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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 First-generation students at community colleges begin their higher education 

careers with significant disadvantages in comparison to their non-first-generation peers.  

Among these are higher tendencies to work while attending school, have lower levels of 

college readiness, lack social and cultural capital, be less able to self-manage, and 

struggle with cultural changes when entering college.  Community colleges can assist 

first-generation students by implementing practices that are responsive to the unique 

characteristics of first-generation students and provide them access to supports beyond 

the normal practices.  The Extended Access Construct is a means for implementing 

practices that address the characteristics of first-generation students.  The construct 

consists of six areas: Early Information and Validation; Procedures and Preparation; 

College Culture; Engagement; Persistence and Success; Mentoring.  With the necessary 

dedicated support of college administration, Extended Access can work to create a 

culture in which first-generation students can more readily overcome the disadvantages 

of the non-college-going environments in which they were raised to succeed in the 

community college setting.
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

First-generation college students, those whose parents have not completed 

college, are a distinct group among their college-going peers. This specific group of 

students brings with them unique cultural characteristics, barriers, and lack of college-

going skills that often lead to high rates of attrition and non-completion.   

It is estimated that more than two in every five students entering college are first-

generation students (CCCSE, 2009). Community colleges experience higher rates of 

enrollment of first-generation students than four-year colleges and universities, estimated 

as much as 20% more (Lederman, 2008).  The open-door admittance policy of the 

community college provides students the access to higher education, but success or 

degree completion at those institutions is four times more unlikely for first-generation 

students than their peers (Ramsey & Peale, 2010). Many students have reported that the 

causes of their non-completion were not the challenges of the academics alone but rather 

environmental issues unrelated to the college. Wells (2008) reports that a lack of “cultural 

capital,” understanding of the college culture and ability to navigate it successfully, and 

“social capital,” benefits gained from forming relationships, often lead to difficulty 

achieving success for many first-generation college students. 

For these students to complete degrees, colleges need to provide systems that help 

them assimilate to the college culture and counter the multiple inherently negative effects 

of the circumstances that frequently accompany first-generation students including 
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academic unpreparedness, the absence of familiarity with college culture and processes, 

and often the inherited traits of low-income society and generational poverty. By doing 

so, community colleges will leverage the open-access philosophy with extensive support 

services and generate an “extended access” model that provides first-generation, at-risk 

students with a navigation system to access the services they need and increase their 

chances for success.  

This study will explore the traits of first-generation community college students 

and present the construct for Extended Access for First-Generation Students at a Rural 

Community College based on current data and best practices of the student development 

literature. 

Whereas many studies of first-generation students refer to international students, 

this study will focus on students native to rural communities in the United States. This 

study will not explore the issues associated with English as a Second Language or 

adjusting to foreign culture as elements of the program. 

It is the intention of the Extended Access construct to assist community colleges 

in aiding first-generation students in moving beyond the open door access of community 

colleges to successful academic careers by providing them with more guided services that 

are responsive to their different cultural traits and learning needs than is the traditional 

model of leaving students to navigate the system and seek resources independently.  

The Extended Access construct provides a systems model that community 

colleges can enact to address the various barriers that first-generation students so often 

experience when transitioning to the higher education environment. 
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Definition of Terms 

The following terminology is used in this study: 

Completion – graduation with the student’s desired goal of degree or certificate 

Construct – a working hypothesis or concept (Merriam-Webster, 2013) 

Cultural capital — the "degree of ease and familiarity that one has with the 

'dominant' culture of a society" (Bills, 2000, p. 90 in Pascarella, Pierson, 

Wolniak, & Terenzini 2004) 

Culture of Poverty – “a social theory that explains the cycle of poverty. It is based 

on the concept that the poor have a unique value system and the poor 

remain in poverty because of their adaptations to the burdens of poverty” 

(USLegal, 2013) 

First-generation college student – one whose parents have not completed college 

Retention – the rate at which a student continues enrollment at the same 

institution 

Rural community college – as distinguished from an urban setting 

Social capital – “a form of capital that resides in relationships among individuals 

that facilitate transaction and the transmission of different resources” 

(Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini 2004, 252) 

 

The Why 

The open-access concept of community colleges that benefits so many students 

simultaneously proves detrimental to students without college-going backgrounds. They 

often are not aware that college expectations are different and more rigorous than high 

school. Because the community college system is open access and there is little to no 
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challenge to get into college, first-generation students are often of the mindset that it is 

like high school: a guaranteed education to which they are entitled and in which their 

success is ensured.  

The higher education community college system has contributed to this belief of a 

maximized open access concept by not wanting to erect what may be perceived as 

barriers for some students. These include mandatory orientation, course placement based 

on assessment scores and/or high school transcripts, down-payments to reserve seats in 

classes, mandatory advising, and required developmental education —even though such 

elements are widely believed to beneficial to student success. 

Higher education has allowed academically and socially underprepared students 

to enter a foreign environment without understanding how to succeed in it but then has 

expected them to do so. When the students don’t succeed, institutions then have 

bemoaned the low success and high attrition rates. At community colleges, typical fall-to-

fall semester retention rates of new students average only around 50%, with 60% of 

entering students placing into remedial or pre-college levels in math, reading, and 

writing.  Shockingly, these data also indicate that only 20% of entering first-generation 

community college students have obtained credentials six years after enrollment 

compared to double that number of non-first-generation students at four-year schools 

(Lederman, 2008). This includes associate degrees and certificates. 

In rural areas, these statistics are complicated by additional factors such as higher 

rates of industry and agriculture, which require a workforce with little-to-no college 

education and allow for early employment opportunities. Community colleges in these 

areas are faced with integrating the value of a knowledge-based culture/economy into one 
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that is primarily labor-based (Henderson & Abraham). This culture, combined with vast 

geographic areas of low-to-no population and a job market that is easily flooded, provides 

for a generally larger first-generation student base and a generally smaller student 

population which further complicates maintaining a continuous student base for high-cost 

programs (Rural Community College Alliance).  

The community college, because of these high rates of underprepared and first-

generation students, needs to provide more guidance for its students than a university or 

four-year college. Otherwise, the system is deceptively offering an opportunity to 

students it knows will have difficulty meeting the standards to achieve the credential.  

Community colleges must provide the under-represented and disadvantaged 

students that flood their doors, an average of 20% more than other institutions 

(Lederman, 2008), with viable pathways through higher education if they want to see a 

change in the dismal rates of success, and as current political and fiscal practices are 

insisting they do. For first-generation students, this must include factors other than 

academic guidance that will help them assimilate to the higher education culture. 

An additional reason for the urgency of employing an extended access model, 

higher education has been charged by President Obama in the 2020 College Completion 

Goal with increasing the number of Americans who have attained a college degree by the 

year 2020, potentially affecting an estimated 10 million Americans between the ages of 

25-34 (Kanter, Ochoa, Nassif, & Chong, 2011). Because of the United States’ fall to 9th 

in the world in education, this campaign is in effort of reclaiming the United States’ 

standing as the leader of nations with the most educated citizenry.  
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This burden will fall heavily on community colleges, as an overwhelming portion 

of the population to be educated is people with little-to-no college experience, 

transitioning from a culture of labor to one of knowledge. Many of these students will 

most likely come through the community college pipeline, as it is the most affordable and 

easily accessible higher education system. Numerous colleges have felt this increase 

already and have been forced to close their doors to new students, limit program 

offerings, and seek practices that maximize on their often small size and limited 

capabilities (Sullivan, 2013).  

Aside from external drivers, community colleges should be interested in 

increasing the success of first-generation students because this goal speaks to the heart of 

their mission, which the American Association of Community Colleges states as: 

“…access to, and opportunity for, education through courses that serve as the foundation 

for a career, a new life, or a new perspective” (AACC). 

Unless community colleges can determine how to advance more students to 

degree completion, they will not be fulfilling that mission. “Access to” education is not 

enough. Community colleges must also fulfill the “new life” and “new perspective” 

portion of the mission, ensuring that they are providing the necessary supports for their 

student population. Simon Sinek (2012) provides a philosophy to guide this endeavor 

through his Golden Circle Theory, based on the three levels of the brain, each of which 

separately responds to the what, the how, and finally the why.  

Sinek claims that “people don’t buy WHAT you do; they buy WHY you do it.” 

Sinek explains how the most successful organizations are those that focus on why they do 

what they do rather than what or how they do it. He states “When an organization defines 
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itself by WHAT it does, that’s all it will ever be able to do” (Sinek). Currently, the 

WHAT community colleges do is turn out low success rates. If the community college 

continues to focus there, the country will never realize increased rates of graduates and a 

more highly educated population because they are focusing on WHAT and HOW they do 

rather than the WHY.  

Disadvantaged students (and even non-disadvantaged students) coming to the 

community college need to know that the school they choose as their educator cares 

about more than their just entering the front door. If the community college wants to 

stand out among the highly competitive higher education field, they need to present the 

WHY of what they do.  

It is not enough to simply offer the education. Students need to know why the 

community college offers them these opportunities, what they can do for their lives, and 

why the community college’s belief in those opportunities is so strong that the people 

working there have devoted their professional lives to the cause.  

Doing this will draw students to community colleges for reasons other than the 

traditional prime drivers of cost and location. Community colleges will be first choice 

schools because of the philosophy of “why.” This will be clear through the schools’ 

actions, which are all driven by the desire for student success, especially among 

disadvantaged students who would not be able to find that kind of environment anywhere 

else. 
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The Need 

 
Community colleges have been the gateway to higher education for countless 

many who otherwise would have had no access to the life-changing opportunities these 

institutions provide. The open-door admittance policy of community colleges has leveled 

the extremely lopsided playing field of higher education for people of low economic 

status due to challenges of cost, proximity, and academic ability. While many students 

who never imagined themselves as college students transformed their lives through the 

opportunities available to them at community colleges, many more tried and were not 

able to capitalize on the opportunity. Graduation rates at community colleges fall well 

below those of their four-year college counterparts at rates of almost half (Chen, 2005).  

One reason contributing to these lower success rates is the fact that many students 

at community colleges are considered non-traditional and enter college with additional at-

risk behaviors and backgrounds that traditional college students do not have such as 

being older than the typical 18-22 year-old college student, working full-time while 

attending school part-time, having families, or being first-generation students, students 

whose parents never attended college. Traditional, 18-year-old, residential students have 

often grown up knowing about and even visiting college systems in which their parents or 

siblings were connected. Usually their main goal is completing college, and they have the 

study skills and support systems in place to do that effectively. They are immersed in the 

college culture 24/7.  

Non-traditional students, in contrast, often come to campus only to attend class, 

which could be as few as one or two times per week as they are generally part-time 

students. They do not interact with ― and thus establish familiarity with ― the college 
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system other than through their courses. Their main focus is caring for dependents and 

will drop all else to do so, regardless of personal consequences, such as course failure. 

They often lack the emotional intelligence to understand that their choices have caused 

the circumstances they find themselves in and thus blame the system for not helping them 

succeed. This behavior only works against them in a system that does not tolerate the 

behavior (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998).  

The college environment expects students to conduct themselves with an 

established level of emotional intelligence ― “abilities such as being able to motivate 

oneself and persist in the face of frustrations; to control impulse and delay gratification; 

to regulate one’s moods and keep distress from swamping the ability to think; to 

empathize and to hope” (Goleman, 1995, 34). This expectation is so prevalent that the 

topic is often integrated into first-year experience courses. Students’ emotional 

intelligence can be challenged daily in the college environment, and students who have 

low levels of it can find themselves overwhelmed by those challenges, leading to 

withdrawal. 

First-generation students have multiple factors in their lives that contribute to 

their inability to finish a college degree. Besides adjusting to an academic system with 

which they have little to no familiarity, these students struggle with dramatic cultural 

differences that affect their abilities to communicate effectively, different value systems 

that do not allow for long-term goal setting thus decreasing their level of tenacity, and 

forces in their lives such as family and jobs which pull from their resources needed for 

schooling. 
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First-Generation Students 

First-generation college students stand out as having especially different and 

extensive needs from students with college-going backgrounds. First-generation college 

students may come to college with the same aspirations as their non-first-generation 

peers, but they bring with them inherent barriers to their own success in college, either 

knowingly or unknowingly. Based on the literature, primary among the barriers of first-

generation students tend to be:  

 Enrolled Part-time – First-generation students tend to take fewer credit hours per 

semester than non-first-generation students, thereby increasing their likelihood of 

not completing and reducing their time on campus and level of engagement (see, 

for example, Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998) 

 Older – First-generation students tend to delay starting college rather than 

enrolling immediately after high school, allowing skills to lessen (see, for 

example, Choy, 2001) 

 Dependent on financial aid – First-generation students tend to be eligible for and 

more dependent on financial aid to fund their education (see, for example, Nunez 

& Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998) 

 Work – First-generation students tend to work more hours, reducing the number 

of credits taken and placing priority not on school (see, for example, Zwerling, 

1992) 

 Live at home/commute – First-generation students tend to not live in college-

provided residencies, reducing engagement with the college community (see, for 

example, Chen, 2005) 
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 Have children, often single parents ― First-generation students tend to have  

dependents, drawing attention from school (see, for example, Nunez & Cuccaro-

Alamin, 1998) 

 Less academically prepared ― First-generation students tend to have lower high 

school  GPAs and less rigorous coursework in high school, and thus need remedial 

coursework (see, for example, Warburton et al., 2001) 

 Less psychologically prepared ― First-generation students tend to have lower 

self-efficacy and lower self-esteem, and are therefore less better able to self-

manage (see, for example, McGregor & McConnell, 2000) 

 Have less college-knowledge ― First-generation students tend to unknowingly 

receive  poor advice from non-college-going peers/family, and often make 

wrong/poor choices (see, for example, London, 1992) 

 Immigrants/Speak English as a Second Language ― First-generation students 

tend to speak languages other than English in their homes (see, for  example, 

Nomi, 2005) 

 Come from cultures that value cooperative community. First-generation students 

tend to  be social learners and value interdependence whereas college values 

individuation and independent thinking (see, for example, Stephens et al., 2012) 

 Have no social capital ― First-generation students tend to lack the ability/know-

how to create advantageous relationships with faculty and peers (see, for example, 

Wells, 2008) 
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 Have no cultural capital ― First-generation students tend to lack the familiarity 

with college culture, struggle with learning the education system in addition to the 

curriculum (see, for example, Lundberg et al., 2007) 

 Caught between two cultures / belonging to neither ― First-generation students 

tend to be torn between pressure from friends family to not do well and 

desire/pressure from school to do well (see, for example, Davis, 2010) 

 
One major difference that distinguishes first-generation students from their peers 

is the fact that they did not grow-up in college-going cultures. They were not raised to 

believe that they would go to college or often that college was even a possibility for 

them. They do not have the confidence that they will succeed in college as their more 

traditional peers do, and they are not familiar with the culture of the academy, which 

remains, even in the 21st century, primarily middle class.  

This is not to say that first-generation students do not know that college exists or 

do not know enough about it to know that they want to go, rather that they often have 

unrealistic expectations of what it entails and the difficulty adjustment to the environment 

can be. 

Many first-generation students do not enter college directly from high school and 

have not had the opportunities of dual-enrollment or early college, as have many of their 

peers from college-going cultures. Students from college-going cultures have had the 

opportunity to acclimate more gradually to the higher education environment through 

exposure to college via pre-college experiences and thus are better prepared in what to 

expect from the environment when they become full-time college students. 
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Often first-generation students cannot capitalize on opportunities available to 

them such as dual-enrollment because their parents are either not aware that they exist, 

having no background that alerts them to college preparation, or cannot afford the costs 

such as textbooks or transportation associated with the programs. 

The Culture of Poverty 

First-generation students are more likely than their non-first generation peers to 

come from low socio-economic backgrounds (Terenzini, Springer, et at., 1996). Though 

it is not true of all first-generation students, a substantial number of first-generation 

students are often from poor backgrounds. Of all students applying for financial aid in the 

2011-2012 academic year at one Midwestern rural community college, 58% indicated 

they were first-generation students (Doe, 2012). Data from1998-90 indicates that almost 

one quarter of all first-generation students came from families with incomes in the lowest 

quartile, while almost 60% come from the middle quartile compared to 60% of non-first-

generation students who come from the highest quartile (Nunez & Carroll, 1998).  In 

lower socio-economic cultures, immediate, short-term goals such as jobs and supporting 

the family take priority over long-term goals such as multi-year education for self-

improvement. This is often demonstrated in the higher education environment through 

low levels of emotional intelligence and high rates of withdrawal, repeated courses, and 

attrition.  

Payne (1996) explores the hidden rules associated with various socio-economic 

classes. She describes these as “the unspoken cues and habits of a group.” Payne outlines 

these rules among the various classes, showing the differences in philosophies and 
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behaviors. Among the poverty class she cites the following views: education as 

something to be valued in the abstract but not reality; present time as being the most 

important in which decisions are made for the moment, based on feelings or survival; and 

a belief in fate to the extent that one cannot do much to mitigate chance. These 

characteristics are almost diametrically opposite to the same categories in the middle and 

wealthy classes.  

Donna Beegle, a former first-generation student who grew up in generational 

poverty, reports in her interviews with first generation students that they state that 

“education had little or no meaning” growing up; “despite having good grades, they had 

no direction and did not understand what they could do with an education” (15). She also 

states that lack of discussion of education indicated to students that it wasn’t important; 

“most did not realize that a college education could move them beyond the level of 

poverty to which they were accustomed” (15).  

One aspect that is ever-present when discussing generational poverty and first-

generation college students is the distinct separation of the cultural “middle-class-ness” 

of academia versus the lower-class cultures in which the students were raised. When first-

generation students go to college, they are faced with navigating an environment 

composed of the hidden rules of primarily the middle class (Payne, 1996).                                                                                                   

Among the differences between the classes are communication styles: “The 

behavior norms of people from poverty were not rewarded in the education setting. 

Grammar and vocabulary emerged as barriers to literacy and education for students” 

(Beegle, 16). Beegle further illustrates this point through Ong’s study Orality and 

Literacy stating:  
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Most people who live in poverty exhibit characteristics of oral culture, getting 

most of their information verbally. Ong characterizes oral culture as relationship-

based, spontaneous, and strongly associated with emotions and physical touch. 

Verbal communication may not necessarily focus on one idea, but may bounce 

from idea to idea. Ong found that people who get their information primarily from 

reading exhibit characteristics of print culture, and tend to be linear, analytical, 

individualistic, and focused. Education is designed for those people. When 

students from poverty background enter the world of education, their 

communication styles are likely to clash with the formal nature of print-culture 

communication (16).  

 

These differences become apparent when students try to (or ignore the necessity 

to) communicate with instructors and institutional professionals. Because the students are 

not from a “print culture,” to use Ong’s term, and are used to receiving knowledge 

verbally, they often have not read or understood materials that have been sent to them on 

behalf of the institution and thus are not aware of steps they should have taken for 

preparation, due dates, and other important information regarding their education. This 

lack of “print culture” can lead to further obstacles when applied to the larger concept of 

information literacy. First-generation students who are unfamiliar with seeking answers 

through research and critically thinking to problem-solve will encounter those obstacles 

in the classroom when they are asked to do those tasks for assignments. 

These communication styles are also referred to by Payne (1996) as Registers of 

Language. Payne notes that each register has a different pattern of discourse, or pattern of 
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how information is organized. In the formal-register discourse pattern, the speaker or 

writer gets straight to the point. In the casual-register discourse pattern, the writer or 

speaker goes around the issue before finally coming to the point (1996). 

This poses another obstacle for first-generation students with low socio-economic 

backgrounds when they go to college. Often, they are not familiar with using the formal 

register and discourse pattern as are the higher education professionals and peers they 

encounter. This causes confusion and frustration when instructors/college officials expect 

students to communicate in one way, a way that is perhaps foreign or unfamiliar to 

students, and students communicate in a way that is considered unprofessional to 

instructors/college officials. 

Rural Specifications 

First-generation students at rural community colleges face additional obstacles to 

achieving their educational goals (http://www.ruralccalliance.org). Often, students at 

rural community colleges are there because they are place-bound, caring for dependent 

parents or children, without the means or ability to relocate. They are dependent solely on 

what educational opportunities the college can bring to them, unable to travel or relocate 

to expand their choices. 

Rural community colleges are generally smaller because they serve less-populated 

areas. Often they do not have on-campus services that larger, urban schools do. Daycare 

is one of these services that is often lacking on rural community college campuses. Many 

community college students are single parents and could benefit from daycare services 

on-campus, accessible to them while they attend class. The lack of convenient and 
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affordable daycare affects when students with children can attend class and how long 

they can be away from the home, thus limiting their participation in study sessions and 

peer-development opportunities. 

The lack of public transportation in rural areas, both on-campus and off, also 

poses problems for many students. As many rural areas do not have public transportation 

systems, many students find themselves without reliable means to reach campus. They 

find themselves dependent on friends and family for transportation, which often results in 

missed classes as vehicles breakdown or priorities change for the driver. Many 

community colleges do not provide resident housing for students that can be found at 

larger colleges and universities, providing students with living needs immediately 

available at the campus. 

Rural community colleges often try to increase their service areas by creating 

satellite sites or offering courses in nearby towns. As there is often not enough population 

to warrant recreating all services at these various locations, students who are place-bound 

without transportation to area towns cannot access needed services or courses not 

available at their home location. This leaves many first-year and first-generation students 

unable to benefit from programs that the college has available only at the main campus. 

 

Summary 

By providing a structured system that extends the concept of access to higher 

education beyond the front door, community colleges can increase the likelihood of 

success and completion for first-generation students. A support system of this type must 

include aspects that are responsive to the cultural traits of non-college-going 
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environments that first-generation students have experienced, including generational 

poverty, as well as aspects that are considerate of their current status of full and busy 

lives which may include work and family commitments coupled with the lack of 

emotional intelligence or inability to self-manage and self-correct. 

 



 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Introduction 

The definition of what a first-generation college student is varies from one study 

to the next. Some define it as narrowly as “those who are first in their families to attend a 

four-year college (Cushman, 2007, 1). Some define it more broadly as students who are 

the first in their family to go to college (Engle & Tinto, 2005), and some define it as a 

student “whose parents have not completed any education beyond high school” (Engle, 

Bermeo, & Obrien, 2006, 16; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Bilson & Terry, 1982; Brooks-

Terry, 1988). This study and the majority of the literature reviewed below use the two 

latter definitions. 

First-Generation Student Characteristics 

Abundant research provides insight into the typical characteristics of first-

generation community college students, though the characteristic similarities cannot be 

applied unilaterally to all first-generation students.  Much research exists as well to 

describe the disadvantages first-generation students face when entering college, though 

most seems to explore this in terms of university-level experiences and not community 

colleges. 

First-generation college students are difficult to count, as there is no standard 

system for identification. The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) asks if 
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a student is the first in their family to attend college, but not all students apply for 

FAFSA. Many colleges ask the question on their applications, but certainly not all. Also, 

there is no central repository to collect this information, and there usually is no reason for 

a student to disclose the information to schools.  

The confines of this study will be limited to non-immigrant first-generation 

students attending community colleges, predominantly rural.  The following literature 

review will explore characteristics, assets, and barriers to education of those students that 

all play a role in determining their success in college. 

The vast majority of statistical data on first-generation student characteristics is 

attributable to the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics. Three studies by Nunez and Carroll (1998), Choy (2001), and Chen and Carroll 

(2005) detail demographic characteristics common to first-generation students, their rates 

of persistence and attainment in college, and their levels of academic preparedness as 

compared to their non-first-generation student counterparts.  

Further studies widely referenced research aspects of first-generation student 

status and its effect on the college experience for these students as well as cognitive 

development (Zwerling & London, 1992; Terenzini et al., 1996; Pascarella et al., 2004; 

Engle, 2005). 

Demographics 

Older 

First-generation college students are more likely than their non-first generation 

counterparts to be older than 18. In 1989-90, 50.6% of beginning postsecondary first-
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generation students were 19 or older (21.4% over 25) compared to 25.9 of their non-first 

generation counterparts (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). In 1995-1996, 64.4% of 

beginning postsecondary first-generation students were 19 or older, 31.2% over the age 

of 24 (Choy, 2001).  

More first-generation high school graduates delay starting college than their non-

first-generation counterparts, 65% compared to 21% in 1992 (A Shared Agenda, 2004). 

According to Engle, et al. (2007), “Less than half (47%) of students whose parents did 

not go to college enrolled in any postsecondary institution the year after graduation from 

high school compared to 85% of students whose parents had college degrees (p 13). 

Reasons for this delay in continuing their education can be attributed to the need 

to work and support the family or to the cultural belief that higher education is not a 

necessity or important to earn a living. Also family members may discourage the pursuit 

of higher education for fear of being left behind by the pursuing family member. 

 

Female, Married, Dependents, Race  

First-generation college students are more likely than their non-first-generation 

counterparts to be female (this is a current trend among all college students), to be 

married and/or separated, to have dependents, and to be races other than white (Nunez & 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Nomi, 2005, Engle & Tinto, 2005; Inman & Mayes, 1998; 

Terenzini et al., 1996). Minorities compose approximately 36% of first-generation 

college students compared to 29% of non-first-generation students (Nomi, 2005). 



 

 22 

Socio-Economic Status 

First-generation students are more likely than their non-first-generation peers to 

come from the lower and middle quartiles in socioeconomic status (Nomi, 2005; Nunez 

& Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). These numbers are significantly higher in the lowest quartile 

(earning less than 25K annually). These numbers are much larger when applied to all 

enrolled post-secondary students, not only beginning post-secondary students as Nunez 

and Cuccaro-Alamin study covers.  It is estimated that 24% of all undergraduate students 

enrolled today are first-generation students (Engle and Tinto, 2005). 

Research is consistent in showing that first-generation students are more likely to 

work while attending school and to be eligible for and use financial aid (Nunez and 

Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998, Richardson and Skinner, 1992, Zwerling, 1992; Nomi, 2005).  

 

Culture 

As first-generation college students do not come from college-going cultures, 

education is valued differently, if at all, in those cultures than in the higher education 

culture. Perhaps one of the biggest yet un-measureable barriers for first-generation 

college students is the transition they face in adjusting to new cultural norms. These 

students face a system of priorities and values with which they are unfamiliar and one 

that does not align with the values and priorities of the home culture from which they 

come. First-generation students must either learn how to balance this dichotomy of 

cultures or make the difficult decision to choose one over the other. 

In addition, many first-generation students face pressure from their families and 

home environments when deciding to pursue higher education. Even more drastically, 
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many students face families and friends who actively sabotage their efforts to succeed in 

school through their disapproval and lack of emotional support (Hasio, 1992). Therefore, 

in many cases, first-generation students are forced to cut ties with friends and family in 

order to keep school a priority, thereby eliminating any sort of known support system 

they were used to, in effect isolating themselves in a foreign culture (London, 1992). 

Culture Shock 

The majority of first-generation college students come from lower and lower-

middle socio-economic statuses.  Upon entering college, these students find themselves 

in an environment that operates on a different set of values and with different rules of 

behavior than the one in which they were raised (Pascarella et al., 2003; London, 1992; 

Padron, 1993; Rendon, 1992; Terenzini et al., 1994). 

According to Stephens, et al. (2012) “…universities promote a particular set on 

independent norms for college students. These norms are based on a particular middle-

class model for how to be a person and a successful student” (18). It is this middle class 

set of norms that first-generation students encounter upon beginning their studies in 

higher education which are often in opposition with the norms and values they know. 

Payne (1996) illustrates these divisions in this way (Table 1): 

 

Table 1. Middle Class Norms Versus Poverty Class Norms (Payne, 1996, p 42-43). 
 Poverty (Working Class) Middle Class 
Personality Is for entertainment. Sense of humor 

is highly valued. 
Is for acquisition and stability. 
Achievement is highly valued. 

Social Emphasis Social inclusion of people he/she 
likes. 

Emphasis is on self-governance and 
self-sufficiency. 



 

 24 

 Poverty (Working Class) Middle Class 
Time Present most important. Decisions 

made for moment based on feelings 
or survival. 

Future most important. Decisions 
made against future ramifications. 

Education Valued and revered as abstract but 
not as reality. 

Crucial for climbing success ladder 
and making money. 

Destiny Believes in fate. Cannot do much to 
mitigate chance 

Believes in choice. Can change future 
with good choices now. 

 

Stephens et al. (2008) highlight the difficulty first-generation students face with 

these opposite views primarily in terms of social emphasis. While the middle class — and 

therefore by extension colleges — place value on independence, self-reliance, and 

becoming independent thinkers, first-generation students place value on interdependence, 

giving back to the community, and supporting family. These oppositional values create a 

mismatch for first-generation students and the college culture and often lead to lower 

grades and achievement levels (Stephens et al., 2012).  

The struggle to learn the rules of the middle class and college culture can lead to 

first-generation students feeling isolated and alienated (Engle, 2005; Richardson and 

Sinner, 1992). They lack the “cultural capital” or “a general familiarity with the traditions 

and norms necessary to be successful at an institution of higher education” (Lundberg, et 

al, 2007 in Mehta, et al., 2011, 21).  

In addition, first-generation students lack the “social capital” or “social and 

personal connections or networks that people capitalize on for interpersonal assistance 

and personal gain” (Wells, 2008, 29). Because parents of first-generation students have 

not experienced the college environment, they cannot provide insight to their children 

about “accessing and understanding information and attitudes relevant to making 

beneficial decisions about such things as the importance of completing a college degree, 
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which college to attend, and what kinds of academic and social choices to make while in 

attendance” (Pascarella et al., 2004). 

High levels of cultural and social capital are shown to have positive effects on 

both level of grade achievement and student persistence (Mehta et al., 2011; Wells, 

2008). The lack of cultural and social capital leads to behaviors in first-generation 

students such as not utilizing school-provided services, establishing connections with 

faculty either in-class or during office hours, maintaining advantageous relationships with 

peers, or becoming involved with student activities (Wells, 2008; Lohfink & Paulsen, 

2005; Mehta et al., 2011). 

Caught Between Two Cultures  

As first-generation students assimilate to the culture of higher education and 

begin to modify their behaviors, they find themselves not fitting in with their home 

environments any longer. Thus, they do not entirely fit in at school and do not entirely fit 

in at home.  

Students find they have to redefine their relationships with loved-ones and even 

themselves (London, 1992), as their quest for learning can make them question their 

cultural upbringing, identity, and sense of security. London (1992) states:  

“Park’s (1950) definition of marginality applies here: these students live and share 

in the life and traditions of two distinct cultures, never quite wanting or willing to 

break with their past, even if permitted to do so, and never fully accepted, because 

of prejudice, in the culture in which they seek a place” (p 7). 
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Students may find themselves involved in activities or studying subjects that are 

foreign to their family and friends. This new knowledge (and even more minor changes, 

such as music or vocabulary) can be perceived by family and friends as challenges to the 

class and culture and they may push away the students. Students too find a new autonomy 

through this learning (London, 1992). As they try to fit in more with one culture, they 

find that they become rejected by the other. First-generation students have described this 

as feeling as if they are straddling two cultures but fully belonging to neither one (Engle, 

2005; Ward et al., 2012; Davis, 2010). 

In addition, whereas many traditional students in pursuit of higher education find 

great support systems among their family and friends, first-generation students 

experience quite the opposite. Besides often being rejected by friends and family, many 

first-generation students have reported having family members actually seek to sabotage 

their educational pursuits or discourage them from continuing (Engle, 2005; London, 

1989, 1992; Hasio, 1992).  

Enrollment 

According to the literature, the majority of first-generation students enroll in less 

selective two-year institutions, including community colleges, than in four-year 

institutions (Berkner & Chavez (1997) as cited in Engle, 2005; Choy, 2001; Pascarella, et 

al., 2004). More first-generation students enroll in community colleges (and other two-

year schools) than in four-year institutions (Striplin, 1999); in 1995-1996, among all 

beginning post-secondary secondary students, the numbers of first-generation students 

differed at institutions by as much as: 53% at two-year institutions and 34% at four-year 
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institutions (Choy, 2001), and in 1998-1990 by as much as 51% at two year-institutions 

and 30% at four-year institutions (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). 

The reasons first-generation students give for their enrollment at community 

colleges include the desire to live at home, to attend part-time, to work while attending 

school, to complete a degree program in a shorter time, and to attend a school close to 

their family (Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Lohfink & 

Paulsen, 2005; Nomi, 2005).  

The literature supports this: first-generation students attend college part-time at 

higher rates than their non-first-generation counterparts – 30% to 13% respectively 

(Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). They are more likely to live off-campus and work 

full-time while taking courses part-time (Chen, 2005; Choy, 2001; Inman & Mayes, 

1999, Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Terenzini et al., 1996; Pascarella et al., 2003). 

Preparedness 

The literature shows that first-generation students are generally less prepared for 

college, both academically and with their knowledge about what to expect at college and 

its expectations of them.  

First-generation students typically have lower high school grade point averages, 

having taken less rigorous coursework in high school with fewer Advanced Placement 

and honors courses (Billson & Terry, 1982; Choy, 2001; Thayer, 2000; Warburton et al., 

2001).    

In addition, first-generation students enter college with little knowledge of 

effective “studenting” skills such as time-management and financial literacy (Richardson 
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& Skinner, 1992; Hasio, 1992). Collier & Morgan (2007) describe first-generation 

students’ lack of “role mastery” of being a college student and inability to acquire both 

explicit and implicit knowledge (428).  

Cruce et al. (2007) extensively explore the level of self-efficacy among first-

generation college students. They define this as “an individual’s perceived capability in 

performing necessary tasks to achieve goals” (5). When applied to academics, first-

generation students had less confidence in their abilities than non-first-generation 

students. This was shown to affect their levels of academic achievement and involvement 

with co-curricular activities (Choy et al., 2007).  

Various sources have shown that first-generation students enter college with 

lower levels of cultural and social capital than their peers. Cultural capital ― the general 

familiarity with the culture, practices, and traditions of another class ― and social capital 

— the personal connections and networks one uses for personal gain― are acquired 

through interactions with others and usually passed down from parents to children. The 

parents of first-generation students, having no familiarity with the culture of higher 

education, are unable to transfer this knowledge to their children (Wells, 2008; Mehta, 

Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011).  

The lack of social and cultural capital can lead to a lack of involvement with 

student activities and interactions with instructors (Billson and Terry, 1982), which have 

both been shown to have negative effects on student success and persistence (Pascarella 

& Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Terenzini et al, 1996; Tinto, 1993; Wells, 2008).  

Collier and Morgan (2007) have demonstrated this through the idea that 

understanding of faculty expectations is equally important to student success, as is the 
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mastery of the material. They state that the misunderstanding first-generation students 

have with faculty expectations of them ― lack of cultural capital ― hinders their ability 

to succeed (Collier & Morgan, 2007). In addition, Wells (2008) demonstrates that part-

time students at community colleges generally have the lowest levels of capital and the 

lowest rates of persistence. 

The lack of insight into the higher education environment on the behalf of the 

parents of first-generation students leads to inadequate planning in the students’ 

preparation for college (Horn & Nunez, 2000 in Engle, 2005).   

Besides having lower levels of academic preparation, first-generation students 

tend to enter college with less knowledge of timelines for application and financial aid, 

financial literacy, appropriate selection of courses, and appropriate expectations of 

instructors and the college experience (Padron, 1992; Richardson and Skinner, 1992; 

Hasio, 1992).  

In addition, first-generation students tend to enter college with lower levels of 

self-esteem (McGregor as cited in McConnell, 2000) and critical thinking skills 

(Terenzini et al, 1996).  

 

Retention and Persistence 

Success rates for first-generation students are shown throughout the literature to 

be consistently lower than their non-first-generation counterparts (Pascarella et al, 2004; 

Terenzini et al, 1996; Pascarella et al, 2003).   

On average, first-generation students complete fewer credit hours and return after 

the first semester at lower rates than their peers (Inman & Mayes, 1999; Chen, 2005; 
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Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). They are also more likely to withdraw from or repeat 

courses (Chen, 2005; Pascarella et al, 2003, 2004; Warburton et al, 2001), to not return to 

college after “stopping out” or enrolling discontinuously (Warburton et al, 2001), and to 

not complete a degree (Engle, 2005).  

Summary 

The extant literature illustrates the many barriers to a successful higher education 

experience for first-generation students. Prevalent among them are lack of planning and 

preparation for college, lack of academic preparedness upon beginning college, low 

levels of social and cultural capital and self-efficacy, the absence of parental insight of 

and support for college enrollment, and a history of high levels of attrition among their 

first-generation peers.



 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3  Design Methodology 

Introduction 

It is the intent of this study to present a construct for community colleges to 

combat the high attrition and low success levels of first-generation students. The model is 

designed to help alleviate the effects of some of the unique barriers that accompany first-

generation students when they begin their experiences in higher education. Among these 

are coping with the culture shock of college, lacking social and cultural capital, having no 

models for success, and having no support network.  

This chapter will explore the suggested strategies of the various sources in the 

area of study of first-generation students as well as the best practices from student 

success models. These elements were used to design the construct that builds upon the 

extant research and applies it to first-generation students and the rural community college 

setting specifically. 

Student Success Models 

There exists a vast range of theories that potentially could affect a student’s 

development in college; this study focuses on the theories of principles and practices by 

institutions that encourage student success. In this area, Chickering and Gamson (1987, 

1999) and Tinto (1993, 2012) have asserted widespread influence with their designs as 
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has McClenney and the Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE) 

(2010) with the Survey of Entering Student Engagement. 

The three models that follow from Chickering and Gamson, Tinto, and CCCSE 

provide broad standards that all institutions should ensure are present in their students’ 

experiences. Many of the principles relate to the classroom experience such as active and 

engaged learning and prompt feedback from faculty, but many more can be applied to the 

overall student experience, especially in the areas of support and development.  

Common themes are evident in all three models such as setting high expectations 

and providing multiple means of support for students. Each model stresses the need for 

intentional environmental characteristics that colleges should create including clearly 

defined program pathways; connections with faculty, staff, and peers; and cooperative 

and engaged learning opportunities. 

In addition, each model addresses elements that regard the student experience 

holistically including academic and social experiences. This is especially important when 

considering the deficits in both areas that first-generation students have when entering 

college as well as limited opportunities that rural community college campuses may have 

for student engagement, both socially and with academic supports. 

These models were used to design the Extended Access construct and align it with 

the research findings and recommendations within each model. The Extended Access 

construct incorporates elements from each of the three models examined, creating a 

model for community colleges to use to design integrated services for first-generation 

students and provide them with a clear and structured pathway with which to navigate the 

college system and culture. 
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Table 2. Necessary Conditions for Student Success (Tinto, 2012) 
Condition Example 

Expectations Student behavior, effort 
 What is required for program success  
 What is required for classroom success 

Institutional 
 Advising for clear roadmap 
 Enforcing expectations both in and outside of 

classroom 
 Assessment 

Support 
 
 

Academic 
 Summer bridge program 
 First-year seminar 
 Supplemental Instruction 
 Learning Communities 
 Embedded Academic Support 

Social 
 Peer mentoring 
 Stress counseling 

Financial 
 Work study programs linked to student’s field of 

interest 
 Institutional grants and scholarships 

Assessment and Feedback 
 
 

 At Entry 
 In Classroom 
 Early Warning Systems 
 Course Redesign 
 Institutional Assessment of Student Experience 

Involvement  Cooperative and collaborative learning 
 Learning Communities 
 Service Learning 
 Faculty development in engagement 

 

Tinto (2012) presents a broad set of conditions institutions have the responsibility 

to create in order to provide its students with the best environment for success or 

completion. Tinto focuses on the first year when he states that “student success is still so 

much in question and still very responsive to institutional intervention” (7).  

Tinto repeatedly stresses the necessity for any and all intervention efforts to be 

integrated with classroom and academic programs. He states how important this is 

especially when regarding community college students, of which such a large portion 

attend part-time and are only on campus for their classes, and first-generation students 
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who so often present large gaps in their levels of cultural capital or shared knowledge 

(2012).  

The idea of integrating supports with in-class time plays heavily into the Extended 

Access design. Maximizing the time on campus of first-generation students and aligning 

services with courses will create a system that students do not view as supplementary to 

their in-class learning, but as a part of the curriculum.  

Table 3. Seven Principles for Good Practice in Undergraduate Education (Chickering & 
Gamson, 1987, 1999). 
 

Principle Example 
Encourage contact between  
students and faculty 
 

 Frequent student-faculty contact in and 
out of class 

 Faculty assigned as personal resources 
Develop reciprocity and cooperation  
among students 
 

 Learning as a team effort 
 Study groups 
 Learning communities 

Encourage active learning 
 

 Structured exercises 
 Challenging discussions 
 Team projects 
 Peer critiques 

Give prompt feedback 
 

 Frequent opportunities for students to 
perform and be assessed with 
suggestions for improvement 

Emphasize time on task 
 

 Mastery and contract learning 
 Combinations of teaching and learning 

modalities 
Communicate high expectations 
 

 High expectations for faculty and staff 
as well as students, showing a daily 
model 

Respect diverse talents and ways of 
learning 

 Individualized degree programs 
 Personalized systems of instruction 

 
 

The principles Chickering and Gamson (1987) present illustrate a pervasive theme 

of interdependence both with student to student and faculty/staff to student. The 

principles incorporate a high level of exchange and collaboration on the parts of both 

students and faculty/staff.  
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Except for the final principle, “Respect diverse talents and ways of learning,” 

which acknowledges the need to respond to individual student attributes, each principle is 

grounded in the idea of cooperative effort. Student success is viewed as a shared 

responsibility for all members of the college community rather than an individual goal of 

each student.  

This idea is a prime driver of the philosophy of the Extended Access construct. 

Colleges have a responsibility to ensure that they are providing environments and 

systems most conducive to student success, with completion as the target goal. Though 

meeting that goal may ultimately depend upon each student’s individual level of tenacity 

and grit, allowing students to chart courses fraught with missteps, whether intentional or 

unintentional, is a denial of that responsibility by colleges. 

The weight of this responsibility cannot be greater than when applied to first-

generation students. As they enter college without the benefit of family history and 

familiarity with the college process, they are much more dependent upon the school to 

guide them through the environment. 

 

Table 4. Survey of Entering Student Engagement Benchmarks of Effective Practice with 
Entering Students (CCSSE, 2010). 

Benchmark Practice 
Early Connections 

 
 

 Establish one-on-one relationships or group 
relationships between students and staff 
other than instructors 

High Expectations and Aspirations 
 

 

 Track attendance as well as grade 
progression  

 Contact students who miss class  
 Set standards for attendance and amount of 

work required 
Clear Academic Plan and Pathway  
 

 Align counseling/academic advising with 
career and financial aid advising 
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Benchmark Practice 
Effective Track to College  
Readiness 

 
 

 Summer bridge programs to increase basic 
skills  

 Developmental courses 
 College success courses  

Engaged Learning 
 

 

 Group assignments 
 Peer mentoring  
 Faculty and staff coaching  

Academic and Social Support Network 
 

 Support groups  
 Professional mentoring  
 Luncheon networking opportunities 

 
 

The Benchmarks of Effective Practice with Entering Students from the Center for 

Community College Student Engagement present six system practices colleges can 

employ to provide entering students advantages to succeeding in the first year. They 

focus on establishing relationships through high levels of engagement in both student-to-

student and student-to-faculty/staff. Each benchmark addresses this in some way whether 

through one-on-one means or group situations. 

In addition, the Benchmarks address all points of a student’s first year – pre-entry, 

entry and advising, coursework, and social dimensions. Like Tinto’s Conditions for 

Student Success, the Benchmarks address the whole experience of the student and stress 

the importance of integrating services/supports with coursework and aligning systems in 

order for students to gain the most benefit from them. 

The Benchmarks present a holistic picture of practices for entering students. The 

Extended Access construct intends to do the same, approaching student success from 

multiple points and providing various strategies for reducing and eliminating barriers for 

first-generation students. 
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Intentional Action 

Each of the three previous models emphasizes the importance of the institution to 

create an intentional environment for students that goes beyond the traditional model of 

higher education in which students must seek out supports that will help them to be 

successful. Tinto, Chickering and Gamson, and CCCSE provide models in which 

supports for students are integrated into the daily experiences of students.  

This fact becomes especially important when applied to first-generation students 

as such high percentages of them are often not on campus for more than the duration of 

their courses and do not have free time to devote to activities outside of class time. 

Colleges must design environments and experiences that embed supports and success-

attributes that first-year students often don’t know they need or understand how they will 

benefit them.  

This is the WHY of higher education. Years of data have shown that simply 

making the education accessible is not enough for all students to be successful in the 

higher education environment. Even providing external supports to accompany the access 

is not enough. McClenney states that “Our motto at CCCSE is students don’t do 

optional!” (Steinberg, 2009). This philosophy rings especially true when looking at busy 

community college students who attend part-time and are looking to maximize on their 

time in class – 59.2% compared to 25.9% at universities (CCCSE). 

At community colleges specifically, where numbers of first-generation and at-risk 

students are so high, institutions must intentionally find ways to make supports and 

opportunities for engagement embedded in the student experience so that at-risk students 

cannot avoid the experiences and will have their chances for success increased without 
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those experiences feeling like obvious supplements or extra activities to their required 

course time. 

This type of intentional design will help “narrow gaps” between first-generation, 

at-risk students and their non-at-risk peers, thus establishing equity for those students 

who begin college with such disadvantages.  

Best Practices  

The following recommendations of best practices from the current literature 

explore the barrier areas commonly identified with first-generation students as well as 

ways to combat the effects of those barriers.  

 
Table 5. Integration Factors Associated with First-Generation Student Transition and 
Success (Ward et al., 2012, 63). 

Domain Related Integration Issues 
Academic  Lack of commitment to the academic process 

 Difficulty in coping with academic requirements 
 Unrealistic expectations concerning study time 
 Feelings of being academically unprepared 
 Difficulty in reconciling the gap between high school 

academic and college-level academic expectations 
Personal and Social 
 

 Lack of encouragement and support from family 
members 

 Homesickness 
 Difficulty in developing friendships and experiencing a 

sense of community 
 Time constraints; demands of multiple, often competing 

commitments 
 Distance from friends, a significant other, or both 

Cultural  Lack of familiarity with the college enrollment process 
 Lack of knowledge about campus life 
 Unmet social and academic expectations (the perceived 

gap between what students expect from college and 
reality) 

 Lack of knowledge concerning the home institution’s 
norms, values, behaviors, beliefs, traditions, symbols, 
language, and so on 

 Lack of knowledge about campus-based resources 
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Ward et al. (2012) illustrate the barriers experienced by first-generation students 

when transitioning to college.  These are areas that affect student retention/persistence 

when they get to college. They are presented in three different areas – academic, personal 

and social, and cultural.  

This segregation of barrier areas is important when examining the experience of 

first-generation students holistically, as deficits are not present in only one area. The 

barriers identified in the cultural domain are especially unique to first-generation 

students. These represent an additional transition area that first-generation students 

contend with when entering higher education that their more traditional peers do not.  

The Extended Access construct focuses not only on the academic barriers of first-

generation students, but on the cultural and social as well, barriers that are often more 

unique to first-generation students than to their peers. This area will be specifically 

addressed in the Extended Access construct. 

Table 6. Possibilities for Interventions to Pipeline Leaks for First-Generation Students 
(Engle, 2005). 

Intervention Example 
Improving pre-college preparation 
 

 A rigorous high school curriculum, especially 
math 

 Access to college-prep courses not at their high 
school 

Forming early aspirations and plans 
for college 

 Early outreach to parents with accurate 
information 

Increasing access to financial aid  Additional aid for first-generation students 
Easing the transition to college 
 

 Bridge and orientation programs 
 Peer and professional mentoring 

Increasing exposure to and 
engagement with the college 
environment 

 Work-study 
 Classroom engagement 

 

Engle’s (2005) suggested interventions to assist first-generation students 

transitioning to college begin while they are still in high school, before the students reach 
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the college. Lack of college information and the application process has been identified in 

the literature as one of the common barriers for first-generation students and their 

families.  

One item that Engle recommends as best practice is additional financial aid for 

first-generation students.  Because this is not yet established by the federal government in 

financial aid resources, the burden will fall upon institutions to provide additional aid 

through internal scholarships or even discounted tuition rates. Doing so could help 

eliminate the need for so many first-generation students to work while attending school, 

thus freeing up their time and allowing them to complete school sooner, and relieving the 

stress associated with identifying and earning funding, allowing them to devoted more 

energy to schoolwork. This idea along with the notion of reaching out to high school 

students and their parents is incorporated in the Extended Access model. 

Table 7. How colleges can promote success for low-income, first-generation students 
(Engle & Tinto, 2008). 

Area for Promotion Example 
Focusing on the first year 
 

 Bridge programs 
 Orientation  
 First-year learning communities 

Monitoring student progress 
 

 Early warning systems with high contact 
between faculty and advisors 

Providing additional support for 
students 
 

Academic  
 Supplemental instruction 
 Learning communities  
 Tutoring 

Social  
 Mentoring  
 Academic advising  
 Personal and career counseling 

Increasing student engagement 
 

 Professional development for faculty that 
help them learn a broad range of pedagogical 
skills and how to effectively work with at-
risk populations 

Creating a culture of success  Leadership that makes retention a priority 
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Engle and Tinto (2008) provide a model for colleges to create a “culture of 

success” for first-generation students. Again, the model presents a comprehensive 

approach to increasing student success by addressing all elements of the student 

experience including the all-important first year, academic supports, student engagement, 

assessment, and the classroom experience.  

Much as Chickering and Gamson (1987) did in the “Seven Principles,” Engle and 

Tinto encourage methods that increase involvement with faculty and staff; however, the 

authors devote a segment to the responsibility/accountability that the leadership of the 

college play in adopting an institutional philosophy that takes action to make such a 

model a priority in strategic planning. 

This is a crucial element of the Extended Access construct. A program, no matter 

how well aligned with the needs of its students, will not be successful if it does not have 

adequate championing from the college leadership. This includes not only material needs 

such as funding and personnel, but also less visible ones such as the philosophy with 

which the college is guided and the culture in which it operates. Retention must be a 

priority.  

Community colleges will not experience higher rates of completion and 

graduation if they cannot improve the excessively poor retention rates of incoming 

students, as much as 50% from fall to fall (CCSSE, 2010). This will not happen until 

colleges make concerted efforts to engage the students most likely to not succeed in ways 

that connect with the needs of those students and counter the effects of the factors that 

prohibit them from completing their degrees. 
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Table 8. Needs and Recommendations for Educating First-Generation Students (Davis, 
2010) 

Need Recommendation 
Learning at college  Remediation  

 Instruction in study skills 
 Study groups 
 Specialized academic advising 

Campus presence  Help overcoming the “imposter phenomenon” 
 University 101 course 
 Instruction in procedures and protocols of academic 

discussion and debate 
An extended campus 
acclimation process 

 Pre-registration orientation 
 Help resisting familial pressures to quit 
 Involvement in campus life 
 Unstructured, informal public spaces on campus 

Personal relationships  Develop personal relationships with faculty and staff 
members 

 Help advancing relationships with family and friends 
from home culture 

 Role models 
 

Davis (2010) categorizes the needs of first-generation students into four distinct 

areas. His recommendations for fulfilling those needs speak to a high level of 

personalization of the college experience for first-generation students. Among them, he 

recommends actions that make the campus more accessible to first-generation students 

and their cultural tradition of high socialization as well as dealing with the pressures of 

family and friends who may be resistant to their pursuit of higher education. 

Davis refers to overcoming the “imposter phenomenon” as something with which 

first-generation students specifically need help. Davis suggests that while this feeling of 

not belonging or waiting to be found out as an imposter is a common for many entering 

students, it is especially pervasive in first-generation students (2010). He recommends 

efforts to increase the feeling of validation in these students through both in-class and 

campus-wide efforts. 
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Davis’s inclusion of several more personal aspects of the nature of first-

generation students speaks directly to the intent of the Extended Access model. These 

include the desire to integrate their pre-college environments and relationships with the 

college environment and routine, a focus on socialization and social learning, and 

integrating with the college environment and culture. 

Table 9. Nine Needs of Lower-Income, First-Generation College Students (Johnson, 
2010). 

Need Example 
A Road Map for Success  
 

 Facilitate student assessment, goal-setting, planning, coaching 
success  

 Facilitate incremental improvement based on feedback  
 Help students build a bridge from where they are to where 

they want to go  
Life 
Coach/Mentor/Advocate  
 

 Provide guidance and direction from college success veterans  
 Provide multiple guides for different needs  
 Provide cultural translators  

Someone “There” at 
Attrition/Retention Points  

 Be there for students when they feel low or like giving up  
 Be there to help students be accountable when their 

enthusiasm or persistence wanes  
Campus and Community 
Resources  
 

 Assertively plug students into campus and community services 
as needs arise  

 Promote student engagement  
 Be intrusive with follow-up  

Know Your Strengths, 
Values, and Passions  
 

 Facilitate development of self-knowledge  
 Move from deficit based model to strengths-based model  
 Help students create personal mission statements  
 Build asset-based communities characterized by mutual 

support  
Insight that Leads to 
Resiliency and Emotional 
Intelligence  
 

 Help students make successful transitions (including transition 
to middle class institution)  

 Help students manage emotional hurdles and bounce back 
from adversity  

 Help students recognize competing commitments  
Transformative 
Experiences  
 

 Encourage students to explore internships, service-learning 
courses, study abroad programs, or undergraduate research 
programs  

 Facilitate student access to these powerful pedagogies  
 Facilitate success through strategic use of experiential 

education  
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Need Example 
Opportunities to Develop 
Critical Thinking and 
Intellectual Curiosity  

 Facilitate transition from passive recipient of knowledge to 
active learner  

 Help students connect curiosity, values and passion to 
academic life  

 Encourage intellectual development, deep learning, 
commitment to life-long learning  

College and Professional 
Success Networks  
 

 Facilitate student access to existing campus networks (e.g., 
faculty)  

 Teach students to develop their own social capital  
 Help students bridge the gap in social and cultural capital in 

addition to economic 
 

Johnson (2010) provides an extensive explication of the needs of first-generation 

students. He includes in his address of the needs of first-generation students the 

commonly found link of lower-economic status and the added hurdle that accompanies it 

of transitioning to the middle-class culture of higher education.  

He places great emphasis on building upon the assets of first-generation students 

rather than focusing on the deficits that they have regarding the college culture. He 

includes in these transforming the mindset and behaviors of first-generation students to 

regarding themselves as legitimate members of that community and discovering how to 

use their abilities to their advantage. This echoes the “imposter phenomenon” idea 

referred to by Davis (2010).  

Johnson includes aspects that address developing emotional intelligence as well as 

social and cultural capital. These are areas the Extended Access model includes also, as 

the literature shows that first-generation students often lack these tools when they enter 

college.  

One area Johnson includes that has not been addressed in any of the previous 

models is “Opportunities to Develop Critical Thinking and Intellectual Curiosity.” This 

area goes beyond addressing the development of basic skills and lack of academic 



 

 45 

preparation that many models have, to assisting students in transforming to scholars and 

creating an interest in lifelong learning. This speaks directly to establishing validation 

among first-generation students for their sense of belonging at a college.  

Table 10. What First-Generation Students Said Helped Them (Engle, Bermeo, & 
O’Brien, 2006). 

Pre-College In College 
 Raising students’ aspirations for 

college 
 Helping students navigate the college 

admissions process 
 Preparing students academically for 

college 
 Acclimating students to the college 

environment  
 Involving parents in the college-going 

process  
 Helping students manage the financial 

aspects of college 
 Developing personal relationships with 

students 

 Extend individualized and intensive 
support programs 

 Reduce barriers to support programs 
such as lack of information, inability to 
pay, inconvenient hours due to student 
work schedules  

 Provide financial literacy 
 

 
 

Engle, Bermeo, and O’Brien (2006) provide insight from first-generation students 

themselves regarding what they felt helped them be successful in their college 

experiences. Their findings are consistent with previous themes of establishing 

connections with students, creating a more personalized student experience, and making 

supports accessible to first-generation students considering their busy schedules and need 

for information beyond that of the more traditional college student. 

These themes are also present is the Extended Access design. The longer list of 

pre-college assistance is evidence that understanding the process of preparing for college 

is a major hurdle for first-generation students. Addressing this issue is a critical piece of 

the Extended Access design as community colleges must be proactive in their preparation 
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of and outreach to first-generation students and their families well before they reach their 

doors.  

Focus on Assets 

The Extended Access model is built upon the concept of capitalizing on the assets 

of first-generation students rather than focusing on their deficits and filling in the gaps. 

Though the gaps do need to be narrowed, and a significant level of frankness about the 

deficits first-generation students face when entering college must be employed, the 

program design must be responsive to the established cultural patterns that accompany 

first-generation students such as social learning and interdependence. 

This concept may be contradictory to many established college philosophies such 

as achieving success through independent thinking and performance. However, 

chronically low rates of completion have shown those practices to be unsuccessful with 

more at-risk students, especially among first-generation students and at community 

colleges. 

The Extended Access construct is designed to provide a high level of personal 

connection with supports and success strategies that are responsive to cultural patterns of 

and the large amount of college-knowledge and behaviors yet to be attained by first-

generation students.  

Summary 

Best practices from the literature on first-generation college students display a 

wide range of suggested strategies with which to assist first-generation students in 
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succeeding in college. Suggested practices from first-generation students themselves 

provide insight into the parts of the college transition they find most difficult. The 

Extended Access construct design combines the elements needed to create a successful 

environment for first-generation students to excel in with the best practices 

recommendations from the literature.  Specific application to the community college 

setting is embedded in the design as are elements responsive to the needs of first-

generation students.



 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4 Extended Access Construct Elements 

Introduction 

  Through the literature review and research, the following points have been 

identified as consistent barriers for first-generation students in the pursuit of higher 

education and therefore points in need of extended access: Aspirations and Early 

Information, Procedures and Preparation, College Culture, Engagement, Persistence and 

Success, and Mentoring, as illustrated in Figure 11 on the following page. Community 

colleges should determine practices, which aid in the reduction of these barriers and 

promote the preparation, persistence, and success of first-generation students to increase 

their chances of succeeding in college. 

 
 

   

Figure 1. Extended Access Points for First-Generation College Students 
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Following are explorations of how to extend access in each of the construct areas. In 

some instances, practices of select colleges as well as pieces from current literature are 

offered as examples. 

Early Information and Validation 

 

Figure 2. Early Information and Validation 
 

 Start early with information  

 Create validation  

 Involve families 

  One of the most repeated suggestions for and requests from first-generation 

students throughout the literature is the need for early information about college. As 

previously explored, many home environments of first-generation students do not contain 

discussion of higher education on a regular basis (Beegle, 2003). Many of these students 

grow up not considering college as an option for them, and many who do consider it, do 

not have the resources at home to ask questions of and learn about the college 
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environment. They are unfamiliar with ways to access information and preparation 

materials. 

 Community colleges must get information into the hands of future first-generation 

students and, equally as important, their families as early as they can. Not only would this 

help first-generation students learn about the college-going process but it would also 

assist in building aspirations of completing college among these students and possibly 

their families.  

 William Serrata, President of El Paso Community College (EPCC), begins 

creating aspirations of college with students in his community well before high school. 

Each year his school selects an area elementary school to adopt and links his college to 

the school throughout the year with presentations, campus visits, and activities. In 

addition, he provides each elementary student with a t-shirt that states that the child is a 

future EPCC student. Serrata believes this is a wise investment in the community and 

encourages many first-generation students to pursue college (Serrata, 2012). Community 

colleges could easily make investments like this in their communities, planting early 

seeds in first-generation students and their families of a future that includes college. 

 Connecting with area high schools may be the most obvious link as that is when 

students start to think about their next steps in life beyond the predetermined course of 

public education. Having a regular presence on high school campuses and providing 

personal contacts will allow first-generation students to explore the possibility of college 

from an environment with which they are comfortable and at a time when they are 

looking to their next steps after graduation. Connecting first-generation students to 

personal contacts allows them to begin building their social capital, a factor that can 
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increase a student’s chances of success in college, an important point supported by 

various sources in the literature. 

 By partnering with high schools, community colleges could plan visits and 

opportunities to create validation among first-generation students.  These efforts should 

focus on creating validation rather than recruitment. Imparting information about cost and 

financial aid opportunities that students can take home to parents and thereby understand 

the options for making a college education affordable is a critical step toward increasing 

success for first-generation students, as is establishing realistic expectations.  

Procedures and Preparation 

 

Figure 3. Procedures and Preparation 
 

 Enrollment cut-off dates 

 One-on-one relationships with dedicated advisors 

 First-generation student orientation 

 High expectations 

 Additional financial resources 
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  The literature is rife with instances of first-generation students explaining the 

difficulty they had understanding and proceeding through the processes of enrolling in 

college and applying for financial aid (Adney, 2012; Davis, 2010). Part of this difficulty 

could be attributable to the nature of community colleges in that they have open 

enrollment periods and few cut-off dates, wishing to allow access for students up to the 

last minute and to maximize all enrollment prospects. 

  This practice leads to a frenzied enrollment period the weeks before classes begin. 

Unprepared and underprepared students often scramble to become enrolled without any 

preparation, such as academic review, advising, or financial aid applications. This 

practice leads to already at-risk students beginning their college careers with even more 

disadvantages. 

  Implementing enrollment cut-off dates for new students could help with these 

issues. Though doing so may hamper access for some of these late-to-decide students, 

delaying their start for a semester, it could lead to a better prepared student body, 

providing at-risk students with assistance in preparation and introducing them to one of 

the first steps of college culture and expectations. Sacrificing immediate access for 

increased success would be a necessary trade-off and a change in the culture of the 

college.  

  Dedicating advisors to assist first-generation students with the enrollment process 

and the many necessary steps in it to become prepared for college would be a major 

commitment on the part of community colleges. Doing so would provide first-generation 

students with personal connections and the one-on-one relationships that the literature 

indicates they request. In addition, having advisors walk them through the enrollment and 
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financial aid processes with high levels of individual attention could provide a basis for 

social capital within the institution and lead to first-generation students starting their 

college careers with a level of preparedness not otherwise achieved when acting on their 

own. 

  One challenge community colleges face because of the nature of open-enrollment 

is the timeliness of orientation programs. It can be difficult to hold comprehensive 

orientation sessions well ahead of student start dates with students enrolling up through 

the first week of classes. Yet a comprehensive orientation program is one of the common 

suggestions for best practice throughout the literature. 

  An orientation program specific to first-generation students could be a strong step 

for these students in understanding the high expectations the college will hold for them 

and to align their own expectations accordingly. Kenneth Oldfield (2007), a former first-

generation student and now emeritus professor, writes of the six lessons he wish he had 

known before going to college. Among them he lists knowing the difference between a 

Ph.D. and an M.D., understanding the basis of a liberal arts education, and knowing there 

are academic and social supports for students in college. These are areas that non-first-

generation students may be more familiar with, having grown up in a college-going 

culture, and therefore not need detailed explication of them in an orientation session; 

whereas for first-generation students, learning about these and similar areas are steps 

toward assimilating to the college culture. 

     A first-generation student orientation could also alert these students to the fact 

that there are students similar to themselves and begin the growth of a learning 

community/cohort-like model. As many first-generation students hail from low socio-
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economic cultures in which social settings and experiences are highly valued, echoing a 

similar structure in college could help them feel comfortable in and adjust to the new 

surroundings of college.  A social support system in the college setting could substitute 

for the lack of support first-generation students often experience in the home 

environment, providing the important elements of validation and community focused on 

achievement and success.   

Another area with which first-generation students state they could use additional 

assistance is financial aid. This would include not only navigating the process of 

completing the FAFSA paperwork, but also locating financial resources through the 

academic year. As a high percentage of first-generation students work while attending 

school (Zwerling, 1992), community colleges could assist in limiting this necessity by 

proving additional funding sources specifically for them. College foundation scholarships 

and even reduced tuition for participation in programs could go a long way with assisting 

first-generation students in making their studies a priority over working.   

Some schools are moving toward this idea by offering “completion scholarships”.  

At the Community College of Baltimore County, students are eligible for a scholarship 

once they have completed two thirds of the credits required for a degree or certificate.  

They state they started the scholarship to give their students “an extra push toward the 

finish line” (www.ccbcmd.edu).  Helping first-generation students to see the reward for 

perseverance could prove to aid in keeping them enrolled. These efforts could allow first-

generation students more time to devote to becoming active in the college community, 

thus increasing their levels of engagement, thus increasing their odds of retention and 

ultimately completion. 
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College Culture 

 

Figure 4. College Culture 
 

 First-Generation Student First-Year Experience course requirement 

 Peer leaders in course as mentors 

 Paid for by college as incentive 

Most colleges have some type of first-year experience course for their entering 

students, as research has widely shown that they improve self-efficacy and persistence of 

first-year students (Smith, Walter, & Hoey, 2012). First-year experience classes vary 

greatly in their length and content: some combine study skills curriculum with student 

development content, while some focus on teaching students the culture of the academy. 

The former would assist first-generation students in developing self-efficacy while the 

latter would assist in building the cultural capital first-generation students often lack 

when beginning college (Collier & Morgan, 2008). 

To help first-generation students assimilate to the college culture and the middle 

class norms with which they are most likely not familiar, community colleges should 

hold a mandatory first-year experience course specifically for first-generation students. 
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Doing so would allow the community college to tackle several deficits that accompany 

first-generation students when beginning college.  A mandatory course would also build 

on the assets they possess in a learning community format, a strategy shown to have 

positive effects on retention among first year students (Tinto, 1012). Having the course 

taught by or heavily attended by instructors who were first-generation students 

themselves would make this setting an optimal place for students to learn about college 

procedures and history and to ask questions that may feel awkward in classrooms with 

non-first-generation students and instructors.  

Formats of first-year experience courses vary widely in number of credit hours to 

curriculum and focus. Several texts have been designed for the first-year experience, and 

even some specifically for the first-generation student. Amy Baldwin (2012) has written 

The First-Generation College Experience, a student success book designed to aid first-

generation students in their first year of college by providing “basic information about 

college expectations, academic strategies, and life management skills” (p xix). Another 

widely used book for first-year experience courses, Downing’s On Course: Strategies for 

Creating Success in College and in Life (2011) focuses heavily on student development 

and emotional intelligence. Both books connect students to supplemental materials that 

assist them with developing academic skills and provide an integrated approach to the 

entire student experience. 

Additional recommendations for inclusion in the first-year experience course are 

the following: (1) including peer leaders in the course; (2) linking the course with a basic 

academic course, creating a learning community for the students; and (3) assigning 
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specific advisors to course sections to cement one-on-one relationships and integrate 

advising with academics.  

Including experienced, first-generation students as peer leaders would build upon 

the asset of social learning and value for cooperative community environments (Stephens 

et al., 2012) as well as build the upon the foundation of social capital that students will 

use throughout their college careers. Peer leaders could hold “support sessions” outside 

of class that could be built into the course time; this step would be necessary to reserve 

the time in the busy student schedules and to avoid having the stigma of requiring 

supplemental or extraneous sessions. This strategy would also provide role models of 

positive student behavior and academic skills needed to be successful in college.  

Linking the first-year experience course to a beginning general education course 

would create a learning community that could add to first-generation students’ validity.  

Having all students register for both courses and scheduling them back-to-back would 

allow students to build a small community within the college, thereby increasing their 

level of engagement.  Having instructors work together on common assignments or even 

exchanging insights on students would create stronger accountability among the students 

and work to strengthen the fledgling cohort model in which students support one another. 

Assigning single advisors to each section of the first-year experience course 

would work in a similar way in that students would create a relationship with the advisor 

and perhaps carry that relationship across their college career.  This could have the effect 

of students having more contact with their advisors having already met them in the 

classroom.  Allowing the advisor to visit the class several times throughout the semester 

will work to increase the amount of information departed to students, thereby increasing 
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their understanding of their goals and programs and perhaps contributing to higher levels 

of completion. 

To help students perceive the course as a valuable asset and not as an under-

appreciated requirement, colleges could offer the course free-of-charge by scholarships. 

This support would also help to bear the fiscal load of the first semester when students 

are often finding the need to purchase computers, unexpected course materials, and 

facing their first college tuition bills 

An additional benefit of a first-generation student-specific first-year experience 

course could be the sense of validation students would gain from knowing how many 

other students have similar backgrounds as themselves as well as having contact with 

experienced students and instructors who come from first-generation background as well. 

Solidifying students’ sense of belonging in the college early in their journey could help 

students to assimilate to the culture early and allow them to commit to completion.  

Engagement 

 

Figure 5. Engagement 
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 Social 

 Cultural 

  Engagement with the college community has been shown to be a critical factor in 

student persistence and completion. First-generation students traditionally have lower 

rates of engagement than their non-first generation peers (Terenzini et al., 1996). This 

statistic is often attributed to the fact that many first-generation students attend part-time 

and that a large percentage live off-campus and are therefore only present on campus for 

their classes. First-generation students could benefit from engagement that includes 

social, cultural, and academic aspects.  (Note: Academic engagement will be addressed in 

the section titled “Persistence and Success”). 

  Social integration is one of the most common predictors of attrition (Cuseo & 

Farnum). Social engagement must consist of opportunities for first-generation students to 

interact with peers both first-generation and non-first-generation. A mandatory first-year 

experience course would provide this opportunity on a weekly basis throughout the first 

semester of the first year of beginning students. This would include interaction with 

fellow first-generation students as well as peer mentors and faculty. 

  Unlike the engagement students gain from participation in courses, participation 

in non-mandatory student activities is a more difficult option for first-generation students 

due to time constraints. Student activities dedicated to first-generation students and their 

needs could assist in attracting first-generation students to become more involved. 

Having these groups led by experienced first-generation peers could increase the level of 

commitment due to peers taking on a role model position and showing a successful 

course of action for entering students.  
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  Community colleges often provide limited social activities and opportunities 

given the nature of the campuses being primarily oriented to commuter students and 

having large percentages of part-time students. Providing first-generation students with 

on-campus jobs could help make strides in this area as not only would it keep students 

on-campus for longer periods of time, it would also provide students the opportunity to 

integrate with the college culture and learn from staff and faculty with whom they could 

have consistent, daily contact.  

  Opportunities that are responsive to the cultural characteristics of first-generation 

students as well as help assist them in assimilating to the college culture are critical areas 

for engagement as well. Study groups promoting social learning are an example of this 

type of engagement. These situations would promote the interdependence valued in the 

lower socio-economic levels prevalent among many first-generation students.  

  In addition, in situations where students can live in campus housing, some first-

generation students face being homeless during scheduled school breaks.  This happens 

often with students who have aged-out of the foster care system and have no home to 

return to between semesters.  Allowing first-generation students who need to stay on 

campus over breaks when they lack family environments or support would be responsive 

to first-generation cultural needs and would promote feelings of security and belonging. 

This, of course, would require a change in practice within most schools, but one that 

would recognize and be pro-active in meeting the changing needs of the students.   

  Exposure to various aspects of the college culture is a much-needed piece for 

first-generation students as well. Students who have not grown up in a college-going 

environment may be very unfamiliar with opportunities such as transfer and program 
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completion.  Introducing first-generation students to these subjects in their courses will 

increase the engagement levels among these students. Creating opportunities for these 

students to visit universities that they may otherwise not have access to would increase 

engagement as well. 

  The first-year experience course could serve as the means through which to 

expose first-generation students to these subjects and to organize events crafted 

specifically for first-generation students, allowing for these topics to be explored more in 

depth than they may be in a traditional classroom setting.  Time could be allotted for 

college and university representatives to visit and for students to explore aspects of the 

college culture that may be unfamiliar to them because of their lack of experience with 

the college environment.  Intentional steps such as these on behalf of the college to aid in 

the integration of first-generation students into the college culture are needed to increase 

their retention and ultimately success with college. 

Persistence and Success 

 

Figure 6. Persistence & Success 
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 Academic engagement 

 Integrated services 

 Accelerated Learning Options 

 Intrusive Advising 

Academic engagement and the lack of initiative shown by first-generation 

students is a crucial area in need of extended access. Data from the Center for 

Community College Student Engagement (2010) show that less than 30% of entering 

students interact with academic support services outside of class time, and the numbers 

are even lower for first-generation students (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 

2004). 

This low level of engagement is attributed to several reasons previously 

mentioned, such as the busy schedules and high number of hours worked of first-

generation students and their limited time on campus other than course time. Additional 

reasons for the lack of interaction with academic supports have been noted to be a lack of 

familiarity with the system and how it works, a lack of understanding for the need for 

supports (rigor of the coursework), and a general lower sense of self-efficacy among first-

generation students (Smith, Walter, & Hoey, 2012; Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012).  

In order to maximize the use of academic supports by first-generation students, 

community colleges should ensure that services are embedded in courses and integrated 

with instructional areas as much as possible. For example, the first-year experience 

course embedding advisors, financial aid, and career exploration services in the course by 

having units that cover those topics.  Doing so would provide students access to services 

and additional resources without requiring them to seek the sources for themselves.  This 
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practice would begin with the first-year experience course through which students would 

be exposed to all college resources, thereby establishing familiarity with the resource 

systems and people working in them. 

Additional recommendations for integrated and embedded services include 

placing tutors in classes with high “D/F/W” letter grade rates and having required 

tutoring hours with developmental courses included as part of course hours. These 

established practices would allow first-generation students to maximize on their time on 

campus and avoid the stigma that may be associated with having to seek out additional 

academic assistance. 

A widely used example of integrated services is an Early Alert program in which 

instructors notify advisors of students not performing well during the beginning weeks of 

the semester. Advisors then link students with the appropriate support services at a 

crucial time in the semester before student progress has the opportunity to degrade much. 

Early and frequent feedback for students on their progress is shown to provide an 

important piece of engagement for students in connecting with and persisting in their 

studies (Tinto, 2012).  

An estimated 55% of entering first-generation students at community colleges 

place into developmental coursework (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2012).  

Because these developmental courses are known to deter students from completion, 

community colleges must develop ways to increase the persistence and success rates of 

first-generation students in this coursework.  Advancing students through this coursework 

could reduce the feelings of inadequacy first-generation students feel by placing into 

developmental levels while increasing the level of validation they feel by moving on to 
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college-level courses. Many options exist for such opportunities such as supplemental 

instruction and accelerated learning options. 

A frequent recommendation in the literature regarding first-generation students is 

for colleges to provide them with a clear pathway through their programs. In fact, Tinto 

(2012) lists it as one of the necessary conditions for student success. Adopting a case-file 

model in which students meet with assigned advisors on a regular basis may be an 

effective method to address this need. Frequent meetings will allow first-generation 

students to establish personal relationships with advisors, build social capital, and ensure 

that they are consistently moving on the correct path to complete their program. 

Adopting a more progressive model of advising may also be necessary for 

increasing first-generation student success. This may mean giving students prescriptive 

course selections during their first semesters in order to increase their success levels or 

limiting them in the number of credit hours taken. Some may view this as limiting access 

and contradictory to the open admission model of community colleges. Instead, this 

philosophy should be viewed as maximizing student success by enforcing models that 

reduce the dangers of students overloading themselves and taking courses for which they 

are not prepared, thereby putting at risk their completion rates and financial aid. In the 

community college environment where too often open access has come to mean free-for-

all, this may be an essential strategy. 
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Mentoring  

 

Figure 7. Mentoring 
 
 

 Peer 

 Professional 

  One activity that may be limited to first-generation students due to their lack of 

social and cultural capital but which could be a great benefit to their success is mentoring. 

Mentoring programs, involving both peer and professional mentors, would provide first-

generation students with the successful college role models that do not exist in their home 

environments.  

  Peer mentoring has shown to have positive effects in the areas of adjustment to 

the college culture and assimilation to the college community (Glaser, Hall, & Halperin, 

2006). Moreover, one study shows increased levels of self-esteem and academic 

achievement in students who used mentoring services (Vallone, Reid, Umali & Pohlert, 

2004). Successful, experienced peers can act as coaches to first-generation students in 

regards to learning college systems, thereby increasing both social and cultural capital. 
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Peer mentors can become a source of support that first-generation students may be 

lacking among their own families and friends. 

  Including both professionals with the college community as well as the larger 

surrounding community in the mentoring program would expose first-generation students 

to broader experiences of the workforce and job-shadowing. For instance, colleges could 

intentionally match professors and community professionals with first-generation 

students based on results of an interest inventory completed in the first-year experience 

course. Not only would this increase social and cultural capital for first-generation 

students, but it could increase aspirations and career goals as well by providing insight 

not otherwise available to the students because of their lack of capital.   

 

Summary 

Many community colleges must face the reality that their practices are not 

meeting the needs of a significant portion of the student body: first-generation students.  

The six points of Extended Access -- Early Information and Validation, Procedures and 

Preparation, College Culture, Engagement, Persistence and Success, and Mentoring -- 

each addresses an area in which first-generation students traditionally encounter barriers 

when pursuing higher education. Each point provides strategies for community colleges 

to employ in an effort to assist first-generation students in overcoming obstacles and 

successfully completing their education.   

Adopting this framework may mean significant cultural change for some colleges, 

will not likely come without substantial cost, and may require ongoing commitment 
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before positive effects are realized.  However, each practice an institution implements 

will advance the college in becoming more responsive to the needs of a significant 

portion of the student body, thereby improving those students’ opportunities to be 

successful. 
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Chapter 5 Discussion and Recommendations 

Introduction 

 The Extended Access construct is not a panacea for the many disadvantages that 

first-generation students experience when pursuing higher education.  It is, however, first 

steps toward changing the nature of higher education to be more conducive to the unique 

needs of first-generation students.  Following is a discussion of the limitations of the 

study, the assumptions of the researcher, and future recommendations on the subject.  

Limitations and Assumptions 

 While this study does not encompass the myriad types, circumstances, and 

backgrounds of all first-generation students, it provides a perspective of the needs of a 

large group of community college students, specifically those attending rural community 

colleges, as experienced by the researcher and reinforced by the literature. 

  It is the researcher’s assumption that smaller, rural community colleges face many 

similar circumstances and therefore could benefit from the Extended Access Construct. 

The research literature does not address the specific needs of first-generation students, 

and no first-generation student-specific program was found throughout the research. 

Many community colleges benefit from the federally funded TRIO programs, “federal 

outreach and student services programs designed to identify and provide services for 

individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds” (TRIO, 2013). Among these programs and 
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identified students are first-generation students, and some of the Extended Access points 

may be addressed through these programs on some campuses. 

This study does not explore many other factors that contribute to student success 

such as curriculum design, faculty development in the area of first-generation students, 

nor detailed plans for advising first-generation students. Each of these areas holds vast 

opportunities for personalizing the college experience for first-generation students and 

increasing their levels of success. 

  Because the nature of this study is a construct, its aim is to provide a framework 

that community colleges can use to examine how they approach first-generation students 

and what the current college culture allows.  Acknowledging that this large student group 

has unique needs compared to their non-first-generation peers and implementing steps to 

address those needs is an essential first step as institutional commitment is required to 

ultimately change the culture.   

  Without this crucial support to doing better for the students, no change will be 

realized.  Community colleges must take the innovative steps to change the system of 

higher education to meet current student needs.  That may mean going against the 

traditions of what higher education is perceived to be to provide less prepared students 

with the tools and environment that will better promote their success.  The institutions 

that do so will be instrumental in cutting new trails for first-generation students. 
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Future Recommendations 

  Future study in this area should consist of practice of each of the Extended Access 

points and then assessment of them followed by appropriate modification and continued 

assessment.  

  No two colleges are likely to implement the Extended Access points in the exact 

manner, as each college culture and specifics of the institution will come into play.  Data 

gathered from practice can be used to establish benchmarks and effective methods. This 

will illustrate which points are more effective for first-generation students and which are 

less. 

  Should the construct prove successful when brought to scale, community colleges 

should examine how they individually address various student populations and determine 

if similar systems would be appropriate to increase their retention and success rates.  No 

system, no matter how well structured and educationally sound, can be expected to work 

for every student who attempts college.   Some students will not be committed to the high 

amount of effort and stamina required to be successful.  Institutions cannot possibly 

account for all each individual circumstance every student brings to the college 

experience; this would not be a reasonable expectation. 

 Students who are committed to achieving their goals will respect the school that 

believes in their success and promotes practices that work to increase their chances of 

success. 
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Conclusion 

  The Extended Access Construct addresses common barriers that first-generation 

students experience when pursuing education in the community college system. The 

Construct provides strategies designed to increase retention and completion rates that are 

responsive to the cultural traits of first-generation students and their specific needs.  

Extended Access requires that the institution operates cooperatively across 

divisions and is dedicated to high-touch, personalized services. Implementing each of 

these Extended Access points fully will put increased pressure on staff and require the 

college to operate in a student-centered manner that may be more costly. However, doing 

so will yield a structured navigation system for first-generation students that has the 

potential to result in increased retention and completion rates among a significant, high-

risk student group at community colleges. 
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