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1
A R E V I E W O F T H E D A TA
Robert Longwell-Grice
In high school, I didn’t really have to study ‘cause it was pretty simple stuff. In high
school you just go in there and take the information and the teachers did a lot better
in going over it and reviewing it. These teachers here at college, when they are
through talking about it, it is like, “Ok, see you all.” That is something I am trying
to adjust to. It is not exactly all the one-on-one that you had in high school.

T

his quote from Bryant, a first-generation college student is exemplary of the culture shock first-generation students experience
upon entering college. First-generation students experience great
changes in their lives as they attempt to integrate into the culture of academia. F
 irst-generation students confront all the anxieties, dislocations,
and difficulties of any other college student, and their experiences often
involve cultural as well as social and academic transitions (Pascarella et
al., 2004). Compared with their peers, first-gens receive less assistance in
preparing for college; feel less supported for attending college; and lack a
sense of belonging to the college they attend (Choy, 2001). All of these
risk factors play a role in the recruitment and retention of students from
working-class backgrounds. The transition to college for first-gens is particularly challenging because of these numerous at-risk factors (Lohfink &
Paulsen, 2005).
According to the United States Department of Education, 58% of
students attending postsecondary institutions in the United States are firstgeneration college students (Redford & Hoyer, 2017), depending upon the
definition one uses. These levels have varied slightly over time, but overall,
the numbers of first-gens in college is trending higher as a college degree
becomes necessary for more entry-level jobs (McCarron & Inkelas, 2006;
Strayhorn, 2006). Because first-gens have different characteristics and experiences than the student’s higher education has traditionally served, they are
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who is a first-generation college student?

a group at risk and are clearly in need of greater research and administrative
attention if they are to survive and succeed in college.

Defining First-Generation College Students
Definitions of first-generation college students are contested. One definition
commonly found in the literature states: “First-generation college students
are students whose parents do not have a college degree” (Cataldi et al., p. 2).
The second, more restrictive definition, and the one that the National Center
for Education Statistics [NCES] uses, is: First-generation college students are
students who are the first in their family to pursue education beyond high
school (Cataldi et al., 2018, p. 2). This second definition would disqualify students who had a parent attempt college, regardless of how short the
attendance was, and regardless of whether the attendance resulted in some
sort of graduation or certification.
Ward et al. (2012) argue while the distinction (definition) used is not
necessarily right or wrong there can be administrative implications for
choosing one definition over another. Some would argue that there can
be a difference between students whose parents have some college and/or
attempted college and those students whose parents have never attended
college. This is more of a theoretical argument than a proven point, however. As if to muddy the waters further, some are now arguing that the
offspring of parents who receive their degree from an online college should
be considered first-gens since their parents never actually lived in a residence hall, participated in traditional campus activities, etc. This would
seem to stretch the limits of the definition, but it does point out how fluid
the definition is and how complex it may be to respond to the needs of
future generations of college students.

Data on First-Generation College Students
To use a snapshot of how higher education is changing in light of the
increasing numbers of first-generation college students, I share here information from NCES. Data based on the 2002 high school sophomores who
subsequently enrolled in college showed that 24% were first-generation
college students, using the NCES definition (Redford & Hoyer, 2017) (See
Figure 1.1). Using a broader definition, 58% of first-generation students
enrolled in college upon high school graduation. This compares with 42%
of continuing-generation students, defined as students who had at least one
parent with a college degree.
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Figure 1.1. Percentage distribution of spring 2002 high school sophomores with
subsequent postsecondary enrollment, by college generation status: 2012

24%

First-generation
college students

Continuing-generation
college students with at
least one parent who had
some postsecondary
education experience but
did not have a bachelor’s
degree
34%

Continuing-generation college students
with at least one parent with a bachelor’s
degree or a higher level of educational
attainment
42%

Note: First-generation college students are students whose parents do not have any postsecondary
education experience.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal
Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), Third Follow-up, 2012. Restricted-Use Data File.

In terms of race/ethnicity, 49% of first-generation college students were
White, 14% were Black, and 27% were Hispanic. An additional 5% of firstgeneration college students were Asian, and 5% were classified as “Other”
(Figure 1.2). This means that 51% of first-generation college students were
from minority populations in the United States. This number becomes even
more significant when it is compared to the demographics of continuingeducation students. Of the continuing-education student group, 70% identified as White, and 90% were native English speakers. First-generation
students, in contrast, had a nonnative-English-speaking level of 21%.
One of the largest gaps between first-generation and continuing-
generation students is in household income, one measure of social class. As
Figure 1.2 shows, 77% of first-gens come from households where the annual
family income was $50,000 or less. This compares to 29% for households of
continuing-generation students. Conversely, 48% of continuing-generation
students come from households where the family income was $75,000 or
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Figure 1.2. College generation status of spring 2002 high school sophomores
with subsequent postsecondary enrollment, by race/ethnicity, native language,
and household income: 2012
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! Interpret data with caution. The coefficient of variation (CV) for this estimate is 30 percent or greater.
All race categories exclude Hispanic or Latino origin, unless specified.“Other” includes American
Indian/Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and students of Two or more races.
1

Note: First-generation college students are students whose parents do not have any postsecondary
education experience. Continuing-generation college students are students who have at least one parent
who had some postsecondary education experience. Continuing-generation students whose parents had
some postsecondary education but did not have a bachelor’s degree are excluded from this figure.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education L
 ongitudinal
Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), Third Follow-up, 2012. Restricted-Use Data File.
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higher, compared to 23% for first-gens. Additionally, looking at the top wage
earners, 27% of continuing-generation students come from families where
the family income is $100,000 or more. By comparison, only 3% of firstgeneration college students come from families where the family income is
above $100,000.
Figure 1.3 provides a picture of the type of institution first-generation
college students (and continuing-generation college students) first attended
upon graduating from high school. While the number of students attending
public institutions is comparable between the two groups (76% for first-
generation college students; 72% for continuing- generation students), there
are fairly large differences in the two other sectors: private, nonprofit colleges;
and private, for-profit colleges.
The number of students attending private, nonprofit schools is 9% for
first-gens and 23% for continuing-generation college students. One of the
most likely reasons for this discrepancy is cost. Private colleges tend to charge
more for tuition. Even though many private colleges engage in so-called
tuition discounting, the price tag to attend most private colleges would seem
unaffordable to first-gen students and their families. Most first-generation
college student families have little to no experience navigating the financial
aid maze, so they would be unlikely to attempt to negotiate the tuition of a
private school.
Perhaps not surprisingly, given recent headlines, the number of first-
generation college students attending private, for-profit colleges is much
higher for first-gens than it is for continuing-gens: 16% for first-gens, and
5% for continuing-gens. Despite the fact that these schools usually charge
higher tuition than their public-school counterparts, their offices put together
financial aid packages that make the tuition seem acceptable. These schools
usually also are attractive to first-gens (especially returning adult first-gens)
with their online offerings, night courses, flexibility, and promises of accelerated programs. As headlines have shown, however, many of the for-profit
colleges have gone bankrupt in recent years, leaving first-gen students with
nothing to show for their efforts.
Related to the statistics on type of institution attended is the selectivity
and level of colleges first attended by students (Figure 1.3).
Fifty-two percent of first-generation college students enroll in a 2-year
institution initially. This compares to 28% of continuing-generation college
students. Conversely, a full 55% of continuing-generation students initially
attend a moderately or highly selective 4-year college. Only 22% of first-
generation college students initially enroll in a moderately or highly selective college. The effects of this initial enrollment can be quite devastating.
As Crisp et al. and Moschetti write in chapters 14 and 7 respectively, the
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Figure 1.3. College generation status of spring 2002 high school sophomores with
subsequent postsecondary enrollment, by type of institution first attended and
selectivity and level of first-attended postsecondary institution: 2012
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Selectivity categories are based on 2010 Carnegie classifications. “Highly selective” 4-year institutions
refer to those whose first-year students’ postsecondary entrance test scores place them in roughly the top
fifth of baccalaureate institutions; “moderately selective” 4-year institutions refer to those whose first-year
students’ postsecondary entrance test scores place them in roughly the middle two-fifths of baccalaureate
institutions; and “inclusive” 4-year institutions either did not report postsecondary entrance test score
data, or their scores indicate that they extend educational opportunity to a wide range of students with
respect to academic preparation and achievement; selectivity not classified, 4-year institutions refer to
those with unknown Carnegie selectivity. Selectivity ratings only apply to 4-year institutions.
1

Note: First-generation college students are students whose parents do not have any postsecondary
education experience. Continuing-generation college students are students who have at least one parent
who had some postsecondary education experience. Continuing-generation students whose parents had
some postsecondary education but did not have a bachelor’s degree are excluded from this figure. Detail
may not sum to totals because of rounding.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education L
 ongitudinal
Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), Third Follow-up, 2012. Restricted-Use Data File.
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successful transfer rate for students who begin their college career at a 2-year
college is extremely low. Thus, students who start their career at a 2-year
college run the risk of obtaining debt and completing an associate’s degree,
while not securing the benefits that come with completing a 4-year degree.
Many of the chapters in this text discuss the issues confronting firstgeneration college students as they attempt to complete their 4-year degree.
Figure 1.4 lists the main reasons first-gens gave for not completing college.
Although the percentages do not appear to be significantly higher in some
categories, it is worth noting that there is a higher percentage of first-gen
students responding in seven of the nine categories.
Regarding the category demands at home, Longwell-Grice and LongwellGrice (2008) postulated that first-generation college students often find
conflicts at home as they experience and explore education as part of one’s
social class. Students may gain social capital formerly unavailable to them.
Figure 1.4. College generation status of spring 2002 high school sophomores
with subsequent postsecondary enrollment who left school without obtaining a
postsecondary credential, by reasons for leaving: 2012
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Note: First-generation college students are students whose parents do not have any postsecondary education
experience. Continuing-generation college students are students who have at least one p
 arent who had
some postsecondary education experience. Continuing-generation students whose parents had some postsecondary education but did not have a bachelor’s degree are excluded from this figure. Respondents were
able to answer “Yes” for more than one reason for leaving without obtaining a postsecondary credential.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education L
 ongitudinal
Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), Third Follow-up, 2012. Restricted-Use Data File.
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This conflict frequently forces students to make decisions about whether the
degree they are earning is worth the effort.
Figure 1.5 provides other significant information about first-generation
college students. Regarding the timing of attendance, 79% of continuinggeneration students begin college within 3 months of completing high school.
This compares to 58% of first-generation students, a 21% difference. The
consequences of waiting to enroll in college can be devastating, so it is also
disconcerting that 27% of first-gens do not enroll in college for 13 months
or more. When students wait to enroll, there is a greater likelihood that they
will attend part time (adding time and cost to degree) and have additional
responsibilities that will conflict with their goal of earning a c ollege degree.
Figure 1.5 also shows the level of educational attainment. As of 2012,
only 23% of the first-generation students in this study had completed at
least a bachelor’s degree. This compares to 55% of the continuing-generation
students. A full 47% of the first-generation students left college before completing any type of degree or certificate, compared to 30% of the continuinggenerat ion students. Regarding graduate degrees, 3% of the first-generation
students continued for their graduate degree, as compared to 13% of continuing-generation students. While it is encouraging that some first-generation
students managed to pursue a graduate degree, as several chapters in this text
show, the issues for first-generation college students do not end with graduate school enrollment.
These data present a compelling picture of the differences between firstgeneration college students and their continuing-generation peers. These
data also demonstrate the need for those of us working in education to work
harder to help first-generation college students succeed. Beside the data presented in this chapter, a considerable body of research also indicates that
students whose parents have not attended college face significant challenges
in accessing postsecondary education. Once enrolled, they face significant
hurdles in succeeding academically, and graduating (Choy, 2001; Ishitani,
2006; Stephens et al., 2012; Woosley & Shepler, 2011).
First-generation college students do not have the same opportunity to
learn from their parents because the concept of college can be foreign to someone who has never attended. First-generation students are at greater risk of
dropping out due to the many challenges they face. These challenges include:
being less prepared academically; having children of their own; and working full-time while attending college (Chen & Carroll, 2005; Mangan, 2015;
Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998). In addition, first-gens often possess other
demographic characteristics (e.g., low socioeconomic status) that are associated with dropping out. All these factors and interactions increase first-gens’
risk of failing to persist, as compared to their continuing-generation peers.
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Figure 1.5. College generation status of spring 2002 high school sophomores with
subsequent postsecondary enrollment, by timing of first postsecondary enrollment
and educational attainment as of 2012:2012
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Note: First-generation college students are students whose parents do not have any postsecondary

education experience. Continuing-generation college students are students who have at least one parent
who had some postsecondary education experience. Continuing-generation students whose parents had
some postsecondary education but did not have a bachelor’s degree are excluded from this figure. Detail
may not sum to totals because of rounding.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Education Longitudinal
Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), Third Follow-up, 2012. Restricted-Use Data File.

The data in this chapter show that being a first-gen is a tough road.
Institutions of higher education who accept first-gens onto their campus
must accept the challenge to successfully integrate first-gens into the campus
culture and guide them through to graduation. Campuses must endeavor
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to learn the answer to the question, why? Why does being a first-generation
college student make it difficult to attain a college degree? During my interviews, Patrick helped me understand why, when he answered the question,
“What do you think the purpose of college is?”
The purpose of college is to weed out the weak. To weed out the ones that
don’t have the work ethic to survive or who couldn’t do good. Of course, to
get an education, that’s a given. I think what it does is take people, pretenders, the ones who say “Well, I’m gonna do this” but they don’t have what it
takes. And, really, the ones who graduate are the ones cut out for these jobs.
It makes the quality of life better. So it benefits us all that college does that.
That’s the purpose. (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008, p. XXX)

On many college campuses, new students are left to make their own way
through the maze upon their arrival. Students must learn the ropes of college
life largely on their own (Tinto, 1988). Because social interactions are the
primary vehicle through which students become integrated (and establish
that crucial sense of belonging), students must establish contact with other
members of the college, especially faculty and other students. Failure to do
so, Tinto says, may lead to the absence of integration and a sense of isolation.
And if, as Patrick feels, colleges truly are serving to “weed out the weak,”
first-generation students without the necessary assistance may quickly come
to feel that they are the ones not cut out for the job of a college education.
Tinto (1999) notes that the ability of an institution to retain students lies
less in the formal program they devise and more in their underlying orientation
toward students. Many colleges, Tinto maintains, allocate the commitment to
students to a small number of program staff, most typically student affairs,
whose responsibility centers on student life. Retention efforts are successful,
Tinto argues, when the commitment to serve students spreads beyond student
affairs to encompass faculty and other staff such as academic advisors.
This chapter provides data on first-generation college students to put
their situation into a broader context. Taken together, these data combine to
show that, indeed, first-generation college students are a group at risk and
deserving attention.
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