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First-generation students bring vital, unrecognized assets to college. The authors
apply a strengths-based approach to reshape classroom and institutional practices,
creating a welcoming and effective campus experience. This book delivers a transfor-
mative, useful framework and a critical road map for fostering student success.

—Amy Ballin, PhD, MSW, MST, Managing Director, Amy Ballin Consulting (ABc),
Gloucester, MA

Helping First-Generation Students Succeed: Psychology-Backed Strategies for Campus and
Classroom is an informative text for higher education faculty, staff, and administra-
tors. The authors provide a comprehensive overview of a strengths-based model for
first-generation (FG) students and the utility of applying this model to pedagogical
approaches, programming, and services for FG students. The strategies and recom-
mendations for supporting FG students are grounded in psychological theories and
are clearly described, with useful implementation suggestions for a variety of higher
education institutions.

—Jenna Silverman, PhD, Licensed Psychologist, Executive Director of Student Counseling
and Educational Support, Student Counseling Center, University of Maryland, Baltimore

This book is full of creative, research-based ideas for how to engage and retain
first-generation students. It takes a strengths-based approach to developing pro-
gramming and policies, and everyone from new faculty to experienced administrators
can benefit from reading it.

—Judith Danovitch, PhD, Professor and Director of Undergraduate Studies, Department
of Psychological and Brain Sciences, University of Louisville, Louisville, KY

This manuscript is an exceptional resource for faculty members, student affairs
practitioners, and college administrators. Each chapter offers clear, accessible
guidance on effectively engaging first-generation college students with the aim

of enhancing their collegiate experience and overall success, irrespective of race,
ethnicity, or socioeconomic background. The practical strategies presented are
grounded in research and reinforced by demonstrated outcomes that attest to
the effectiveness of the interventions. | highly recommend this book to any college
professional whose work centers on direct engagement with students. The authors
are to be commended for their dedication to and advocacy for the first-generation
college student population in our country.

—Zebulun R. Davenport, EdD, Vice President for University Advancement and
External Affairs, West Chester University, Chester, PA
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INTRODUCTION

Leveraging First-Generation Strengths in the Classroom
and on Campus

H. RUSSELL SEARIGHT, RANJANA DUTTA, SASHA N. CERVANTES,
AURORA I. RAMOS NUNEZ, NEDA MOINOLMOLKI, AND JERRY L. MIZE

First-generation (FG) college students are commonly recognized as the first
in their families to pursue a 4-year degree. In this pursuit, they are often
obliged to navigate unfamiliar academic, social, and institutional landscapes
on their own, without familial guidance or understanding of these contexts.
Figures for the numbers, trends, and proportions of FG students vary, depend-
ing on the definition of first generation, the type of institution (e.g., commu-
nity college, 4-year college, large state university, or for-profit), and the year
that data were collected. FG college students comprise more than 54% of
undergraduates and are applying to college at twice the rate of continuing-
generation (CG) students (FirstGen Forward, 2022). Institutions must be
ready to adapt to support FG students’ academic achievement and economic
mobility. According to professionals at RTI International (2023), investing
in the success of FG students strengthens not only their individual lives and
outcomes but also those of our nation.

https://doi.org/10.1037/0000525-001

Helping First Generation College Students Succeed: Psychology-Backed Strategies for
Campus and Classroom, N. Moinolmolki, R. Dutta, J. L. Mize, A. I. Ramos Nufiez,
S. N. Cervantes, and H. R. Searight (Editors)
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This edited volume is intended to serve as an evidence-based, psychology-
informed toolkit of strategies and activities for faculty and administrators
across varied institutions and disciplines to better foster the successful
integration of FG students. We reimagine a higher education landscape where
institutions move beyond deficit-based assumptions of engagement with
FG students, which often cast them as largely “underprepared” and in need
of remediation (Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 2020). Too often, FG students are
depicted only in terms of their challenges, such as lacking financial resources,
social capital, or familiarity with academic norms (LeBouef & Dworkin, 2021).
Such narratives risk reinforcing inequities while overlooking the assets that
many FG students bring with them, such as drive, motivation, resilience,
autonomy, adaptability, practical knowledge, and community-orientedness
(Strayhorn, 2006). Instead, this volume envisions a landscape that acknowl-
edges disadvantages and inequities for FG students, while at the same time
promoting strengths-based and institutionally responsive approaches.

Now more than ever, it is critical to shift the focus from college readiness,
which places the burden of adaptation on students, to student readiness
(McNair et al., 2022), which challenges institutions to align practices, poli-
cies, and pedagogies with the identities, strengths, and cultural wealth of the
students they serve. This book underscores the strengths of FG students and
explores how structural barriers and institutional practices could be redefined
or made more explicit to facilitate FG student engagement and foster more
equitable outcomes. This vision was what motivated this project, shaped by
the collective work of colleagues committed to translating values of equity
and inclusion into concrete action.

This project started to take shape in February 2022, when three of the
editors of this book (Mize, Dutta, and Moinolmolki) served on the Presidential
Task Force on the Integration of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) and
International Initiatives Across STP (Society for the Teaching of Psychology;
American Psychological Association [APA] Division 2) and were charged
with advancing accessibility in psychology. In line with this mission, the STP
DEI Task Force identified FG students as a critical group to highlight. These
students come from diverse racial, ethnic, linguistic, socioeconomic, and
cultural backgrounds and face shared challenges in navigating unfamiliar
educational systems. Often without clear roadmaps, mentors, or generational
guidance, they must navigate higher education largely on their own. They
demonstrate remarkable determination, persistence, and resilience in pursu-
ing opportunities for themselves, their families, and their communities.

Members of the STP DEI Task Force grew from three of this volume’s
editors to include others, and we decided to pursue a twofold strategic mission
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in 2022. First, we designed and disseminated (via snowball sampling) an
online survey to assess higher educators’ perceptions of and experiences with
teaching and mentoring FG college students. In total, we recruited 102 par-
ticipants, with approximately 62% serving at teaching institutions and 83%
employed full-time (Herrmann et al., 2022). Concurrently, we invited pro-
posals for chapters that showcased activities or programs for FG students
on campuses for which the authors could provide qualitative or quantitative
evidence that they had made a successful impact. The response to our call
was encouraging, with countless contributors providing impactful evidence,
candid reflections on barriers, and practical takeaways. As briefly summarized
later in this Introduction, the chapters in this book reflect these efforts, offering
a compendium of best practices designed to guide faculty, advisors, and admin-
istrators across diverse institutions. This work was made possible through
the leadership of STB the support of APA Division 2, and the encouragement
of colleagues at APA Publishing who helped bring this vision to fruition.

In this Introduction, we will first provide an overview of the state of
FG students today and then discuss definitional issues related to FG status,
highlight FG students’ strengths as well as intersectional diversity, and present
data from our 2022 survey (Herrmann et al., 2022) on the awareness and
perceptions of instructors in higher education. As psychologists, we frame our
Introduction through an ecological lens, drawing on social, developmental,
organizational, and cognitive psychology perspectives as well as constructs
such as social integration, identity development, and cultural and social
capital frameworks.

THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF FIRST-GENERATION STUDENT
ENROLLMENT

Higher education in the United States is under increasing scrutiny on multiple
fronts: affordability, public trust, curricular and academic freedom, DEI initia-
tives, the return on investment (ROI) of tuition, the sustainability of current
models amid demographic declines in the college-age population (termed
the demographic storm/cliff, Grawe, 2018, 2021), and the uncertain impact
of artificial intelligence. Each of these macrocultural influences affects indi-
viduals of lower socioeconomic status differently. For example, the oncoming
demographic cliff has prompted universities to compete for underrecruited
youths, typically FG students; and while debates on ROI continue, the need
for technological skills and college education is dictated by business econom-
ics. Against this tumultuous backdrop, the number of FG student applicants
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(variably defined, depending on the source) has continued to rise, partic-
ularly in access-oriented institutions like 2-year and 4-year colleges and
regional universities (FirstGen Forward, 2022). Applications from this group
increased by 67% in 2023—nearly twice the rate of CG peers (Heseung Kim
etal., 2023). More recent Common App data (Hughes et al., 2025) indicated
that as of August 1, 2025, FG applications rose an additional 14% compared
with the previous year, versus a 1% increase for CG students. Most of this
college application surge from 2024 to 2025 was among underrepresented
applicants (Hudson, 2025).

This demographic shift presents both a significant opportunity and a pro-
found challenge for higher education. Although access has expanded, stark
inequities persist in retention, graduation, and long-term outcomes (Redford
& Hoyer, 2017). FG students continue to succeed at significantly lower rates
than their CG peers and often report lower educational aspirations, academic
achievement, and social capital (Kim & Park, 2025). These disparities are
often not rooted in individual deficits but in systemic barriers, including
financial precarity, institutional cultures that privilege middle-class norms,
and academic structures that fail to respond to diverse identities and lived
experiences (Jaschik, 2014; Stephens et al., 2012). In response to these
inequities and the looming demographic cliff (Grawe, 2018, 2021), states
have widened recruitment pipelines and are trying different ways to support
student success. The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Educa-
tion introduced a new “Opportunity Colleges and Universities” category in
April 2025 to recognize campuses that provide higher-than-expected levels of
access and postgraduation earnings for largely FG populations compared to
their counterparts (Palmer, 2025).

Many FG students bring highly desirable skills like time management
honed through early work experiences, interdependent values rooted in their
communities that support team building and conflict management, and high
levels of motivation and purpose. Postsecondary education can potentially
amplify these strengths by fostering problem-solving, critical thinking, and
a growth-oriented mindset. While a fixed mindset holds that academic skills
are largely innate, a growth mindset holds that skills and talents can be devel-
oped through hard work, openness to feedback, and reflection on learning
strategies (Dweck, 2016). All of these factors are essential for civic engage-
ment, effective participation in the workforce, and culturally driven inno-
vation (i.e., collective diversity-driven critical thinking with the end goal of
benefiting communities and society as a whole; Pozzo et al., 2020). Indeed,
educational attainment is strongly correlated with socioeconomic mobility,
health, longevity, and overall well-being (Barakat & Konstantinidis, 2023).
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By implementing evidence-informed practices that recognize the strengths of
FG students and by creating clear and navigable pathways to their success,
institutions can meaningfully reduce disparities between those with more
advantage and those with less advantage. In doing so, they can support the
success and flourishing of FG students while advancing equity and contrib-
uting to a healthier, more democratic, and socially resilient society.

Before we get into how institutions can promote mobility and equity with
supportive policies, let us examine how the term first-generation status is
defined. The definition of first-generation varies widely across federal agen-
cies, institutions, and researchers, and these differences affect not only popula-
tion estimates reported previously but also how programs are designed and
which students are reached.

DEFINING FIRST-GENERATION STATUS: WHY IT MATTERS

The most widely accepted definition of first-generation student comes from
the Higher Education Amendments Act of 1998: a student whose parents
(or parent, if they live with only one caregiver) have not earned a bachelor’s
degree in the United States. This definition leaves important gaps. It does
not differentiate between students whose parents had partial college educa-
tion, whose parents earned diplomas or degrees abroad, or whose siblings or
grandparents attended college. These subgroups often face different chal-
lenges and experience different outcomes, such as in persistence and comple-
tion, when compared with CG peers (Mowreader, 2024).

Other definitions of FG vary considerably. Depending on how they are
defined, the number of FG students can vary by nearly 400,000 (Mowreader,
2024). The broadest definition includes students with at least one parent
who has not earned or completed a bachelor’s degree, whereas the narrowest
includes those whose parents never attended college. The differences in defini-
tions produce population estimates that range from 22% to 72% of enrolled
students (Gable, 2021; Mowreader, 2024; Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013;
Toutkoushian et al., 2018). The definition of the Higher Education Amend-
ments Act of 1998 also exposes the income disparities in these subpopulations
and changes who gets represented and their needs. When FG is defined as
lacking two parents with bachelor’s degrees, approximately half of these
students fall into the low-income! category; when defined more strictly

IThe U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2026) provided a median income equivalent
to just under $69,000 in 2025 (although with some missing data from the 2025
government shutdown), which would classify low income as earning less than
$46,000 a year.
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(i.e., as having parents with no college attendance), nearly two-thirds of
these students are from low-income households (Mowreader, 2024). These
variations have major implications for institutional research and program-
ming. Using the most common federal definition, 54% of undergraduates
were classified as FG in 2020 (Common App, 2020). By contrast, Common App
data for 2023 to 2024 identified 25.2% of first-year applicants as having
parents with no college attendance, highlighting how parental degree-level
criteria produce very different results (Heseung Kim et al., 2023, 2024).

Although FG students are a diverse group, more come from racial and
ethnic backgrounds (54% non-White), are from low-income households
(median income of $49,500), identify as female (60% vs. 40% male), and
have dependents (Hamilton, 2023; U.S. Department of Education, 2026).
Twenty-eight percent of FG students are older than 30 years and may be
parents, caregivers, or veterans, with limited time to study or engage with
important cocurricular and extracurricular opportunities offered on campuses
(FirstGen Forward, 2022; U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Each student
brings distinct styles of processing information that interact in complex and
multiplicative ways, shaping their experiences and influencing their success
in college.

Definitional differences correspond with varying academic behaviors. For
instance, students in stricter FG categories pass fewer Advanced Placement
exams and submit fewer college applications (Mowreader, 2024). In a study
by Dixon-Roman et al. (2013) of SAT scores and family income, African
American students from lower-income backgrounds scored 30% lower than
White students of comparable economic status. In short, how FG status is
defined not only changes which students are counted but also shapes our
understanding of their preparation, resources, and needs.

Educators themselves often remain uncertain about how FG status is
determined. In our 2022 survey, 51% of faculty were unaware of whether
their institution had a formal definition of FG status, 60% had a general
sense of the percentage of FG students on their campus as reported by their
institution, 31% knew of programs or services available for FG students, and
only 17% reported asking students directly about their FG status (Herrmann
et al., 2022).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS AND INTERSECTIONAL
PERSPECTIVES

This book situates FG students within a broader psychological and ecological
framework. We recognize the immense diversity of FG students and that their
experiences are shaped by intersecting dimensions of race, ethnicity, gender,
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sexual diversity, socioeconomic status, immigration background, and care-
giving responsibilities (Crenshaw, 1991; Gonzales, 2019; Museus, 2014).
In our 2022 survey (Herrmann et al., 2022) conducted with faculty and
administrators at different institutions, we found widely varying definitions
of FG students.

Thus, we examine the impact of family and community contexts, alongside
the interplay of wider sociocultural forces influencing personal identity, based
on Ryan and Deci’s (2017) self-determination theory and Bronfenbrenner’s
(1977) ecological systems theory. An intersectional lens highlights how
multiple marginalized identities can compound barriers but also foster unique
forms of resilience and resourcefulness. A one-size-fits-all approach to FG
support risks erasing these complexities. Therefore, the chapters in this book
explore shared experiences alongside the differentiated realities that shape
FG populations.

Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory emphasizes three fundamental psychological
needs—that is, autonomy, competence, and relatedness—that are essential
for persistence and well-being (Deci et al., 1991). The term relatedness incor-
porates the synergy between autonomy and connectedness that often gets
overlooked by those who misperceive autonomy as synonymous with inde-
pendence. A person can feel autonomous even while receiving support from
others, so long as they freely choose to do so (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Diverging
from the historical path of their families, FG students pursuing higher edu-
cation often need to reconcile autonomy with their interdependent cultural
values, especially those coming from lower-income and minoritized back-
grounds (Cornell & Searight, 2023). Students with these interdependent
values may deemphasize personal identity with an alternative focus on the
individual as inextricably embedded in a social network. This value perspec-
tive is in contrast with the independent self in which identity is based on
individual attributes with a firm boundary around the individual (Harb &
Smith, 2008).

FG students recognize the extrinsic rewards of education, such as upward
mobility and economic advancement, an outcome expected by their families
and defined as success by their communities. Focused on those, FG students
may undervalue the importance of engaging in other growth-promoting
activities, such as participating in student organizations and attending events
on campus, with no direct outcomes but which promote scholarship and a sense
of belonging. By helping students reflect on the internal motivations that led
them to pursue goals for themselves as well as their relations, educators can
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strengthen their intrinsic motivation while affirming the cultural ties and
relationships they continue to value. Emphasizing this internal drive can also
support FG students’ identity as learners, a characteristic that can both shape
their self-efficacy and sense of belonging on campus.

Because of their intersectional identities, many FG students come from
collectivist cultures that value community relationships. Studies show that
supporting the interdependence of FG students increases their information-
seeking behaviors, resilience, and motivation (Chirkov et al., 2003). Rather
than requiring FG students to distance themselves from their closest relation-
ships, strengthening autonomy reinforces confidence in their decision making
and ability to control outcomes by encouraging help-seeking behaviors and
external supports (Garcia & Cuellar, 2023; Gutierrez-Serrano et al., 2023).
Educators can further lean into the importance of relationships and thereby
support FG students’ sense of belonging, a critical factor in student persis-
tence and academic success (Strayhorn, 2018). Cyclically and synergistically,
increased autonomy and a stronger sense of belonging within the academic
community leads to greater engagement (Nunn, 2021; E. C. Thomas et al.,
2025). Many of the strategies highlighted in this book support the connections
between students and faculty, thereby giving students meaningful choices,
reinforcing self-control, and nurturing the personal goals that drive their
pursuit of higher education.

Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1995) ecological systems theory provides a systemic
lens for understanding the contexts shaping FG students. At the microsystem
level (the innermost environmental factor influencing an individual’s devel-
opment), students’ beliefs, resilience, and immediate relationships with
family, peers, teachers, and advisors directly shape their pathways to higher
education. Encouragement from high school teachers or supportive inter-
actions with faculty and peers on campus strongly predict enrollment and
retention (Lillis, 2011; Navarro & Tudge, 2023; Stephens et al., 2012;
Tinto, 1999).

The communications and connections among microsystems, called the
mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), include collaboration between family
members and academic advisors, faculty members inviting successful FG pro-
fessionals to serve as role models in the classroom, and communication
pathways across resource centers triggered to connect incoming FG students
to needed supports. Such intentional and proactively thoughtful connections
can integrate these students quickly into the campus community and help
develop supportive relationships critical to persistence (Kitchen et al., 2018).
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Per Bronfenbrenner (1977), at the exosystem level (environments that
indirectly influence an individual’s development), institutional practices such
as faculty training on how to support FG students, institutional ties with local
businesses to support internships or apprenticeships, and local foodbanks
or programs that provide resources such as food pantries or lightly used pro-
fessional clothing can effectively indirectly shape the entry, sustenance, and
academic success of FG students. At the macrosystem level (Bronfenbrenner,
1977), supports encompass the broader political, economic, and cultural
factors, including government policies and federally supported programs;
examples include the Federal Trio Programs (TRIO) established under the
Higher Education Act of 1965 and the Gaining Early Awareness and Readi-
ness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR UP) established in 1998, which
expand opportunities for FG enrollment (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
At the chronosystem level, which captures how life events, historical events,
and societal experiences may influence one’s development (Bronfenbrenner,
1995), technological advancements, rural-urban and cross-border migratory
patterns, and other changes in the United States over the past 3 decades
have led to increased access to higher education, which has contributed to
greater socioeconomic mobility (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Pike & Kuh, 2005).
Given the changes that transpire in federal policies over time and have been
happening more frequently in recent months, universities must establish dedi-
cated programs and officers for FG students who can orchestrate state and
federal resources to align with institutional initiatives. By critically examining
their institutional supports through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s systemic
framework, higher education institutions could facilitate belongingness in
younger age groups (Allen et al., 2021).

Taken together, these frameworks underscore that FG student success
depends not only on individual resilience but also on the alignment of insti-
tutional practices and sociocultural systems. The activities and strategies
described in this book are designed to leverage ecological supports, promote
self-determination, and recognize the cultural wealth FG students bring to
higher education.

FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION:
CHALLENGES AND HIDDEN HURDLES

Let us now focus on the challenges faced by FG college students so we can
creatively think through and apply these theoretical perspectives to ameliorate
some of them.
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A Caveat

One of the central limitations of using a category such as first-generation
student is that it is, in many respects, an artificial construct that obscures
substantial variability within this population. This group involves students
functioning at very high academic levels, including doctoral students who
benefited from strong and academically rigorous high school preparation,
as well as students who simultaneously belong to other marginalized groups
defined by income level, race or ethnicity, and sexual or gender minority
status. Additionally, although this chapter reviews research conducted with
FG students, it is important to emphasize that observed differences between
FG and CG students are probabilistic rather than deterministic. When exam-
ining dimensions such as mathematical preparation or collectivist value
orientation, the range of individual variation is likely to be considerable.
Accordingly, it is more accurate to state that certain characteristics are sta-
tistically more or less common among FG students rather than universally
present. However, statistical means can obscure variability and range. There
are numerous documented cases of FG students performing at exceptionally
high levels, including at highly selective institutions (Gable, 2021). Factors
associated with stronger academic performance in higher education include
rigorous secondary school preparation and family support for educational
attainment. At the same time, there is justifiable concern that categorizing
college students as first generation may contribute to stigma, self-handicapping
behaviors, and stereotype threat, which in turn are likely to be associated
with lower levels of academic performance (Robinson & McKendree, 2025).

Socioeconomic Barriers and Social Integration

Although institutions have made strides in opening doors to FG students
(Hudson, 2025), they need to do more to provide the sustained support
necessary for academic persistence and degree completion. Currently, FG stu-
dents risk attrition and lower graduation rates compared with their CG peers.
For example, only 24% of FG students graduate within 6 years compared to
59% of CG students (RTI International, 2024). According to data on students
who apply through the Common App, FG students are more than twice as
likely to leave college after their first year of enrollment (13% vs. 5%; Nolan
et al., 2025). Ten years after completing their sophomore year in high school,
just 20% of FG students earned a bachelor’s degree compared with 42% of
CG students (Redford & Hoyer, 2017).

A major barrier to deeper engagement, particularly outside of class, is that
most FG students are from lower socioeconomic households. They shoulder
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the responsibility of family finances, work longer hours per week, and typically
avoid residential living because it costs more or is far away, instead choosing
a college within commuting distance to work and family (Soria & Roberts,
2021). This limits their social integration into the university community and
the sense of belonging that is so important for student success (Stephens
et al., 2014). It also explains fewer credits completed during their second
and third years of study (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2016; Pascarella et al., 2004).
Previous studies have indicated that students who participate in co-
curricular activities are 58% more likely to continue beyond their first year
at public institutions (Burke, 2019; Ezarik, 2024; N. S. Thomas et al., 2021).
FG students are less likely to develop relationships within their campus
community, through communication with their faculty or peers (Pike & Kuh,
2005; Soria & Roberts, 2021; Stebleton & Soria, 2012). They also are less
likely to utilize campus resources or participate in internships, research, or
student organizations on campus. Parents who have never been to college are
often unable to see or point out the value of cocurricular and extracurricular
activities beyond good grades. Thus, parental education remains a signifi-
cant factor in academic persistence and graduation, even when other factors
such as income are taken into account (Choy, 2001). FG students possess
less social capital: the knowledge, resources, skills, and attitudes relevant to
upward mobility through education gained from an individual’s relational
network (Bourdieu, 1986,/2002; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006). Early evidence
indicates that targeted interventions can impact FG students’ appreciation
for the significance of these activities and increase their confidence in devel-
oping new networks (Horowitz, 2019; Schwartz et al., 2018). Thus, campus
community engagement, inside and outside the classroom, requires targeted
interventions from institutions that foster belonging and engagement.

Navigating the Hidden Curriculum

Students with greater social capital are more likely to access the university’s
hidden curriculum (Gable, 2021; White & Lowenthal, 2011), which comprises
the implicit norms and values governing higher education. Surveys show
that FG students report lower confidence in their academic backgrounds,
anticipate greater difficulties in their educational journey, and express more
uncertainty about their capacity for long-term success, yet they are less likely
to proactively seek assistance from faculty and university support services
(Engle & Tinto, 2008; McCarron & Inkelas, 2006; White & Canning, 2023). For
example, they may hesitate to request clarifications from faculty or assume
office hours are not available to them. FG students are less likely to meet with
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advisors, even though advising has been demonstrated to be critical for
successful retention, with persistence rates being significantly impacted by
each additional meeting of FG students with an advisor (Swecker et al., 2013).

One sample value that is prevalent, but not explicitly explained or articu-
lated, in higher educational contexts is that of independent thought. Educated
individuals typically occupy positions of power, and these values gradually
pervade all aspects of functioning, including the socialization of children.
They inculcate the value of self-direction and encourage independence in their
children, while those in subordinate positions, such as working-class parents,
socialize their children to value maintaining harmony, interdependence, and
conformity (Tudge et al., 2000). Thus, FG students differ from CG students
as they often enter the university with distinct cultural models of the self
(Phillips et al., 2020; Taylor, 2024). Cornell and Searight (2023) found that
CG students more often emphasize independence, whereas FG students iden-
tify more with a communal orientation and concern for the well-being of
others. Their values include interdependence, social duty, and responsibility
to others, which give meaning to their identity through social relationships
(Baumrind, 1971, 1978; Levy et al., 1998; Triandis, 1995). They endorse
these values of interdependence on standardized measures, particularly when
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Cornell & Searight, 2023; Stephens
et al., 2012). Thus, FG students from working-class backgrounds often
find university assignments that stress independent thought culturally mis-
aligned. They feel discomfort when asked to share personal experiences or
opinions without clear guidelines, making such tasks more challenging than
for CG students (Stephens et al., 2012). Faculty are in a position to help clarify
the distinction between self-empowerment and independence. Validating
FG students’ decision-making abilities and stressing the significant role of
building up networks, rather than breaking free from them, can help bridge
the cultural misunderstanding between independence and autonomy. In
fact, research has demonstrated that integrated social class identities are
linked with better health, life satisfaction, well-being, and academic perfor-
mance among FG students (Herrmann et al., 2021).

Impact of the Cultural Mismatch on Performance and Well-Being

The negative impact of a cultural mismatch between an individual and
their context is clearly evident when persons with interdependent values are
required to perform tasks independently. In these circumstances, those high in
interdependence demonstrate heightened distress and poorer performance,
with the reverse pattern observed for those high in personal independence
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(Dittmann et al., 2020; Stephens et al., 2012). Rockwell and Kimel (2025)
noted that FG students who endorsed stronger collectivist values showed
higher depression and anxiety than CG students and other FG students who
did not endorse collectivist values. Similarly, Stephens et al. (2012) noted
that FG students performed worse than their CG peers when academic tasks
were accompanied by messages depicting and further developing their own
personal independence.

In keeping with the middle-class values held by academic leaders, Stephens
et al. (2012) found that university mission statements often emphasize
individual achievement, fulfillment, and even personal transformation more
than interdependence with their community. Success in higher education
may feel like a form of “cultural suicide” to FG students, requiring them
to distance themselves from their upbringing (Tierney, 1999, p. 82). Even
well-intentioned advice, such as limiting family contact during the first
semester, reflects the assumption that reduced ties are necessary for academic
achievement (Dunn, 2018).

CHANGING THE NARRATIVE TO FOCUS ON FIRST-GENERATION
STUDENTS' STRENGTHS

FG students may be disadvantaged in navigating the hidden curriculum,
university systems, or unwritten rules of campus life (e.g., how to approach a
faculty member to address a perceived unfair test grade or how to seek advice
about academic planning and career advising, optimizing the amount of
financial aid received, and the idiosyncrasies of faculty members; Albright &
Simmons, 2024). However, these barriers should not overshadow the assets
FG students bring. Recognizing and building on these strengths allows insti-
tutions to shift from a deficit orientation to a strengths-based approach that
benefits not only FG students but also the broader university community.
The independence highly emphasized in higher education can be balanced
by weaving in messages of interdependence, which can be motivating for the
academic success of FG students. Rather than framing higher education solely
as individual transformation, emphasizing the value of a degree for uplifting
one’s family and community can be a powerful motivator for FG students
(Stephens et al., 2012). For many cultural groups, family is not an obstacle
but a source of strength. A commitment to family often cultivates a sense of
duty accompanied by perseverance (Havlik et al., 2020). In racial and ethnic
communities such as Asian and Hispanic American populations, familism
is a central value. Although family members may not fully understand the
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stressors of college life, they often serve as supportive listeners and provide
the social-emotional grounding students need to persist when academic
demands feel overwhelming (Rodriguez et al., 2021). In the workplace,
as in all other organizations, people thrive when relationships are valued.
From the mutual obligation of the employer with employees or between
members of a team unit, the same principles that bolster the family can be
leveraged for greater professional success.

Because employment is often a primary motivation for pursuing higher
education, emphasizing collaboration may align more closely with FG students’
value systems (Stephens et al., 2012). In today’s information-based economy,
where multinational companies dominate an interconnected world (Rotatori
et al., 2021), employers consistently highlight the importance of interpersonal
skills and the ability to work across differences. An interdependent univer-
sity focus may therefore better prepare students for careers after gradua-
tion. For instance, a 2020 American Association of Colleges and Universities
employer survey found that teamwork and the capacity to apply knowledge in
real-world contexts ranked among the top five desired outcomes of a college
education (Finley, 2023). These findings underscore that FG students already
bring valued collaborative strengths to both the university setting and the
workplace.

Too often, research and university programs frame FG students through
a deficit lens, overlooking the strengths and cultural wealth they contribute
to higher education (Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 2020). Financial and family
responsibilities facilitate the development of practical competencies such
as financial management, child-rearing, home and automobile repair, and
interpersonal conflict resolution in FG students. These can be translated
into problem-solving skills in academic and professional settings (Smith &
Lucena, 2016). For example, in engineering, Smith and Lucena documented
how FG students excel in applied practica because of such “real-world” expe-
rience. Cognitive psychology research has repeatedly stressed the significant
impact of concrete examples for more effective learning of abstract concepts
(Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 2020). Micallef and Newton (2022) found that
students exhibit easier transfer of learning to new situations with more real-
world examples. Sharing the diverse experiences of FG students could benefit
all students in the learning environment as well as validate the lived expe-
riences of FG students. This sharing can also support connections between
peers and FG students’ sense of belonging.

Taken together, these examples highlight that FG students contribute
practical skills, interdependent values, and collaborative strengths. These
align with the qualities employers and institutions desire, and higher educa-
tion could explicitly recognize and build on these assets.
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CREATING PROACTIVE AND INTENTIONAL UNIVERSITY
PROGRAMS FOR FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS

In addition to pursuing students with the skills and strengths that are inherent
to FG students, institutions are increasingly dependent on FG students’
access and success to fill seats and maintain enrollment numbers. Accord-
ing to FirstGen Forward (2022), more than 70% of U.S. universities and
community colleges report having a program specific to FG students, with
nearly 50% having a designated FG office. The primary goal of these pro-
grams is to improve student retention, such as the assembling of FG students
into cohorts from the beginning of their college experience to foster their
academic success. Many cohort-based programs include summer bridge ini-
tiatives and extended orientation programs that immediately precede the
first semesters. There are even a small percentage of universities developing
study-abroad programs for FG student cohorts (FirstGen Forward, 2022).

Many institutions have started to embrace learning community cohorts
within and across courses to link students’ living and learning environments,
which has been found to improve grade point averages and increase reten-
tion (Ramsey et al., 2025). Many universities have also developed first-year
experiences that highlight the differences in expectations from high school
to college, to help students transition successfully. While these learning com-
munities have a positive impact for all students, FG participants report greater
engagement with their academics, peers, and faculty, both in the classroom
and in cocurricular activities (Markle & Stelzriede, 2020). FG students who
are part of a learning community are more likely to opt into living on campus
than FG students who are not involved in a learning community, giving them
greater exposure to campus activities and the benefit of interaction with
savvier CG peers. Although most FG programs are created by administrative
staff, typically within student affairs or student life offices, the most effective
programs are led by faculty members who support the connection between
FG students and faculty (Ballin et al., 2025).

CREATING PARTNERSHIPS BETWEEN FACULTY AND FIRST-
GENERATION STUDENTS

Tinto’s (1999) model of retention emphasizes the significance of a strong
relationship with at least one faculty member as a major force for student
persistence. Involving faculty, particularly those who were FG students them-
selves, has been demonstrated to have a significant impact (Ballin et al.,
2025). However, very little training is provided or available to guide faculty on
instructing FG students. In our survey (Herrmann et al., 2022), approximately
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56% of faculty members reported never having professional training on
teaching, advising, or engaging with FG students. For those who did, 46.5%
said they were not compensated for such professional development, and
69% said there were no programs, nor did they know of any programs, for
FG students at their university. In encountering FG students in the classroom
and during office hours, faculty may overlook the significant impact they
can have on these students’ academic success if they do not know that the
students are the first in their families to attend college. FG identity typically
remains hidden for various reasons. In our survey, 31% of students said they
rarely disclose that they are the first to go to college in their family, and
65% of faculty reported that they never or rarely ask students this question
(Herrmann et al., 2022).

Besides supporting FG students’ understanding of university norms, when
faculty focus on and explicitly connect the lived experiences of FG students
with the academic content in open, nonjudgmental classroom discussions,
they increase their motivation for academic learning. Additionally, this
approach of valuing diverse lived experiences leads to advancement of
disciplines in ways that expand traditional knowledge, self-growth of the
faculty and students, and ideas that nurture community development (Ives
& Castillo-Montoya, 2020). Such open discussions between FG students and
faculty members and university staff would prove beneficial as they nor-
malize lower socioeconomic standing and make faculty and staff more relat-
able to those with less privilege. Stephens et al. (2015) showed the lasting
effects of FG students’ reflecting and sharing about how their social class
background shaped their college experience. In brief speeches to incoming
students, FG peers described the challenges and strengths rooted in family
and community circumstances. This process normalized FG experiences,
fostered belonging, and reframed barriers as shared and manageable, leading
to stronger academic and social adaptation.

ADVANCING UNDERSTANDING OF FG STUDENTS AND A CALL
FOR INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

By examining FG student success at the intersection of theory, research, and
practice, this edited volume advances with a twofold purpose: The first is
to deepen the understanding of FG students’ complex identities and living
realities, reframing them as agents whose cultural and psychological resources
enrich higher education. The second is to offer educators, administrators, and
policymakers evidence-informed strategies to design environments attending
to FG students that foster belonging, engagement, and long-term flourishing.
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Supporting FG students must go beyond access or remediation. Higher
education culture and practices need to be more equitable, inclusive, and
responsive to the needs of incoming students. This is particularly important at
this historical moment, when higher education is at a crossroads of declining
enrollments, financial constraints, and skepticism about investment in it;
such a transformation is vital for equity and the long-term viability of higher
education for public good. FG college students bring valuable strengths
to higher education. Their resilience, adaptability, and typically strong ties
to family and community help them succeed in unfamiliar environments
(Capannola & Johnson, 2022). By providing more explicit and clear commu-
nication about expectations in class and on campus, better support systems,
and inclusive practices, colleges can build on these strengths and create a
more welcoming and effective learning environment for all students.

The collection of chapters in this book differs from prior scholarship in
that it integrates psychological frameworks with practical classroom and
institution-level strategies. We offer a nuanced interdisciplinary perspective,
capitalizing on FG students’ lived experiences, cultural wealth, and self-
perception and identity development during formative college years, to equip
educators and advisors with concrete tools for change. In doing so, we hope
to provide a road map for systemic change that helps transform institutions
of higher education to be more accommodative of FG students, recognizing
them as central contributors whose presence drives innovation, relevance,
and vitality across the academy.

CHAPTER DESCRIPTIONS AND ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE

The chapters in this volume bring together innovative, evidence-informed,
strengths-based strategies to enhance FG students’ academic success, moti-
vated engagement, agency, and sense of belonging. Drawing on theoretical
frameworks such as self-determination theory, Schlossberg’s (1981) transition
theory, and Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model, the chapters
offer both theoretically broad and more narrowly targeted practical tools,
reflective insights, and actionable approaches to empower educators, admin-
istrators, and policymakers. Collectively, they create an interdisciplinary
mosaic of relational and humanizing strategies, empowered and grounded in
honoring the complexity of FG students’ lived experiences.

This book is organized into two complementary parts: “Strategies for Use
in the Classroom” (Part I) and “Strategies for Use Beyond the Classroom”
(Part II). The chapters in Part I embrace practices that create transformational
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learning experiences, foster student agency, and reduce the perceived costs
of higher education. For example, in Chapter 1, Napper et al. introduce a
photovoice participatory action methodology intended to empower students
to share their stories and become agents of change in their institutions.
Chapters 2 through 6 explore strategies for nurturing autonomy, competence,
relatedness, self-efficacy, and campus engagement. In Chapter 2, Frazier et al.
present the Need-Supportive Classroom Checklist for online instructors to
help cultivate a learning environment that fosters a sense of independence,
aptitude, motivation, and ownership of learning. In Chapter 3, Goldman
et al. introduce a use-change-value journal exercise to help students con-
nect course content to their everyday lives. In Chapter 4, Robbins and Tran
present CARING (Compassionate, Approachable, Relational, Invested, iNviting,
and Growth-oriented), a pedagogical approach designed to foster a sense
of self-efficacy and belonging in students. In Chapter 5, Pepper and Abreu
demonstrate how a food justice service-learning project can foster student
agency, critical consciousness, and community connection. In Chapter 6,
Ardoin details ungrading strategies that leverage graduate students’ funds
of knowledge—including their identity, culture, and geography—to support
ownership of learning.

The chapters in Part II examine ecological and institutional strategies
that affirm FG students’ identities and more holistically foster their sense of
belonging. In Chapter 7, Olson and Sterk present the Culturally Responsive
Faculty Advising Tool to help faculty advisors guide FG students through the
college environment. In Chapter 8, Laiduc et al. present theme-based insti-
tutional strategies to affirm FG identities (e.g., advisory groups, targeted
evidence). In Chapter 9, Stripe Portillo et al. offer 10 institutional interven-
tions inspired by Schlossberg’s (1981) transition theory to help FG students. In
Chapter 10, Ruiz et al. present a cohort-based, Yosso-driven STEM community
cultural wealth initiative model (Yosso, 2005) targeting the enhancement of
FG student inclusion, sense of belonging, and academic success.

Additional interventions intended to foster belonging, community, and
identity affirmation are presented in Chapters 11 through 15. In Chapter 11,
Ellis and Simon-Cereijido present graduate program safe spaces that provide
students the opportunity to use their cultural knowledge and lived experi-
ences to successfully develop academically and prepare for graduate school.
In Chapter 12, Smith and Henderson showcase the success of peer mentorship
programs that pair first-year FG students of color with upper-level students to
serve as sources of support throughout their first year of college. In Chapter 13,
Ramirez et al. use targeted strategies to demystify the hidden curriculum
(e.g., expectations that are not always apparent, such as finding professors’
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office hours and making use of campus resources like tutoring) and help
FG students navigate all the minutiae of college life. In Chapter 14, Daily
and Hetherington showcase the implementation of an informal networking
event, Coffee With a Professor, with the goal of helping FG students connect
with both peers and faculty, staff, and administrators. Last, in Chapter 15,
Pickering presents an FG-centered alumni panel series offering FG students
the opportunity to hear and learn from role models. Together, these chapters
illustrate how humanizing, culturally responsive, and holistic strategies can
create meaningful support structures for FG students.

This edited volume provides online supplemental materials at the
Resources tab of the book’s website (https://www.apa.org/pubs/books/
helping-first-generation-college-students-succeed) offering additional support
for instructors, advisors, and campus-wide administrative personnel in carry-
ing out the various activities described by the authors. Such activities include
instructions for specific assignments, steps on how to set up and deliver courses
and engage with students, suggestions for advisors on helping FG students
navigate their college journey, and campus-wide recommendations such as
family conferences, workshops, inspiring videos, and websites with FG faculty
profiles. In addition, the authors describe general take-home messages in
sections titled “Takeaways” at the end of each chapter, and they make sug-
gestions on how to apply the tools, strategies, interventions, and supporting
materials under the “Implementation Recommendations” sections to facilitate
readers’ quick search of content.

Spanning classroom practices, campus programming, and institutional
interventions, this volume offers a comprehensive roadmap for supporting
FG students’ academic, social, and personal growth. Whether adopted partially,
completely, or sequentially or selectively, the strategies empower educators,
administrators, and institutions to transform higher education into a space
where FG students not only access opportunities but also thrive academically,
socially, and personally.
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