Home and school conflict. The study examined the challenges that first-generation 

students faced during college in order to understand how university-assisted schools and high 

schools that serve similar populations of students can better support their first-generation 



 

68 
 

students. As the past literature shows, first-generation students may struggle with acculturation 

issues and home and school conflict when they go to college (Jenkins, Belanger, Boals, Connaly 

& Durón, 2013; Vasquez-Salgado, Greenfield & Burgos-Cienfuegos, 2015). All of the 

participants talked about the stress they endured with families. In particular, while they 

acknowledged that their families were proud of them for going to college and that they could 

turn to their parents for emotional support, the participants commonly shared how they struggled 

with feelings of guilt, not being able to explain to families in detail about college life, conflict 

about time spent away from the home and family, and even being called “stuck-up” by family 

members.  

Outreach efforts targeted specifically at parents and families are imbedded within the 

college-going culture at University Community High School. The school offers workshops, 

guidance, and resources to help families understand college culture, application processes, how 

to complete the FAFSA, and the requirements for college entry. Even with these efforts, 

however, participants in the study still reported home and school conflict issues. Thus, the 

findings show that, despite countless studies that point to these issues, and even with directed 

supports designed to include families in the college-going process, first-generation students are 

still affected by this tension. This is important because, for many first-generation students, home 

and school conflict can contribute to loss of sense of belonging. As such, if first-generation 

students are not able to successfully negotiate this conflict, they risk dropping out of school 

(Orbe, 2008). Fortunately, however, the students in this study were able to turn to their networks 

to mitigate the effects. 

College rules and rigor. Countless studies discuss that first-generation students tend to 

have lower SAT scores and lower high school GPAs and are lacking in social and cultural capital 
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in comparison to their continuing-generation counterparts (Hudley et al., 2009; Nunez & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella et al., 2004; Riehl, 1994). However, the participants in this 

study did not exhibit these characteristics. Many were at the top of their high school class and 

attended and graduated from prestigious colleges and universities. Even with acculturation 

issues—such as their inexperience around how to navigate the workload, the fast pace of college, 

and grading practices where one or two exams can comprise the whole grade—these students 

successfully completed college. 

Notably, even though they were successful in college and many participants had felt 

highly motivated while in high school to pursue STEM majors, they still did not feel prepared for 

science and math classes in college. When they talked about not being able to stay within STEM 

major tracks, or when they struggled in math and science classes, participants consistently 

equated non-persistence to not being “a math person” or “a science person.” Rather than 

attributing it to their colleges’ inability to make the curricula accessible for them or to their high 

school’s inability to prepare them for these fields, they blamed themselves for not being able to 

keep up or be successful in these classes and majors. 	

Pathways to college degree. The findings of this study show that a strong college-going 

culture, like the one found at University Community High School, can further students getting 

accepted into four-year colleges. However, the findings also suggest that a “one size fits all” 

model may not be ideal for all students. Importantly, issues with sense of belonging and feeling 

like “just a number” were common among students who attended larger four-year colleges. 

While at a small community college, Roberto was able to learn how to navigate college so that 

he could transfer back to his four-year college. He stated, “When I dropped out, I was in [the 



 

70 
 

university], and then I went to community college [where] I found, like, I found my footing. I 

was, like, more involved too.”  

Perhaps because studies often point to first-generation students not persisting or 

successfully navigating the community college transfer route (Green 2006; Fike &Fike, 2008), 

many students noted that this path was not clearly presented to them as they made their college 

decisions. “I don’t remember being given community college options,” one participant said. 

Statements like “If I could redo it, I would have gone community for two years” highlight how 

much others struggled in their first two years. The reasons they made this kind of statement 

seemed to center around financial concerns, a lack of sense of belonging at their respective 

colleges, and their struggles to find a major. These findings raise the question of whether a four-

year institution should be the default goal for students who attend a university-assisted high 

school.  

Study Implications 

 The findings of this study make important contributions to the body of knowledge on 

first-generation college persistence and completion. In particular, they fill the research gap in 

understanding experiences of first-generation students who graduate from a university-assisted 

high school. As I discuss in this section, there are notable implications for both practitioners and 

scholars. For example, the findings point to the need for a critical examination of our education 

system, as educators may be missing opportunities to better prepare students for the rigor of 

college while in high school. Current policies and practices need to be re-examined, re-evaluated, 

and changed.  
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Recommendations 

Avoidance of a deficit lens. There is a tendency to look at first-generation students 

through a deficit lens, and this study challenges this narrative. This growing group of students 

(first-generation from university-assisted schools) are not always deficient in the ways that many 

previous studies about first-generation students typically discuss. While they are typically 

students of color and from low-income backgrounds, these students are not necessarily lacking in 

skills and abilities that other first-generation students tend to lack. Thus, rather than highlighting 

any inabilities, this study highlights the central role of the students’ abilities and strengths. The 

more that educators and policymakers understand these strengths—and the structural barriers 

that first-generation students face—the better equipped they will be to create workable systems 

to improve college degree attainment for them. We need to continue moving away from policies 

and programs that view underserved students as less than their peers—those who used to be the 

majority but are no longer the dominant group in college. 

Coordination across K–16. Most students in American high schools are highly 

motivated to pursue a college degree, yet many underestimate the academic skills they need to 

succeed in higher education (Domina & Ruzek, 2012). A factor in the lack of college readiness 

could be the lack of collaboration between K–12 and higher education (Kirst, 2008; Venezia & 

Kirst, 2005). While there have been K–16 partnership reforms that have attempted to bridge this 

gap for first-generation students, minority students, and students from traditionally underserved 

communities (Domina & Ruzek, 2012; Jarsky et al., 2009; Kirst, 2008) this research suggests 

that more needs to be done, particularly in the STEM fields. K-12 and institutes of higher 

education must begin to collaborate to decrease the disconnect that students find between high 

school and college. Many participants from this study talked about learning how to work 
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collaboratively in high school. But for most, this collaboration was not useful in math and 

science classes in college. According to Twigg (2005), successful completion of first year 

courses is imperative for college persistence. Not surprisingly, she lists mathematics and sciences 

as having high rates of academic failure for underserved students in college. We are treating all 

college students the same, based on traditional models, and the majority no longer fit this profile. 

In addition, over a third of students who start college take remedial courses which signals to 

them that they are lacking in academic skills. Lastly, the traditional model of how classes are 

taught in college does not reflect the mixed needs of today’s college students and needs to be re-

examined (Deil-Amen, 2015, Twigg 2005).  

Beyond academic preparation, first-generation students often face an additional barrier: 

bridging their academic and home lives. Many postsecondary institutions already have outreach 

efforts geared towards parents. Parents are often invited to campus to partake in activities 

designed to familiarize them with college life, and often colleges welcome back parents who are 

themselves alumni. While well intentioned, some of these programs fail to meet the needs of—

and even inadvertently exclude—families who are first-generation or are from traditionally 

underserved groups. Perhaps we should take note of the suggestions from the participants of this 

study about bringing back first-generation alumni to speak to current high school students about 

what they learned about navigating college. Asking families who have children who are in 

college or have completed college to support other families who are about to have children in 

college would be helpful. In essence, if a network of alumni families could be brought in to talk 

to one another and to the families of current students, it could help create social and cultural 

capital for students and for their families.  
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Reconsideration of college pathways. Practitioners and scholars may need to reconsider 

the push to place first-generation students in traditional four-year college pathways as a strategy 

to increase their college persistence. These students are non-traditional and cannot necessarily be 

expected to always follow the traditional route. For historically underserved students—low-

income students, those who are first-generation, and students of color—gaining access to and 

transitioning to college can be a great challenge, and the longer this transition takes, the greater 

the likelihood of their dropping out (Chen, 2005; Fisk & Fisk, 2008; Green, 2006; Twigg, 2005). 

However, if the community college pathway is well explained and supplemented by programs 

designed to help students transfer from community colleges to four-year colleges, this pathway 

could aid in the transition. As such, it should be considered a viable option for college-bound 

youth. 

On a related note, this study also contributes to understanding why first-generation 

students are 80% more likely to leave college during their second year of enrollment (Ishitani, 

2016). Participants confirmed that the structure of their colleges and the pressure to declare a 

major contributed to a very stressful and confusing time during those first two years. Some left 

their STEM majors, and the stress associated with the need to “scramble” to find another major 

is troublesome. Educators and scholars need to examine how they can make content more 

accessible to students. Institutions of higher education are not meeting the needs of our diverse 

students (Deil-Amen, 2015). Continuing to force students into a system that has not been 

working for first-generation, minority, and low-income students will not result in changed 

outcomes.  

Shadow capital. Contributing to first-generation students’ struggles in pursuing and 

completing post-secondary educational aspirations is the concept that some schools, although 



 

74 
 

well intentioned, are only providing their students with “shadow capital” (Cipollone & Stitch, 

2017).  While still a distinct form of capital, shadow capital has the outward appearance of 

dominant cultural capital, but in fact, fails to have the same value for students as they pursue 

postsecondary education. Cipollone & Stitch (2017) point to the danger of shadow capital 

resulting in the suppression of student agency in some students. Despite only receiving shadow 

capital from their high schools, some students rely on their own non-dominant forms of capital 

such as cultural capital to forge their way through postsecondary pursuits. Providing first-

generation students with only technical capital such as test prep strategies, filling out financial 

aid forms, and showing them how to fill out college applications is not enough to help first-

generation students to succeed in college. While it is tempting to approach first-generation 

college success as merely arming them with technical capital, these are not Cinderella stories 

where college acceptance and enrollment equates automatic college success.  

The participants in this study attended a university assisted high school that was college 

preparatory in design and also provided university resources in the form of programs, mentorship 

and enrichment opportunities. Additionally, the school was created specifically with a social 

justice agenda that can be seen throughout the practice and design of the school. Participants in 

this study talked about how this social justice agenda provided them with a “bigger picture” view 

of life after high school that helped them while they were in college. They also discussed the 

impact of having classes that were interwoven with ethnic studies that helped them understand 

historical injustices and their place in the present and future as students of color. While it is 

possible that some students from University Community High School may have received only 

shadow capital, the participants of this study show that the deep sense of belonging, continued 

mentorship from teachers and university mentors, enrichment opportunities that they were 
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exposed to assisted them in persisting and completing college and negates the effects of shadow 

capital. This university assisted school was able to provide the participants of this study with 

both technical capital and meaningful social and cultural capital in order to help first-generation 

students move up into postsecondary education and obtain their college degrees. This study 

points to the possibility that there are ways to mitigate the effects of shadow capital for students.  

Summary. This study advances the literature for first-generation college persistence and 

completion by changing the lens through which schools and programs have traditionally viewed 

and approached supports and interventions for this particular group of students. Rather than 

thinking about what they lack or how they tend to be “less,” this study found that while they do 

face challenges that continuing-generation students do not, they bring with them a wealth of 

cultural capital, skills, abilities, and resilience (Yosso, 2005). This study also showed what one 

university assisted school is doing to combat shadow capital for their first-generation students. 

These assets are what educators and practitioners should focus on to develop approaches to 

advance and nurture first-generation students on their road to college completion.  

Limitations 

Although the findings shed valuable light on the experiences of a particular group of first-

generation college students, it is important to acknowledge the study’s limitations. By design, 

most university-assisted schools are college preparatory high schools and offer their students rich 

university partner resources. They are also deliberately designed to disrupt persistent patterns of 

inequality and to prepare low-income students, students of color, and first-generation students to 

succeed in college (Quartz et al., 2017). That said, each school is unique. The current study 

included participants from only one university-assisted school from an urban area in Los Angeles 

and, as such, the findings may not be generalizable to other settings and populations. Indeed, the 
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programming, design of curriculum, and social justice agenda at University Community High 

School is unique to this particular site. Moreover, students who attend university-assisted schools 

may be different from first-generation students who do not attend this type of school. 

Nevertheless, this study still has the potential to benefit both K–12 (university-assisted and non-

university-assisted) schools and institutes of higher learning because it lends insight into what 

first-generation students experience when they go to college.  

The second notable limitation for this study is that I only interviewed first-generation 

students who were successful in graduating from college. Responses might have different if I had 

included students who did not persist or did not pursue college. Thus, this study does not reflect 

the experiences of graduates of university-assisted high schools who dropped out of college or 

were not considered “college ready.” The specific focus on only first-generation students who 

graduated from a university-assisted high school and were successful in college further limits the 

study’s generalizability. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Additional research related to students who graduated from university-assisted high 

schools should examine those who did not pursue or were not successful in college. Including 

this group could lend further insight into the challenges that students face as they consider or 

enroll in college. It is also important to note that there is not much known about first-generation 

students from university assisted schools who were able to graduate with a college degree. What 

happens to them after they graduate? Are they able to successfully get jobs or move into careers 

utilizing their college degrees? More research is needed if high schools and postsecondary 

institutions want to find better ways to support the persistence of this growing population of 

college students.  
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In addition, researching how community colleges, historically Black colleges and 

universities (HBCUs), Hispanic-serving institutions (HSIs), and other minority-serving colleges 

and universities help their students persist would benefit high schools and other colleges and 

universities. These types of institutions create sense of belonging for their students, and many 

have done so for a great many years (Brooms, 2019; Hunter & Harvey, 2019).  Research into 

their practices and pedagogy, how they support their students’ families, how they handle 

financial aid education, and their approaches to college success for minority students could help 

shift the linear view used at some colleges and give more insight into how four-year institutions 

could support first-generation students  

HBCUs and HSIs provide social and cultural capital along with a sense of belonging 

(Brooms, 2019; Hunter & Harvey, 2019). One participant who attended an HSI shared: 

It was really also helpful to have people within the same background as me. I know [my 

college] has one of the highest percentage of low-income students and first-generation 

students.…That’s really, really helpful because everybody’s just like a little cluster going 

to the same resources on campus. I never felt out of place or like I didn’t belong. 

HBCUs and HSIs are more welcoming and designed specifically for communities with shared 

identity and have support systems in place for their specific community. Additionally, they 

continue to act as brokers to give access to students who have been denied equal opportunity in 

education and society (Allen et al., 2007). According to Allen et al. (2007), HBCUs have been 

successful in producing students who go on to get doctorates and professional degrees. There is 

much to learn from the successes of these institutions. 

K–16 partnerships are another area of research that could potentially benefit first-

generation students and support their persistence through college. There are limited studies that 
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have investigated K–16 program effects. Ultimately, building a college culture is slow, complex 

work. One case study showed that a single year was insufficient for marked progress, but enough 

to establish in-roads (Jarsky et al., 2009). The experience of California’s K–16 partnerships 

suggests that these programs do little to improve student access to highly competitive flagship 

universities, however (Domina & Ruzek, 2012). They may not always be equipped to handle 

issues of disconnect between K–12 and postsecondary institutions, and there are unnecessary and 

detrimental barriers between high school and college; this can undermine student success 

(Venezia & Kirst, 2005).  

However, this current study shows that these types of partnerships can help first-

generation students build social and cultural capital and sense of belonging, which can translate 

into college success. Perhaps previous studies only looked at academic gains as measures of 

success while other factors were not considered. The challenges and goals of partnerships need 

to be examined and reassessed as time goes on, because the needs of specific student populations 

may change or unanticipated needs may come to light as time goes on. Using the lens of 

sociocultural theory, we need clear and thoughtful planning and interventions, both during high 

school and as students continue on to college. More partnerships between K-12 and institutes of 

higher education could also result in more of a “two-way street partnership” with both sides 

benefiting from the research and gaining better understanding on how to support first-generation 

students. 

Conclusion 

 The findings from this study provide valuable insight into the challenges that first-

generation students from a university-assisted high school faced in college. It investigated, from 

the perspective of first-generation students, the ways that schools can better support this growing 
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population of students to be successful in college. Many of the study participants’ perceptions 

corroborate existing studies about first-generation challenges. However, this study broadens our 

understanding, as it examined the assets and strengths that these first-generation students 

employed to face these challenges. It also confirms that the traditional deficit view or approach 

to assisting these students needs reconsidering. Given access to social and cultural capital 

supports, and focusing on sense of belonging, the students in this study employed their own 

personal agency and drew on their established networks to persist and obtain their college 

degrees. In sum, the findings of this study provide insight into the supports and assets that first-

generation students—and their high schools—can draw upon to help them persist in college. 
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Appendix A 

Email Recruitment  
 
Dear University Community High School Alumni, 
 
I am conducting research for my dissertation on the University Assisted High Schools and First-
Generation Student College Completion. For this study, I am seeking to interview University 
Community High School alums who identify as first-generation students and have completed 
college. 
 
The goal of this study will be to see what supports at the University Assisted school, are helping 
first-generation students persist in college by finding out what first-generation students say help 
or hindered them to persist in college. 
 
Participation in the study would entail the following: 
• 1 interview or focus group interview (60-90 minutes) 
• possible follow up interview to clarify points (20-30 minutes) 
 
What are the benefits? 
Your participation in this study may help other first-generation students persist in college. 
Additionally, your insight may help high school and institutes of higher education better support 
other first-generation students. 
For incentives, you will receive a $20 in cash after the interview. 
 
I hope that you will consider participation. Interviews are anticipated to begin in December and 
run through the end of March. 
 
Please let me know at your earliest convenience if you are interested. I look forward to hearing 
from you. 
 
Sarah Bang 
sbang@ucla.edu 
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Appendix B 

Facebook and Instagram Recruitment  
 
Hey University Community High School Alumni! 
 
If you: 
-have graduated from college 
-are a first-generation student 
-are willing to be interviewed about your high school and 
college experiences 
 
then I’d love to interview you!! 
 
What to expect: 
Interview alone or in a focus group (60-90 minutes) 
You will receive $20 in cash for participating 
 
If you’re interested, please email Sarah Bang at sbang@ucla.edu 
 
Thanks!! 
Sarah 
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocols 

One-on-One Interview: Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Introduction: Thank you for agreeing to participate in the interview. The purpose of the 
interview is to learn about your high school experiences and your post-high school life. 
Specifically, interview questions will ask how your high school experience, and your college or 
post-high school experience.  

To help me better understand what you share with me today, is it okay if I record the interview? 
The recording is optional. Anything you share with me will remain confidential and names and 
details will be changed to protect your identity. Please feel free to be as honest as you can be. 
You can also let me know if there is anything you would like for me to edit or take out either 
during or after the interview. Before we start, do you have any questions for me?  

High School Experience 
1. Tell me about your high school experience.  

Probes:  
a. What did you like the most about your high school?  
b. What was the most sig about that experience? Why? 
c. What kind of academic supports did you experience? 
d. What kind of socioemotional supports did you experience? 

 
2. What (if anything) would you say is unique about having a university present on your K-

12 campus?  
Probes: 

a. What kinds of things did your high school offer that other high school might 
not have? 

b. Did you participate in any University programs, internships, AcademiCamp,  
field trips, summer research internships, etc.? 
 
 

3. What was it about your university-assisted school that influenced your experiences in 
college?  

 Probes: 
a. College prep, Academic prep.  
b. How did going to UCLA CS prepare you for college 

 
4. What specific facets of the university affiliation that influenced you in college? 



 

83 
 

Probes:  
a. What academic content areas do you think you were most prepared for  
   when you entered college?  
b. What academic content areas do you think you were not prepared for when you     
   entered college?  

 
5.  What strategies did your high school help you learn when you encountered challenging 

course content or found a course particularly difficult?  
Probe: 

  a. Have you applied them in college?  
 

College Experience [Ask college name] You attended a high school that was relatively 
small and was intentional about providing academic and social supports.  

 
1. Did you find similar academic supports when you first entered college? If not, at what 

point did you find them, if at all? 
Probes:  

a. What areas have you been successful in?  
b. Where have you struggled?  

 
2.  Did you find similar social supports at your college? If not, at what point did you 

find them, if at all?  
   Probes:  

a. What areas have you been successful in?  
b. Where have you struggled?  
c. Can you describe your social support in college?   

 
3. Was there anything that you experienced at your high school that helped prepare 

you specifically as FG student? 
Probes:  

a. Organizations  
b. People  
c. Events  

 
4. Are there aspects of your college experience that made you feel you do not 

belong at your college?  
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5.  First generation students’ experiences can be vastly different than non-first-
generation students. What has it been like for you at your school?  
Probe: 

a. What kind of supports did you find/not find at your school? 
 

Family and Community  
 

1. How does your family feel about you going to college?  
 
2. Since entering college, what type of contact and connection have you kept with people  
   at your high school? How has that impacted you now that you have gone on to college? 

   Probes: 
a. Friends  
b. Organizations  
c. High school teachers/counselors 
d. Who from high school have you kept in touch with? 

Conclusion  

 
1. Are there any other things about your high school experience that have helped you 

succeed in college?  
 

2. What should we have done that we didn’t do? 
Probes:  

a. What do you think might have helped you in high 
school in persisting in college?  

b. What do you wish you had known when 
you first started college? 
 

3. What supports helped you in high school? (follow up from first section) 

 

Those are all the questions. Thank you for participating in the interview.  
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Appendix D 

Focus Group Interview: Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Introduction: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group. The purpose of the 
interview is to learn about your high school experiences and your post-high school life. 
Specifically, interview questions will ask how your high school experience, and your college or 
post-high school experience.  

To help me better understand what you share with me today, is it okay if I record the interview? 
The recording is optional. Anything you share with me will remain confidential and names and 
details will be changed to protect your identity. Please feel free to be as honest as you can be. 
You can also let me know if there is anything you would like for me to edit or take out either 
during or after the interview. Before we start, do you have any questions for me?  

Domains: 
College Readiness (High School Preparation)  

Probe: Tell me about your high school experiences. 
 

College Experience/Struggles/Persistence 
Probe: What was college like? 
Probe: What did you like about college? 
Probe: What did you find challenging about college? 
 

Family and Community 
Probe: How did your family feel about you going to college? 
 

University Assisted Schools Supports 
Probe: Did anything from your high school help you in college? 
 

Hindsight: Wants/Needs  
Probe: Thinking back to when you were starting college, what do you wish you had 
known that you didn’t know? 

 

 

Those are all the questions. Thank you for participating in the interview.  
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