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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

During the 1970s, there were only 4% of Latinx students represented in the total 

enrollments in college versus about 20% of Latinx being enrolled in college post-2010s 

(National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2018a). Nearly 50% of these Latinx 

students were identified as first generation students (FGS; NCES, 2018a; NCES, 2017; 

New York City, n.d.; Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2016). Despite the 

enrollment of Latinx FGS increasing nationally and at the community colleges of an 

urban public university in the Northeast region, this population has not graduated college 

within 2 years as their racial and non-first generation (non-FGS) counterparts (City 

University of New York [CUNY], 2017; CUNY Office of Institutional Research [CUNY 

OIR], 2016; CUNY OIR, 2017; CUNY OIR , 2018; CUNY Professional Staff Congress 

[CUNY PSC], 2016; NCES, 2016; NCES, 2018a). This urban public university did not 

provide a breakdown of the regions or countries that made up the Latinx students it 

served, but Puerto Ricans are reported to be one of the largest Latinx groups in New York 

State and New York City other than Dominicans and Mexicans (Center for Puerto Rican 

Studies, 2016; The Department of City Planning, 2017; The Hispanic Federation, 2017). 

Similarly, Puerto Ricans have not graduated at the same rate as their counterparts 

compared to the larger group of Latinx FGS (Reyes, 2017; Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013). 

Researchers such as DeAngelo et al. (2011) and Reyes (2017) claimed Latinx FGS are 

not graduating at the same rate as their counterparts due to having unique academic and 

nonacademic experiences. However, research has been limited. Therefore, with this study 

I aimed to bridge the gap in practice of how college leadership understood and met the 
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needs of Latinx FGS through increased awareness of their actual academic and 

nonacademic experiences as a means to help this group graduate from a community 

college while dismantling its cultural identity that disenfranchises non-Whites. Lastly, 

some major sections of this chapter include the Background, Problem Statement, Purpose 

of the Study, Research Questions, Conceptual Framework, Definitions, and Significance. 

Background

Prior to the 1970s, the number of Latinx students enrolled in 2-year and 4-year 

institutions was very low compared to their counterparts. In 1976, there were only 4% of 

Latinx students represented in the total enrollments in college versus 84% of White 

students, according to the NCES (2018a). Presently, the number of Latinx college 

students has increased 4 times more than Whites, and make-up about 50% of all students 

nationally who identify as first generation (NCES, 2018a; NCES, 2017; New York City, 

n.d.; Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2016). However, less than 20% of this 

population has graduated college within 4 years, during the last 20 years (DeAngelo et 

al., 2011; Maietta, 2016; Velez, 2014; Zinshteyn, 2016). At the community colleges of an 

urban public university in the Northeast region, this phenomenon has also been present 

despite the public university not categorizing FGS according to race or ethnicity. 

Specifically, less than 10% of students who were enrolled in associate programs and less 

than 30% enrolled in baccalaureate programs graduated on time over a 10-year span 

(CUNY, 2018a; 2018b). Overall, CUNY serves 75% of minorities but has more Whites 

graduating at a higher rate than Latinx students (CUNY, 2017; CUNY OIR, 2017; CUNY 

PSC, 2016). 
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FGS such as Latinx college students have been graduating at a lower rate 

regardless of whether a postsecondary institution is public or private (NCES, 2017). 

Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans are similarly graduating at a lower rate in the United 

States, New York State, and New York City (Center for Puerto Rican Studies, 2016; 

Reyes, 2017; Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013). Moreover, Latinx FGS have been experiencing 

slower rates of graduation and an inequity of education because their experiential 

knowledge has been marginalized from the pedagogy, curriculum, and institution’s 

culture caused by the White ahistorical narrative told in America (Decuir & Dixson, 

2004; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Researchers such as DeAngelo et al. (2011) and 

Reyes (2017) stated that Latinx FGS face unique academic and nonacademic experiences 

compared to their counterparts. Examples of their unique academic experiences may have 

included being the first in their immediate family to attend college, being academically 

underprepared, and having limited knowledge of a college-going culture (Balemian & 

Feng, 2013; Falcon, 2015; Stebleton & Soria, 2017; Stephens et al., 2015). Additionally, 

examples of their nonacademic experiences may have included lacking familial or social 

support, low income, immigration, gender roles, language barrier, poor self-efficacy and 

mental health, acculturative stress, and failure to adapt to college (Bryan et al., 2015; 

Desai, 2012; Falcon, 2015; Grigorenko, 2013; Knapp et al., 2009; Patterson, 2017; Perez, 

2012; Phillips, 2016; Santiago et al., 2014; Stephens, & Townsend, 2016; Tate et al., 

2015). 

Moreover, FGS such as Latinx have faced unique experiences such as struggling 

to find a balance with the institution’s cultural identity, traditional culture, and individual 
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identity (Perez, 2012; Patterson, 2017; Phillippe, 2016; Phillips et al., 2016). 

Postsecondary institutions have created dominant and oppressed identities (Evans et al., 

2016). An institution having a dominant cultural identity means the institution has 

dismissed the possibility of Latinx FGS sharing their own experiences. As a result, this 

population has internalized an oppressed identity and faces a cultural mismatch, 

marginalization, and poor self-efficacy that weaken their academic performance (Evans 

et al., 2016). 

Even though research has been limited, a majority of the research advocates for 

institutions to have an inclusive design and colorblind policies (Phillips et al., 2016; 

Stephens et al., 2015). An inclusive design helps Latinx FGS to develop an increased 

sense of belonging and self-efficacy, which is linked to decreased marginalization, less 

depression, and, increased involvement on campus (Arbona, 2016; Choi, 2005; 

Hirudayarag, 2011; Parkinson, 2015; Vuong et al., 2010). Consequently, institutions 

should be able to retain and increase the rates of persistence and graduation for Latinx 

FGS (Phillips et al., 2016; Stephens et al., 2015). However, researchers such as Ladson-

Billings and Tate (1995) advocated against inclusion and color-blind policies because 

FGS are forced to assimilate through the façade of reduced prejudice that preserves the 

self-interest of the institutions. 

Problem Statement

The problem examined in this study was Latinx FGS were not graduating college 

at the same rate as their racial and non-FGS counterparts due to having unique academic 

and nonacademic experiences, while colleges maintained curriculums that catered to the 
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cultural capital of Whites (Higgins, 2010; University of South Carolina, 2017). Because 

colleges had curriculums that catered to the cultural capital of Whites, the cultural capital 

of Latinx FGS was disregarded as they enrolled in college (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 

1995). These disadvantages have hindered their ability to understand how to navigate the 

bureaucratic policies of higher education, thus resulting in them not being able to achieve 

the same academic success, upward social mobility, gainful employment, and higher 

quality of life experienced by their counterparts (Iniguez, 2018). 

Since the 1970s, the total enrollment of Latinxs in college has increased from 4% 

to 17% for Latinxs, while Whites decreased by 26% according to the NCES (2017; 

2018a). However, from 1995-2015, less than a quarter of Latinx FGS have earned their 

degrees (DeAngelo et al., 2011; Maietta, 2016; Velez, 2014; Zinshteyn, 2016). Similarly, 

the enrollment of Latinxs in an urban public university in the Northeast region has 

increased from 4% to 30% for Latinxs as Whites decreased by 53% (New York City, 

n.d.). This urban public university has not provided a racial breakdown of which racial 

group was FGS as reflected in the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

(2018), but CUNY OIR (2016, 2017, 2018) and CUNY PSC (2016) reported an average 

of 32.7% of Whites who earned certificates or college degrees versus 24.7% of Latinx 

students. Overall, the graduation rate for Latinx FGS who have earned college degrees in 

6 or fewer years at public, nonprofit, and for-profit institutions was lower compared to 

Whites (NCES, 2017). For example, Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans in the United 

States were earning bachelor’s degrees at a rate of about 15% less than Whites (Reyes, 

2017). According to Pelco et al. (2014), Latinx FGS were more academically and 
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psychologically underprepared for college. Examples may have included this population: 

scoring lower on the SAT, being less likely to take Algebra in high school, and having 

lower self-efficacy compared to non-FGS (Balemian & Feng, 2013; NCES, 2018b; Pelco 

et al., 2014). This study was an examination of the relationship between the actual 

academic and nonacademic experiences of Latinx FGS with how college leadership 

catered to their needs in hopes of helping this group to graduate college at the same rate 

as their counterparts. 

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain an understanding regarding the 

actual academic and nonacademic experiences that prevent Latinx FGS from graduating 

community college. By using a phenomenological approach, I interviewed Latinx FGS so 

they could use storytelling as a tool to define the actual lived experiences hindering them 

from graduating college (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994). I used results from this 

study to develop an action plan for college leadership to understand and meet the specific 

needs of this population. I conducted this study at an urban community college located in 

the Northeastern part of the United States. Information regarding the specific race or 

ethnicity of first generation college students attending this urban community college does 

not exist because its Office of Institutional Effectiveness & Analytics (2017b) 

categorized its students mainly according to the following races: American Indian, Asian, 

Black, Hispanic, Native Hawaiian, or White to describe students per campus (Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System, 2018). Specific ethnic groups within these general 
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categories were not specified (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 2018; 

Office of Institutional Effectiveness & Analytics, 2017b).

Because this community college, just as the public university it is a part of, did 

not specify ethnic groups or identify the specific number FGS there were per racial 

category, it was imperative to distinguish key findings to put this study into context. This 

public university reports the overall number of FGS as being over 40%, as reported by 

the CUNY OIR (2016). However, even though the Integrated Postsecondary Education 

Data System (2018) and Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC, 2018) 

reported the same number of Latinx and Whites who earned an associates degree at a 

percentage of 20.3%, it is important to distinguish that these statistics reflect the numbers 

of first-time freshmen, not FGS. First-time freshmen are defined as freshmen who never 

attended college but includes those who enroll during the Fall term, prior Summer term, 

and students who earned college credits during high school (University of Texas Rio 

Grande Valley, n.d.). The definition of first-time freshmen is important because FGS, on 

the other hand, were the first within their immediate family to attend college (Balemian 

& Feng, 2013), and this difference is key in putting this study into context. Therefore, in 

this study I referred to the number of how many Latinx FGS, their racial counterparts, 

and non-FGS enrolled and were recipients of a college degree as reported by the 

aforementioned reports given, including the NCES and CUNY OIR. 

Specifically, the community college was located in an urban area with a high 

Latinx population. The college had a student body comprising of over 27,000 students; 

57.9% were female and 42.1% were male (BMCC , 2017; Office of Institutional 
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Effectiveness & Analytics, 2017a). Of this population, 41% were Latinx, but specific 

regions or countries were unknown as the specific Latinx population of the urban area 

where this community college resided was not reported (Office of Institutional 

Effectiveness & Analytics, 2017b). However, Puerto Ricans were reported to be one of 

the largest Latinx groups other than Dominicans and Mexicans, with 30% composing the 

total Latinx population of New York State and New York City (Center for Puerto Rican 

Studies, 2016; Department of City Planning, 2017; Hispanic Federation, 2017). 

According to the Research Alliance for New York Schools (2017), Puerto Ricans have 

had the greatest presence in the Bronx, East Harlem, Lower East Side, and Central 

Brooklyn. Despite being one of the largest Latinx groups, Puerto Ricans have been 

earning fewer college degrees compared to their racial counterparts (Reyes, 2017). 

There has been limited research regarding the topic as it pertains to Latinx FGS 

graduating with an associate’s degree. Despite more FGS such as Latinx FGS entering 

college since the 1970s, this population has not been graduating at the same rate as their 

racial counterparts due to having unique experiences such as different academic 

preparation and social support. Therefore, by interviewing Latinx FGS, I was able to gain 

an understanding of the academic and nonacademic experiences that prevent some Latinx 

FGS from graduating community college. 

Research Question(s)

This study was designed to answer the overarching question regarding the 

experiences of Latinx FGS trying to graduate from a community college. More 

specifically, the examined research questions were:
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RQ1: What do Latinx FGS perceive as barriers to graduating from a community 

college? 

RQ2: What are the perceptions of FGS regarding resources that can be provided 

at community colleges to support their ability to graduate? 

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study was Ladson-Billings and Tate’s (1995) 

theory of critical race in education. These authors recognized that education is the key for 

Latinx FGS to gain upward social mobility and equality amongst their counterparts. 

However, because Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans have been earning college degrees 

at slower rates compared with White, non-FGS, they may be experiencing an inequity of 

rights. The constructs of Ladson-Billings and Tate’s theory served as a foundation of this 

study. Any recommendation made to increase the number of Latinx FGS graduating from 

college within 2 years stems from their academic and nonacademic experiences. These 

experiences may have included a lack of knowledge concerning higher education, 

language, social and cultural adaptation, familial support, finances, and positive mental 

well-being (Jenkins et al., 2011; Stebleton et al., 2014). Moreover, the findings of this 

study were anticipated to bridge the gap in practice concerning the experiences that 

prevent Latinx FGS from graduating college within 2 years by using Ladson-Billings and 

Tate’s theory of critical race in education.

Ladson-Billings and Tate’s theory (1995) is significant because it centers on 

America’s education system being racist and having byproducts of social-economic 

barriers that prevent Latinx FGS from achieving upward social mobility. According to 
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Totten (2014), America’s education system has promoted a heritage of injustice caused 

by inadequate cultural congruence. Moreover, Totten (2014) wrote that Latinx FGS 

might experience increased academic achievement if they can share their own cultural 

experiences versus adopting the dominant cultural identity of an institution. By 

institutions encouraging students to share their cultural experiences, students may share a 

common pedagogical factor in learning and begin to feel connected to the institution 

(Totten, 2014; Whannell & Whannell, 2015). Therefore, this study has helped college 

leadership gain an increased awareness of the unique needs of Latinx FGS and helps 

dismantle America’s systemic racism that disenfranchises non-Whites.

Nature of the Study

Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans have not been earning college degrees at the 

same rate as their counterparts. In this study I aimed to use phenomenology and inductive 

approaches (Creswell, 2007) to gain Latinx FGS insight as it relates to the actual 

academic and nonacademic experiences that affect this population  graduating college. 

According to Saunders et al. (2017), using phenomenology and inductive approaches 

allows a researcher to gain full and enriched personal accounts through the storytelling of 

the participants. As a result, these stories afford the study an opportunity to highlight 

individual accounts as well as seeing if any consensus exists across the views shared 

between all the participants (Saunders et al., 2017). This process creates a deeper 

saturation of the data (Saunders et al., 2017).

Institutions of higher learning have inadvertently created dominant and oppressive 

identities (Evans, 2016). As a result, Latinx FGS are marginalized, and their academic 
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success is minimized as their experiential knowledge and cultural identities are 

disregarded by the institutions (Evans, 2016). 

By using Ladson-Billings and Tate’s (1995) theory of critical race in education as 

a critical lens, this study explored how America’s education system hinders Latinx FGS 

from graduating college, but also how this population can use storytelling to challenge 

the status quo. Therefore, throughout this study, this population was able to use 

storytelling as a tool to counter the stereotypes perpetuated by structures within a racially 

stratified society (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). In addition, I was able to make 

recommendations for how college leadership can understand and meet their academic 

and/or nonacademic experiences while acknowledging their own cultural identities. 

Definitions

The following definitions were integral to understanding this study:

Academic barriers: Academically related challenges that impede academic 

success (Lotkowski et al., 2004).

Completion rate: The percentage of students who graduate from college with a 

degree (Lehr et al., 2004).

Dropout rate: The percentage of students who leave school without earning a 

degree (Lehr et al., 2004).

First-generation student: Students who were the first in their immediate family to 

attend college (Balemian & Feng, 2013).

Nonacademic barriers: Nonacademically related challenges that impede academic 

success (Lotkowski et al., 2004).
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Non-first generation student: Students who have parents with college degrees 

(Pelco et al., 2014).

Persistence rate: The percentage of students who return to any postsecondary 

institution after their second year in college (National Student Clearinghouse Research 

Center, 2015).

Retention rate: The percentage of students who return to the same postsecondary 

institution after their second year in college (National Student Clearinghouse Research 

Center, 2015).

Assumptions

Through participation in this study, participants were able to share a direct 

depiction of their lived experiences as a Latinx FGS. Through storytelling, the first 

assumption was would they have a sense of empowerment in knowing their participation 

would help this study create an action plan of how they can improve their academic 

success and college experience based on their actual needs and wants. By this study 

gathering the testimonies of actual Latinx FGS, the second assumption was would these 

participants add scholarly content to a subject where there is limited research concerning 

their actual needs to help more of them graduate college. The last assumption was that the 

participants would be forthcoming and honest in sharing the academic and nonacademic 

experiences they face while trying to graduate college within 2 years. 

These assumptions were critical to the study because without honesty from 

participants, college leadership would not be able to include a true depiction of the 

experiential knowledge and identity of Latinx FGS in its curriculum. As a result, Latinx 
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FGS would remain marginalized, and the stereotypes that are perpetuated in colleges 

would remain. Therefore, by this study using the critical race theory in education as a 

lens, Latinx FGS were able to use storytelling to counter the perceptions made by college 

leadership when it creates programming with byproducts of dominant and oppressed 

social identities.

Scope and Delimitations

The study framework captured the academic and nonacademic experiences of 

Latinx FGS in their own voices, instead of the perceptions made by leadership in 

community colleges with a dominant cultural identity. In addition, this study framework 

was important in helping to discover the actual experiences that are hindering Latinx FGS 

from earning an associate’s degree within 2 years as compared to their racial counterparts 

and non-FGS. Specifically, this study enlisted participants who were sophomores within 

a community college, self-identified as a first generation student, and identified as Latinx. 

For the study to have potential transferability, I first provide readers with a 

description that is comprehensive and shaped by the participants’ storytelling versus my 

biases (see Creswell & Miller, 2000). According to Creswell and Miller (2000), potential 

transferability allows the readers to use the strategy of thick description to help them 

decide the results of the research question. This strategy affords the study dependability. 

Therefore, I carried out open-ended interviews, used an independent coder, and invited 

interviewees to participate in the transcript review. This process helped to establish 

respondent validity while using audit trails to produce transparency (see Creswell, 2007; 

Creswell & Miller, 2000; Patton, 2015).
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Limitations

Because FGS were not exclusive to race, income, a lack of familial or social 

support, poor mental health, lack of academic preparation, or low self-efficacy, the 

generalizability of the findings may have not been applicable to all first generation 

college students. Participants for this study were selected based on three criteria. Students 

had to be sophomores attending the community college where the study took place, self-

identify as a first generation student, and identify as Latinx. The goal of this study was to 

have 10 to 15 students who identified as a Latinx FGS. Specifically, I wanted to have 4-5 

of Puerto Rican descent, 4-5 of Dominican descent, and 4-5 of Mexican descent because 

these three groups represent the largest Latinx groups living within New York State and 

New York City. 

However, because I did not recruit the desired participants, I modified the number 

of participants per ethnicity and gender based on whom I was able to recruit, especially 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study specifically focused on Latinx FGS. Because 

I personally identify as an Afro-Latinx FGS, I tried to limit bias within this study by 

inviting participants to review their own interview transcripts to ensure I did not misquote 

them. 

By using storytelling, this study documented actual academic and nonacademic 

experiences that are needed for college leadership to gain an increased understanding. 

Furthermore, with increased awareness of their needs, college leadership may be able to 

rewrite the curriculum while keeping the unique experiences and cultural identity of 

Latinx FGS in mind. Moreover, I reviewed notes, transcripts, and audio for any 
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discrepancies (see Creswell, 2007; Creswell & Miller, 2000). Also, I used a field test of 

my interview questions with my independent coder to do a practice interview. These 

methods helped me check for any deficiencies so the study could be free of mistakes or 

biases that may jeopardize its dependability. 

Significance

This study helped to bridge the gap in practice because it helps leadership in 

community colleges gain an understanding of the academic and nonacademic experiences 

that prevent Latinx FGS from graduating college within 2 years. It was important to 

identify FGS students because, as Hirudayaraj (2011) stated, it allows college leadership 

to study and understand the unique needs this population faces entering and exiting 

college. As FGS get enrolled in college, they experience a cultural mismatch (Phillips et 

al., 2016). This mismatch occurs when colleges force them to adopt the institution's 

cultural identity (Phillips et al., 2016). Moreover, studies reported college success might 

be hindered because of medical and mental health concerns related to acculturation and 

the struggle for FGS to balance their identity with the cultural identity of higher 

education (Phillippe, 2016).

The significance of this study is that it provided research regarding the actual 

experiences of Latinx FGS so leaders at college level institutions can have a better 

understanding of the unique needs of these students,to help them earn a college degree 

within 2 years.
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Summary

Since the 1970s, the enrollment of Latinx students in college has increased, both 

nationally and within CUNY (NCES, 2018a; NCES, 2017). However, less than a quarter 

of Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans have graduated college within 4 years compared to 

their counterparts (DeAngelo et al., 2011; Maietta, 2016; Reyes, 2017; Velez, 2014; 

Zinshteyn, 2016). Therefore, the purpose of this qualitative study was to increase the 

understanding of leadership in community colleges of the actual academic and 

nonacademic experiences that prevent Latinx FGS from graduating college within 2 

years. It is important for leadership in community colleges and universities to gain an 

understanding of the actual experiences of Latinx FGS so they can help meet the actual 

needs of this population, instead of institutions maintaining dominant and oppressive 

identities, something that has caused this population to experience a cultural mismatch, 

marginalization, and low self-efficacy that compromises their chance at academic success 

(Evans et al., 2016). 

Chapter 2 explores the past and present literature concerning the academic and 

nonacademic experiences that serve as a challenge for Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans 

to graduate college in 4 years and achieve upward social mobility. According to research, 

institutions have had a cultural identity that has a one-size-fits all standard that does not 

appreciate the social and cultural identities or family expectations or emphases with 

which Latinx FGS come into college (Mayes et al., 2016; O’Shea, 2015; Parkinson, 

2015). Instead, an institution’s cultural identity has operated around Whiteness as 

naturalized and power defined as the opportunity to learn the capital needed to navigate 
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higher education (Decuir & Dixson, 2004; Solórzano & Bernal, 2001; Ladson-Billings & 

Tate, 1995; Phillips et al., 1995; Yosso, 2001).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Latinx first generation students (FGS) were not graduating college at the same 

rate as their racial and non-first generation students (non-FGS) counterparts due to having 

unique academic and nonacademic experiences. Colleges have maintained curriculums 

that cater to the cultural capital of Whites while negating the experiential knowledge of 

marginalized groups (Higgins, 2010; University of South Carolina, 2017). The purpose of 

this qualitative study was to gain an understanding regarding the actual academic and 

nonacademic experiences preventing Latinx FGS from graduating community college. 

Therefore, this study helps leadership gain an increased awareness of the unique needs of 

Latinx FGS and helps dismantle America’s systemic racism that disenfranchises non-

Whites. Current literature reviewed includes the critical race theory, dominant versus 

oppressed identities, inclusivity, a Nepantla complex, and the neologism of Latinx. 

Lastly, major sections of this chapter include disparities in higher education including 

gender, cultural identity, institutional identity, the power of words, the concept of self, 

and multiple identities, amongst others.

Literature Search Strategy

I conducted the literature review for this study in two parts. I looked at the 4-year 

college graduation rates for Latinx FGS versus non-FGS, followed by the academic and 

nonacademic factors that affect their graduation rate. The electronic database that I used 

for the first part of the search was primarily Proquest using the following keywords: 4-

year college graduation rates for Latinx first generation students versus non-first 

generation students and bachelor degrees for minority FGS versus continuing generation 
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students. The keywords for the last part of this search were academic and nonacademic 

experiences of first generation students and challenges for racial minority FGS versus 

White non-first generation students. Over 30 articles were found applicable, along with 

articles found in books, online reports, dissertations, and peer-reviewed journals. Latinx 

FGS are not graduating college within 4 years at the same rate as non-FGS (Augustine, 

2015; Balemian & Feng, 2013; Choi, 2005; DeAngelo et al., 2011; Pelco et al., 2014). 

This population has unique needs as they may face unique academic and nonacademic 

factors (Arbona, 2016; Augustine, 2015; Balemian & Feng, 2013; Evans et al., 2016; 

Falcon, 2015; Pelco et al., 2014; Parkinson, 2015; Perna, 2015, 2016; Phillips et al., 

2016; Stebleton et al., 2014; Stebleton & Soria, 2017; Stephens et al., 2015; Tate et al., 

2015; Tinto, 1975, 1993, 2016, 2017; Vuong et al., 2015). 

Some research advocated for higher education to adopt an inclusive design for 

Latinx FGS to produce increased retention, persistence, and higher graduation rates 

(Chickering & Ressier, 1993; Phillips et al., 2016; Stephens et al., 2015). These findings 

encourage counselors, faculty, staff, and administration to be accessible so Latinx FGS 

may gain a sense of belonging and strong self-efficacy (Choi, 2005; Hirudayarag, 2011; 

Parkinson, 2015). Strong self-efficacy has been linked to FGS having decreased feelings 

of marginalization, less depression, and increased involvement in high impact educational 

practices (Arbona, 2016; Choi, 2005; Vuong et al., 2010). 

However, other research has advocated against colleges adopting inclusion 

originating from Ladson-Billings and Tate’s (1995) theory of critical race in the 

education model. Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) attributed the reason why the 
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achievement gap between minorities and non-minorities exists to racism. The theory 

describes the dominant groups in education and society as ahistorical (Ladson-Billings & 

Tate, 1995; Tierney, 2000). Inclusion or color-blind policies are detrimental to Latinx 

FGS transitioning into college because they do not challenge the status quo nor eliminate 

prejudice as higher education is encourages minorities to assimilate despite them having 

their own academic, social, and cultural capital (Decuir & Dixson, 2004; Solórzano & 

Bernal, 2001; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Because the 

literature on the academic and nonacademic experiences about Latinx FGS trying to earn 

a bachelor's degree within 4 years is scarce, I aimed to examine the actual academic and 

nonacademic experiences they face while trying to graduate community college with the 

intention of transferring into a 4-year college. 

In this chapter, I review literature about the demographics of FGS and the 

academic and nonacademic barriers in the postsecondary institutions of the United States. 

The chapter also covers literature as it relates to the differences that exist between FGS 

and non-FGS and what colleges could do to lessen the achievement gap that exists 

between the groups. I also acknowledge closely related research and its importance in this 

chapter. The chapter concludes with an indication of the gap in practice as it relates to 

current and seminal literature, a summary of limitations of current research, and an 

introduction to what is covered in Chapter 3.

Conceptual Framework/Theoretical Foundation

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) were the pioneers of the critical race theory 

within education. This theory provided a framework to assess the inequity of education 
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caused by the White ahistorical narrative told in America (Decuir & Dixson, 2004; 

Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). According to Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995), minorities 

such as Latinx FGS were not achieving academic success due to postsecondary 

institutions having curriculums that catered to the cultural capital of Whites while 

disregarding the cultural capital with which Latinx students entered college. As a result, 

the experiential knowledge of Latinx FGS is marginalized by the pedagogy, curriculum, 

and institution’s culture because its inclusion would challenge the status-quo of deficit 

thinking through counter-storytelling (Tierney, 2000; Solórzano & Bernal, 2001; 

Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). As previously mentioned, the critical race theory in education 

is integral in helping leadership in community colleges and universities gain an 

understanding of the actual academic and nonacademic experiences faced by Latinx FGS. 

For leadership to create an education that is truly equal and conducive to academic 

success, it must allow non-Whites to use their experiential knowledge as tools of 

authentic storytelling and resources in countering the racial stereotypes embedded within 

the institution (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Ritchie, 2003; Seidman, 2006; Tierney, 

2000).

Literature Review Related to Key Concepts and Variable

FGS are generally defined as the first within their immediate families to attend 

college (Balemian & Feng, 2013). However, FGS could be further defined as having 

parents without a college education (Tate et al., 2015). FGS may overlap with historically 

underserved student populations, including immigrants, low-income, and racial 

minorities (Stebleton et al., 2014). FGS have different characteristics but may share 



22

similar traits. Some traits are being academically underprepared, having to work full-

time, attending college part-time, lacking familial or social support, not being active on 

campus, and having poor interactions with students, faculty, and staff (Augustine, 2015; 

MacDonald, 2017; Stebleton et al., 2014). 

Specific student populations that are not performing adequately in college 

compared to non-FGS include Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans. According to 

Excelencia in Education (2016), 13% of 2 and 4-year institutions within the United States 

were categorized as Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) if their institution had 25% or 

more Latinx enrolled as full-time. But, HSIs serve over 60% of all Latinx enrolled into 

college (Excelencia in Education, 2015, 2016; Garcia & Natividad, 2018; Hispanic 

Association of Colleges & Universities, 2017). The Postsecondary National Policy 

Institute (2016) generally identified 48% of Latinx college students as first generation 

compared to 28% of Whites. However, less than 25% of Latinx FGS were reported to 

graduate college within 4 years and 11% within 6 years (Augustine, 2015; Pelco et al., 

2014). These rates of degree completion are significantly lower as research reported over 

40% of non-FGS graduate college within 4 years and 55% within 6 years (Augustine, 

2015; Pelco et al., 2014). 

Similarly, Puerto Ricans are not performing adequately in college compared to 

their counterparts. Puerto Ricans in the United States are earning bachelor’s degrees at a 

rate of about 15% less than Whites, despite experiencing a slight improvement in degree 

attainment (Reyes, 2017). There are two types of Puerto Ricans who reside in New York. 

Individuals born in Puerto Rico are called stateside Puerto Ricans, while individuals born 
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in the state are called New York Puerto Ricans (Center for Puerto Rican Studies, 2016). 

Despite the classification, Puerto Ricans are generally U.S. citizens by birth (Lopez & 

Patten, 2015). However, according to the U.S. Census Bureau of 2013, 135,000 

individuals of Puerto Rican descent indicated they were not citizens at birth due to being 

born outside of the United States, Puerto Rico, or having non-U.S. citizens as parents 

(Lopez & Patten, 2015). 

New York State has the most Puerto Ricans in the nation, with a population 

exceeding one million (Center for Puerto Rican Studies, 2016). However, New York 

Puerto Ricans have the biggest disparity in degree attainment throughout the nation 

(Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013). According to the Center of Puerto Rican Studies (2016), 

28.5% of New York Puerto Ricans have not earned a high school diploma compared to 

22.6% of stateside Puerto Ricans. As a result, New York Puerto Ricans have experienced 

a higher unemployment rate of 12.2% versus 11.6% of stateside Puerto Ricans, and 8.7% 

more households have received cash public assistance income compared to 6.9% of 

stateside Puerto Ricans (Center for Puerto Rican Studies, 2016). Overall, Puerto Ricans 

living in poverty was 27% higher than the poverty rate in the nation (Lopez & Patten, 

2015). But Puerto Rican youth have the least access to services, educational attainment, 

and household incomes higher than the Federal poverty level (Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013; 

Reyes, 2017). Puerto Rican youth between the ages of 16–24 have composed 26% of all 

Latinx youth living in New York, while one-third of their households have been living 

below the poverty level (Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013; Reyes, 2017). 
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Disparities in Degree Attainment Including Gender

Disparities in degree attainment at the undergraduate level between Latinxs, 

Puerto Ricans, and Whites can be seen along the confines of gender. However, disparities 

has been more significant for Puerto Rican men compared to Puerto Rican women aged 

25 years and older. For example, Reyes (2017) reported 61% of White males as 

completed or enrolled in college or graduate school versus 34% of Puerto Rican men in 

2014. The disparity between White and Puerto Rican men has been nearly double, 

whereas the gap between White women and Puerto Rican women has not been as great. 

For example, Reyes (2017) reported 66% of White women as completed or enrolled in 

college or graduate school compared to 45% of Puerto Rican women. Furthermore, 

research showed that Puerto Rican male youths are the most disadvantaged group in New 

York City as it concerned school enrollment, educational attainment, and employment 

(Reyes, 2017). According to the U.S. Census Bureau in 2010 and 2014, nearly 20% of 

Puerto Rican men aged between 16 and 24 were not enrolled in school, employed, or 

actively looking for work compared to other Latinxs such as Dominicans and Mexicans 

(Reyes, 2017; Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013).

Generally, Puerto Ricans have been enrolling in college at a rate that is 10% less 

than Whites and 16% within New York City (Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013). As a result, 

Puerto Ricans younger than 25 have been earning bachelors at a rate of 10.7% versus 

19.9% of Whites nationally and 8.1% versus 25.2% of Whites within New York City 

(Reyes & Rosofsky, 2013). Furthermore, Puerto Ricans aged 25 and older have been 

experiencing the biggest disparity in degree attainment compared to Whites, according to 
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Reyes (2017). For example, Puerto Ricans aged 25 and older have been earning bachelor 

degrees at a rate of 11% versus 21% of Whites nationally and 9% versus 31% of Whites 

within New York City (Reyes, 2017). Overall, female Latinx who are low-income have 

had lower rates of college persistence compared to their White counterparts but have had 

higher rates of college enrollment and graduation compared to male Latinx students 

(Beattie, 2018).

Specifically, the number of female Latinx FGS have been higher in matriculation 

and graduation rates than Latinx males (Valle, 2017). According to Valle (2017), Latinx 

females have been more prepared to handle college because they most likely do not need 

remedials, have high dropout rates, or earn low grades, and they take more college prep 

interventions compared to their male counterparts. Unlike female Latinx students, male 

Latinx students are most likely to fall behind academically as they have failed to 

understand how significant a college education is. Failed recognition of this fact leads to 

25% less Latinx males enrolling in college remaining one of the highest underrepresented 

groups in higher education (Valle, 2017). Moreover, the present conversation concerning 

why Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans are not graduating college within 4 years is 

attributed to academic and nonacademic factors.

Academic Factors

The academic factors that FGS might face revolve around them having limited 

exposure to a college-going culture (Falcon, 2015; Stephens et al., 2015). Falcon (2015) 

stated that FGS lack highly qualified teachers during PreK-12 and have low levels of 

college preparation. One example included: Latinx FGS scoring an average of 451 in 
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Critical Reading, 454.33 in Math, and 439.66 in Writing on the Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT), while their White and Asian counterparts earned a score of 527 in Critical 

Reading, 566 in Math, and 522 in Writing (NCES, 2018b). Similarly, Puerto Ricans 

within Puerto Rico scored lower than White and Asian counterparts with an average of 

452 versus 482 in Critical Reading, 446 versus 498.5 in Math, and 445 versus 471 in 

Writing on the SATs (CollegeBoard, 2013).

Unlike the Scholastic Aptitude Test, the American College Testing (ACT) college 

readiness assessment have included Puerto Ricans within the larger Latinx group 

(Southern Regional Education Board, 2014). According to the Southern Regional 

Education Board (2014), Latinx students have had more declining ACT test scores 

compared to White students (Southern Regional Education Board, 2014). Moreover, only 

10% of this population has passed all four subjects of Math, Science, Reading, and 

English on the ACT college readiness assessment (Augustine, 2015). Furthermore, Latinx 

FGS have been academically underprepared for college, as evidenced by this population 

needing more developmental courses in Math and English compared to their counterparts 

(Augustine, 2015).

FGS such as Latinx have been academically underprepared because they are less 

likely to take Algebra Math, Advanced Placement courses, or college prep while in high 

school (Balemian & Feng, 2013; Stebleton & Soria, 2017). Algebra has served as a 

gateway that increases the likelihood of a FGS taking advanced Math in high school and 

enrolling in a 4-year college (Balemian & Feng, 2013). Correspondingly, Puerto Ricans 

have been academically underprepared also because of their English proficiency. The 
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Pew Hispanic Center defined English proficiency as individuals aged five and older 

within the Latinx population who could read and write proficiently in English (Lopez & 

Patten, 2015). 

Based on a survey conducted by the Pew Research Center, 42% of Puerto Rican 

adults living within the States are English-dominant, and 41% are bilingual versus 15%, 

and 49% of Puerto Rican adults living on the Caribbean island (Lopez & Patten, 2015). 

Specifically, Puerto Ricans are reported to have an English proficiency of over 80% 

versus 91% of the United States (Lopez & Patten, 2015). Consequently, Latinx FGS have 

been reported to be twice as likely to need Math and English remedial coursework in 

college compared to non-FGS (non-FGS) (Augustine, 2015). Therefore, FGS have had: 

ongoing remedials, lower grades during their first year, fewer credits by their junior year, 

and an increased attrition rate (Augustine, 2015; Pelco et al., 2014, Stebleton et al., 2014, 

Stebleton & Soria, 2017; Vuong et al., 2010). 

FGS have been twice as likely to drop-out after their second year, but low-income 

FGS have been four times as more likely to drop-out of college after their first year 

(Augustine, 2015; Pelco et al., 2014; Stebleton et al., 2017; Stebleton & Soria, 2017). 

FGS have been at risk, even if they have persisted beyond their third year as over 40% of 

this population has remained without a college degree after six years (Pelco et al., 2014; 

Stebleton & Soria, 2017). The achievement gap between Latinx FGS and non-FGS has 

remained constant. The achievement gap between Latinx FGS with Whites and Asians 

has had a difference of over 14% regardless if the postsecondary institution was: public, 

private, nonsectarian, or religious (DeAngelo et al., 2011). Institutions struggling to 
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graduate Latinx FGS have been problematic because colleges serve as a gateway for FGS 

to gain social mobility and life opportunities (Phillips et al., 2016). But, access has not 

and is not enough to help Latinx FGS reap the same academic and social benefits that 

non-FGS experience as they lack the cultural capital needed to navigate higher education 

successfully (Phillips et al., 2016; Stephens et al., 2015). 

According to Hernandez et al. (2017), the majority of Latinx FGS who have 

enrolled in college begin their postsecondary education at a community college. 

Community colleges have had an open-door policy for applicants since 1901 (Hernandez 

et al., 2017). Even though the open-door admissions policy has created more access for 

working individuals and minorities such as Latinx FGS, it is still not sufficient to help 

this population graduate with an associates degree (Hernandez et al., 2017). Access has 

not and is not sufficient for helping Latinx FGS graduate because they may face 

additional challenges compared to their White and nonresident alien counterparts - who 

are less likely to enroll in a community college (Hernandez et al., 2017; Phillips et al., 

2016; Stephens et al., 2015).

Nonacademic Factors

Latinx FGS might face nonacademic factors involving: delayed college entry, low 

income, familial support, self-efficacy, immigration, gender roles, language barrier, 

mental health, and adaptation to college (Bryan et al., 2015; Desai, 2012; Falcon, 2015; 

Phillippe, 2016; Phillips et al., 2016; Tate et al., 2015). As a result, research shows that 

Latinx FGS have had a greater risk of delayed college entry, low income, and lack of 

familial support due to their parents having a high school education or less. Parental 
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education is the building block that has impacted the intergenerational transmission of 

education within the family unit (Hirudayarag, 2011). Moreover, parental education 

could provide access to cultural capital such as knowledge, values, and culture of the 

dominant social group like higher education (Hirudayarag, 2011). 

Research showed that by a parent having an only high school education, a FGS 

had decreased: levels of academic preparedness, educational aspirations, and support to 

pursue college (Jenkins et al., 2013). Additionally, each year of education that a parent 

received only equated to one-tenth of a year that their child attends higher education 

(Peck, 2017). This may affect or impact their child’s ability to perform in higher 

education or if their child even makes it to a post-secondary institution (Peck, 2017). 

Furthermore, research also showed even if Puerto Ricans had parents with or without a 

college education, they still struggled the most to consistently progress toward college 

attainment compared to other Latinx FGS (Kasinitz et al., 2008). As a consequence, FGS 

such as Puerto Ricans may have experienced significant delay entering college in either 

case compared to non-FGS (Balemian & Feng, 2013). Specifically, 82% of non-FGS who 

directly enrolled in college after high school versus 54% of FGS, whose parents had a 

high school education and 36% for those with less (Balemian & Feng, 2013). Also, once 

enrolled in college, Latinx FGS work full-time while pursuing college part-time 

(Stebleton et al., 2014). In addition to these factors, Latinx FGS such as Puerto Ricans 

living in the States, have been financially independent of their parents and may earn 

$25,000 or less per year (Augustine, 2015; Lopez & Velasco, 2011; Stebleton et al., 

2014). 
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FGS have had a greater risk of having poor self-efficacy, mental health, and 

adaptation to college because of acculturative stress. Acculturative stress derives from 

FGS experiencing a cultural mismatch between the norms of their own identity at home 

and the mainstream norms of their campus (Phillippe, 2016; Phillips et al., 2016). 

However, Latinx FGS may have experienced additional acculturative stressors such as 

documentation status, cultural demands, and language difficulties while trying to navigate 

college (Grigorenko, 2013; Santiago et al., 2014). Two out of five Latinx within the 

United States have been born abroad (Grigorenko, 2013). Some reasons why Latinx 

families may have migrated includes poverty, lack of educational opportunities, political 

and religious prosecution (Grigorenko, 2013). 

Despite Latinx families migrating to the United States for opportunities, they may 

have paid a steep price while migrating and adapting to new surroundings. Some losses 

for Latinx may have included the loss of social roles, customs, employment, and homes 

(Grigorenko, 2013). But, the biggest loss Latinx families may have faced includes 

separation from family and friends because Latinx depend heavily on their nuclear and 

extended families for support (Grigorenko, 2013). Generally, Latinx immigrant youth 

have experienced separation from one or both of their parents as they usually cross the 

border first (Grigorenko, 2013). In addition, Latinx without legal status may have 

experienced more stress as they faced isolation or perceived discrimination due to their 

inability to speak English, speaking English with an accent, or how they are portrayed in 

the media (Grigorenko, 2013). 
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In either case, Latinx FGS may have experienced family-related stressors due to 

acculturation, regardless if the individual is Spanish-speaking or English-speaking. 

However, Grigorenko (2013) stated Spanish-speaking youth reported more accounts of 

stress related to having to care for elderly family members. While English-speaking 

youth reported more accounts of stress having to take care of younger siblings 

(Grigorenko, 2013). Another stark difference between Spanish-speaking and English-

speaking Latinx FGS is the acculturation conflict that has existed amongst youth and 

adults. 

Socioeconomic Factors

There has been little research on how Latinx, especially immigrant parents, are 

actively encouraged by the K-12 system to participate in their children’s education 

(Hernandez, 2017). Because of this, Latinx FGS may have developed low academic 

success resulting in about half of this population graduating from high school, 10% 

graduating from college, and even fewer finishing a graduate or professional degree 

(Hernandez, 2017). Ten percent of Latinx FGS have originated from immigrant families, 

while 25% may live with an undocumented adult (Hernandez, 2017). Correspondingly, 

those Latinx FGS who have originated from an undocumented household face the 

physical and emotional stress associated with building a new life in America, the inability 

to qualify for public programs due to legal status, and fear of deportation causing families 

to keep a low profile throughout their children’s educational journey (Hernandez, 2017). 

Additionally, parental involvement with Latinx FGS may be low due to parents 

who do not speak English, being forced to depend on their child for matters such as 
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requesting a teacher’s conference. This dynamic could cause parents to lose authority and 

their ability to guide their children’s education (Hernandez,2017). Other factors for the 

lack of parental involvement may include social and cultural factors such as 

socioeconomic status, parents’ education, lack of transportation, childcare, and low-

paying or hard employment (Hernandez, 2017). Those Latinx FGS who could enroll in 

college may have experienced survivor guilt, which, in this case, is guilt for succeeding 

academically at what they perceived to be at the expense of their family (Wallace, 2018). 

This population’s guilt stemmed from their perceived insecurity of being a burden due to 

being unable: to support their family financially, as well as contributing financially or 

having their schooling being another financial obligation (Wallace, 2018). Latinx FGS 

have lacked the necessary information about college persistence and success because 

information prior to their enrollment has not been readily accessible to them as their 

racial and non-FGS counterparts (Wallace, 2018).

The majority of Latinx FGS have enrolled in community colleges, whereas their 

White and Asian counterparts mostly enroll in 4-year institutes (CUNY, 2017; Iniguez, 

2018). Even though the number of Latinx FGS enrolled in college has increased, the 

number of those who have graduated with a college degree does not correspond. 

Stemming from American society, educational institutions such as K-12 and higher 

education have developed internal prejudices as it relates to a curriculum that has created 

a dominant and oppressive dynamic that does not favor marginalized student groups 

(Iniguez, 2018). Low-income, FGS, or minorities have not been most likely to be 

beneficiaries of America’s educational system due to demographical segregation, lack of 
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college preparation, and the lack of qualified teachers during K-12 (Iniguez, 2018). Past 

research placed the responsibility of FGS dropping out of college on them versus looking 

at institutions to see if they were equipped to address their needs or wants (Bradley, 

2017). Whereas institutions have been failing to consider their shortcomings, higher 

education has maintained a dominant and oppressive environment that separates FGS 

from non-FGS and disregards their cultural identity, while expecting them to assimilate 

(Bradley, 2017). 

Cultural Identity

Amongst Spanish-speaking youth, families have wanted Latinx FGS to keep their 

cultural customs or traditions without becoming too American (Grigorenko, 2013). 

Traditionally, families have assigned roles to Latinx FGS relating to familial, work, 

religious, and communal obligations to preserve intergenerational continuity (Banks-

Santilli, 2015), Some families may have viewed Latinx FGS enrolling into college as a 

disruption to the family system rather than a continuation in their learning (Banks-

Santilli, 2015). Some reasons may include parents not being familiar with American 

norms or wanting their old country customs and values to be preserved (Grigorenko, 

2013). These reasons may have caused Latinx FGS to experience breakaway guilt or guilt 

of success as they struggle to put their needs of obtaining an education over the needs of 

their families (Banks-Santilli, 2015; Moreno, 2019). A final difference between both 

groups has involved parental monitoring. Parental monitoring has been enrooted into 

traditional cultural values as it has involved protective parents (Santiago et al., 2014). 

Parental monitoring consistently has correlated with better academic achievement 
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amongst Latinx. As a result, immigrant Latinx have performed academically better than 

U.S. Latinx and have had lower rates of mental health disorders (Santiago et al., 2014).

Of these traditional customs and values, Latinx families have specific 

expectations for females and males. The role of Latinx females and males has revolved 

around the concepts of marianisma and machismo. Marianisma has referred to the 

female's role stemming from the Virgin Mary (Perez, 2012). In Catholicism, the Virgin 

Mary has been observed as the ideal female who is a mother, nurturer, endurer of pain, 

and content with willing to serve (Perez, 2012). To be considered a good woman, females 

are also expected to be submissive, rely on males for protection, and to remain a virgin 

until marriage (Perez, 2012). As a result, females may have experienced mixed messages 

as Latinx families encourage them to be self-reliant but are expected to become 

housewives and place their families above all (Perez, 2012). Consequently, females often 

had to sacrifice their futures (education and career) for the sake of their family's present.

On the other hand, the role of males stems from the concept of machismo. 

Machismo has referred to the ideal macho (Knapp et al., 2012). Males have been 

expected to exert control over every area in their lives, including people and events 

(Knapp et al., 2009; Perez, 2012). Traditionally, males have been expected to be a 

supreme master at home and work (Perez, 2012). Moreover, his authority and judgment 

are never to be questioned by his wife, children, or others, while compromising with 

others is more frowned upon as it implies weakness (Perez, 2012). In addition, males may 

have been prohibited from sharing their feelings, pleasures, or fears (Perez, 2012). The 

stereotype of an ideal macho has the excluded traits such as courage and loyalty and 
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chronological order and wrote down the emerging themes or underlying reasons in the 

order we identified them. 
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Table 1

Type of Challenges Experienced per Participant Summarized

A, NA or, Both P #1 P #2 P #3 P #4 P #5 P #6 P #7 P #8 P #9 P #10 # of Ps Percentage

Both (general academic and nonacademic experiences) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 10 100%

A (academic preparedness) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 10 100%

Both (language) N N Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y 7 70%

Both (support system) Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 9 90%

NA (sense of belonging) Y N Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y 8 80%

NA (cultural identity) Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y 9 90%

NA (gender) Y N N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 8 80%

Both (general challenge) Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 10 100%

A (college leadership) Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 9 90%

Note. Academic, Non-Academic, or Both Challenges were abbreviated as A, NA, Both. Additionally, the word participants were abbreviated as P. 
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Table 2

Responses for Predetermined Themes per Participant

Series 
Number Question Themes Example Quotes

1

How do you, as a Latinx first generation student, 
describe your academic and nonacademic experiences 
of trying to graduate from a community college? 

General 
academic and 
nonacademic 
experiences

"They didn’t think I was smart enough to pass the test to get into 
CUNY and it was really disappointing" (Participant #3).

2 As a Latinx first generation student, how did you feel 
academically prepared to attend a community college?

Academic 
preparedness

"I dropped out of high school in the ninth grade and I obtained a 
GED at the same time that all of my friends graduated from high 
school. [There was a time gap between dropping out and getting 
a GED of] about four years. Because I got my GED, I was not 
prepared for community college. I had to take remedial classes. 
I had to start from the bottom. I had no regents diploma" 
(Participant #6). 

3
How do you feel language has played a role in you 
trying to graduate from a community college? Language

"[Her vice principal in high school] was like “what are you 
doing speaking Spanish in this class--you should be able to 
speak English by now …That made me feel so bad...I literally 
stayed quiet”." (Participant #5)

4 While enrolled in a community college, who or what, 
does your support system consist of? Support system

"Its like: what’s going on...it’s just you and one other Spanish 
boy or girl there. But it’s okay, I just...I was explaining to my 
partner that this is amazing-- I’m about to graduate but I wish I 
had other Hispanics to share this experience with" (Participant 
#4). 

5

As a Latinx first generation student, how do you 
describe your sense of belonging at your community 
college? 

Sense of 
belonging

"Towards the end of my semester...I just finished my last 
semester in Fall of 2019. I didn’t get much guidance from them. 
My last semester I applied for graduation...I did my part, but I 
hit a wall when it came to: ‘how do I transition; how do I 
transfer to another college?’ I asked and I asked and I saw two 
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different advisers in two different departments and they told me 
the same thing. They thought it was a joke" (Participant #1).

6 How do you define your cultural identity? Cultural identity

"It's very awkward for my family members when I tell them I'm 
Black… My community is very difficult because they find a 
way to whiten your identity for you. They say things like you're 
a ‘refinada Negra’ or ‘refined Black girl’" (Participant #9)

7
How do you feel gender has played a role in you 
enrolling or trying to graduate from your community 
college? 

Gender
"For me, I was the first guy that said ‘I’m going to do something 
different...I want to school.’ The girls usually get more 
education. The guys didn’t finish high school" (Participant #8). 

8 What do you, as a Latinx first generation student, 
describe as your biggest challenge in graduating from a 
community college?

General 
challenge

"I feel older and I don’t have as much energy, so it’s just trying 
to adapt and to see what I can and know what I can’t do … I 
was googling how to read your textbooks correctly" (Participant 
#10)

9 What can your college leadership do to help you, as a 
Latinx first generation student, graduate from your 
community college? 

College 
leadership

"My reason for graduating later involves economics. We live in 
poor areas, gotta work to pay for necessities. Other kids don’t 
gotta worry about paying bills and just graduate" (Participant 
#2)

“If I can have someone there that can explain to me the step-by-
step and help me along the way towards graduation I feel that 
would really help me out” (Participant #7)
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As I organized the participants' answers, their answers initially produced 123 

emerging themes or underlying reasons they perceived as why they experienced the nine 

broad challenges mentioned above (see Appendix G). As a means of organizing these 

initial emerging themes, I created a color-coded response tier and ended up with most 

participants identifying only ten themes as the main underlying reasons they experienced 

these nine broad challenges (see Appendix H).

Specifically, between 5 and 7 participants identified the following as being the ten 

most prevalent emerging themes defined within this study:

1. Informal versus formal colloquialism: Writing and Speech organization is 

different from their everyday lives

2. Generational academic under-preparedness: There is an education gap 

between generations 

3. Nontraditional student: Having a 5 or more year gap between finishing high 

school and enrolling into college. 

4. Balance of complex priorities: Balance of More Complex Priorities 

5. Immigration: Parents or individual traveling to America.

6. Individual adaptation or resilience during a pandemic: Adapting to the 

demand and technologies during pandemic (Individual Response)

7. Representation matters: An individual is able to connect and feel empowered 

by seeing persons similar to them concerning ethnicities, genders, struggles, 

goals, and credentials

8. On campus support via persons: Has support on campus (persons)
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9. Peer support (informal not in clubs on campus): Having peer support in an 

informal setting outside clubs

10. Self-ambition: Self ambitions, goals, and desires

By creating a color-coded response tier, I critically analyzed which issues were 

most versus least prevalent for participants (see Appendix H). I reviewed and organized 

their answers as an individual and as a group per question I asked. In doing so, I 

established patterns by me using the research-developed instruments to quantify the 

responses and the types of responses that participants gave. Moreover, as a means for this 

study to contribute a purposeful approach to thematic analysis, I implemented the 

Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of analysis for phenomenological data 

(Moustakas, 1994). 

For reference, the Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method allowed me to use 

storytelling in this study to have Latinx FGS share the academic and nonacademic 

challenges they perceive as barriers in graduating from a community college (Moustakas, 

1994). Therefore, I coded the data by reading the transcripts and seeing what storyline 

developed, followed by categorizing the data into codes and using memos to identify data 

that needs clarification or further analysis (Moustakas, 1994; Stuckey, 2015). Moreover, 

the storyline that developed across the 10 interviews conducted included both 

predetermined and emergent themes later turned into codes (Stuckey, 2015). Specifically, 

the predetermined themes were based on the broad challenges listed within the existing 

literature. In contrast, the emerging themes were based on the underlying issues identified 

per broad challenge by the participants of this study. Thus, I created a color-coded 
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response tier to assist me in identifying the 123 emerging themes that I should focus on. 

The color-coded response tier consisted of three colors. Emerging themes that were 

highlighted in white indicated only 1 person of 10 participants identified those themes. 

Whereas emerging themes highlighted in pink indicated 2 to 4 people of 10 participants 

identified those themes. And, emerging themes highlighted in orange were identified by 5 

to 7 people of 10 participants identified those themes. Because the emerging themes 

highlighted in orange had the most participants who identified the same themes, I reduced 

and focused on those 10 emerging themes.  To keep track of relevant codes and minimize 

bias, I included an independent coder to help me stay objective.

Furthermore, to minimize discrepant cases, I applied the Modified Stevick-

Colaizzi-Keen method to permit me as a researcher to critically review and analyze the 

participants' responses by allowing Latinx FGS to use storytelling to share the academic 

and nonacademic challenges they perceive as barriers in earning an associate’s degree 

(Moustakas, 1994). Specifically, by using this method, I organized the patterns according 

to a color-coded response tier. This study did not have discrepant cases. However, the 

closest to there being a discrepancy is that were some emerging themes only identified by 

one participant. Therefore, I did factor them into the analysis because I still referred to 

them briefly throughout this study while choosing to provide a detailed exploration of the 

themes classified as most prevalent and secondary prevalent emerging themes because 

they had more than one participant identifying the same theme. By applying the Modified 

Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method and having the one-on-one interviews facilitated with the 

participant, myself, and another individual, I was able to check my biases and produce 
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trustworthiness of the data throughout the process, thus increasing the study’s credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Moustakas, 1994; Shenton, 2004).

Results

As can be recalled, between 8 and 10 participants identified the broad challenges 

represented by the predetermined themes mentioned in this study. However, in this 

section, I had the participants in their voice state why they were experiencing each broad 

challenge. This study aimed to answer the overarching question: What were the 

experiences of Latinx FGS trying to graduate from a community college?. More 

specifically, through the examined research questions I explored what Latinx FGS 

identify as barriers in graduating from a community college while providing feedback on 

how college leadership can support them in graduating. 

To answer these overarching research questions, I first reviewed the participants' 

answers for each predetermined theme while addressing the most prevalent and 

secondary prevalent themes that emerged as underlying reasons why they experienced 

specific broad challenges. 

Therefore, participants used storytelling to narrate their perceived barriers of 

graduating from a community college and their perceptions of resources being offered at 

their community colleges related to supporting their ability to graduate. Moreover, I listed 

the participants' perceptions per broad challenge or predetermined theme listed in this 

study. As I listed the participants' perceptions, I generally summarized the largely 

identified challenges mentioned per broad challenge before the participants' narratives 

were listed, followed by collective analysis of the perceived challenges expressed per 
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broad challenge. As the largely identified challenges were listed per broad challenge, 

some challenges developed a repeated pattern, thus lending the reader to recall the most 

prevalent and secondary emerging themes mentioned in this section. As a reminder, the 

most prevalent emerging themes had between 5 and 7 participants, and secondary 

emerging themes had between 2 and 4 participants who identified perceived underlying 

reasons for why they experienced challenges defined as the predetermined themes within 

this study. 

General Academic and Nonacademic Experiences–10 Participants

The participants—both traditional and non-traditional FGS—within this study 

identified various academic and nonacademic experiences that served as challenges they 

faced while in college. A nontraditional student has more complex priorities compared to 

a traditional student. The additional responsibilities of nontraditional students often 

include balancing their family, work, and school with their self-ambition that may or may 

not conflict with their family's expectations of religious or traditional norms. 

Nevertheless, traditional and nontraditional Latinx FGS enter college with a lack of 

knowledge and the fear of the unknown due to generational under-preparedness. This 

barrier causes a misalignment of understanding, comprehension, and true relatability 

between Latinx FGS and their college. Thus, a Latinx FGS may enter college feeling 

alone, lost, or seeking specific, relevant support. 

Even if Latinx FGS have support, it is often not aligned with what they want or 

need to navigate their college journey. For example, Participant 1 stated, "toward the end 

of my Fall 2019 semester, I felt abandoned by BMCC ". Participant 1 had to serve as her 
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own support system while caring for an ill family member. Although she had initial 

institutional support, it quickly dissipated and failed to give her specific, relevant 

information and guidance to transition to a senior college. Participant 1 specified that 

support dissipated because when she visited college officials to seek knowledge of how 

to transfer, they viewed her visits as “a joke”. As a result, she was “left in limbo” of what 

to expect. Throughout this study, participants described the transition process as a 

stressor for Latinx FGS regardless of their degree of established knowledge capitals. For 

example, Participant 8 acquired some higher education in his homeland but found the 

lack of communication and competency from his current 2-year institution to be costly 

and traumatic. “The first thing they did was they did the wrong transfer… They gave me 

some credits for some classes, but those classes I didn’t need them for my undergrad and 

then I made a complaint and they continue to do it wrong over and over”. His experience 

at his 2-year institution was not because of a lack of knowledge on his part, but the 

institution's inability to transfer credits from his previous institution. 

The transition period also brings fear of the unknown. Latinx FGS often come 

into college underprepared, both academically and non-academically. Therefore, the 

period between gaining pre-college preparedness, entering college, and transitioning into 

a 4 - year institution is critical to their ability to make and maintain connections with their 

learning institutions. More so, this is significant because Latinx FGS may not have a 

blueprint of what is or what is not considered a normal college experience. These 

circumstances, coupled with dominant and oppressive identities described in critical race 
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theory, make a Latinx FGS feel further marginalized despite the diversity within the 

institution. 

For example, Participant 3 is a nontraditional student who was in an inpatient 

substance abuse program. Part of her being released from jail required that she participate 

in a program before applying to CUNY. She was judged because of her past and deemed 

not smart enough. Participant 3 stated, "They didn’t think I was smart enough to pass the 

test to get into CUNY and it was really disappointing." Participant 5 is a traditional 

student who was in high school that did not demystify biases or expose her to 

opportunities. Specifically, she left high school believing that being a Latinx was a 

disadvantage and did not know how to network within diverse circles. She stated, “I’ll 

say my time from high school leading up to College, I learned that being Hispanic wasn’t 

necessarily going to be at my advantage. 

Participant 9 is also a traditional student who started college at a 4-year 

institution, but later transferred to a 2-year institution. Without guidance from her family 

due to generational preparedness, she ended up in a college that was not a good fit for 

her. She stated, “It was a predominantly white college ... I had to fit one mold or 

another … It was very hard for me academically … I wasn’t used to the workload and the 

time management and just the transfer process.” As Participant 9 alludes back to the 

transition period of her transferring from a 4-year institution to a 2-year institution, it can 

be demonstrated that a lack of guidance has consequences.

A lack of guidance and support may affect a student's confidence and cause them 

to internalize trauma and biases. These feelings may be perpetuated by the dominant and 
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oppressive identities within institutions as mentioned within the critical race theory 

framework. These consequences can cause students to become silent at worst or become 

their advocates at best. However, either scenario may have fallacies. For example, 

Participant 2 stated that the societal stigma surrounding a Latinx FGS attending a 2-year 

institution versus a 4-year institution caused her to question her merit. She stated, “At 

first, when I went to community college, it was bad. I was like, Oh my God” because I 

am not going to a 4-year college.” Additionally, her confidence was tested as her English 

fluency was questioned once she was enrolled in a 2-year institution. Participant 2 

recalled a professor saying, “When I got to my first college credit class, my professor … 

not saying he was racist, … I was told by the professor, ‘you need to go back to an ESL 

class’… I did not feel as if I was going to make it".

Moreover, Latinx FGS needs both on and off-campus accessibility and 

communication of opportunities delivered in real-time. Latinx FGS needs guidance from 

professional culturally competent, sensitive, and responsive individuals. Latinx FGS have 

various general academic and nonacademic challenges coexisting with compounding 

factors such as learning necessary knowledge capitals needed to navigate college. They 

also lack resources to respond to unexpected situations like remote learning during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, a dedicated safe space or platform where they can 

ask questions, advocate or learn of opportunities is needed. For example, Participant 6 

stated, he went where the resources were located because resources such as scholarships 

or internships for individuals of Latinx dissent are not as readily available versus those of 

African dissent. He stated, “opportunities are hidden. It’s there, but as a Latino, you have 
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to jump through more loopholes.” Furthermore, Latinx FGS may lack capitals of 

knowledge. However, they have a desire to socialize. But responsibilities outside of 

school, often compete with their ability to partake in on-campus life. 

For example, Participants 4, 7, and 10 had complex priorities trying to balance 

regardless of whether they are traditional or nontraditional students. For example, 

Participant 4 stated, "I am a mother so I couldn’t participate as much with the clubs and 

just being a part of the school only because I had other priorities I had to attend to like 

my family and my son." Whereas Participant 7 secondly stated, 

I wanted to scream from the top of my lungs sometimes because I’m young, I’m a 

kid . . . I’m supposed to just be in school . . . why do I have to work, why do I 

have to do all of this? But, it was always put in my head that it’s either you help 

contribute or we’re not going to have anything; we’re going to be homeless. 

Participant 7 stated, “I’m a kid . . . I’m supposed to just be in school . . . But it’s . . . either 

you help contribute . . . [or] be homeless.” Participant 10 stated similarly to both 

Participants 4 and 7, "I think it’s more time management . . . trying to fit it all in and get 

it all done." Latinx FGS have various general academic and nonacademic challenges 

coexisting with compounding factors such as learning necessary capitals of knowledge 

needed to navigate college while using time management to respond to expected and 

unexpected situations like learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. These variables will 

help Latinx FGS be aware of specific and relevant opportunities without marginalizing 

them or making them feel unsupported. 
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Academic Preparedness–10 Participants 

All participants identified they experienced academic preparedness challenges. 

Generally speaking, Latinx FGS lack quality pre-college knowledge for various reasons. 

Reasons include students: lacking generational under-preparedness, nontraditional 

transition [not enrolling in college within five years of finishing high school], lacking 

guidance, stigma, receptive bilingualism, and informal versus formal colloquialism. 

Other challenges include: pre-college preparation programs valuing aesthetics versus 

performance, needing specific relevant support, social progression, lack of 

communication, lack of support, relatability, plus culturally competent, sensitive, and 

responsive individuals. Five of the participants are all nontraditional students, but they 

have different starting points that impacted their academic preparedness for entering a 2-

year institution. 

For example, Participant 1’s starting point was attending a high school that 

offered college courses, trades, and had a 10-year gap in education. She stated, "I picked 

up a college prep classes and prepped myself because I knew that from being in high 

school and I’m also older (I’m in my 30s), so it was a huge gap there." Secondly, 

Participant 3 was in an inpatient substance abuse program. She did not mention any other 

pre-college preparedness. However, she described her lack of academic preparedness as 

having “no experience with computers” and technological illiteracy. Thirdly, Participant 

6 earned a high school equivalency (GED) and consequently stated, "I was not prepared 

for community college. I had to take remedial classes. I had to start from the bottom." 

Participant 8 completed a Master's program back in his homeland, yet faced similar 



100

hardships at his 2-year college in the U.S. because of his receptive bilingualism. 

Specifically, he immigrated to New York, had to restart his education, and as a result, 

faced systematic challenges with his 2-year institution. He stated, "I transitioned here to 

the US and got a job in the department of Homeland Security and going to school full-

time. For me, it was a little challenging ." Lastly, Participant 10, similar to participant #8, 

transitioned to New York within the United States. However, the time gap that she 

immigrated to New York and entered college was a big-time gap. Participant 10 stated, 

“Things have changed from when I used to go to school, so strategies and everything . . . 

I was not prepared.” Regardless of these nontraditional students having different starting 

points of how they entered college, they share similar academic preparedness challenges 

with the participants who are traditional students.

Much like the nontraditional students, traditional students experienced academic 

preparedness challenges, even though they enrolled in a 2-year institution after high 

school. Of the five traditional participants, one student (Participant 2) started college by 

taking remedial classes; however, she attributed language as her reason. Expressly, she 

referred to speaking Spanish as a first language and addressed the topic of subjective 

language. Participant 2 stated, 

When I went to the ESL department, I was told by them, “I don’t know why you 

were sent to us. You only have a few errors in your writing. Go back to your 

professor and say we okayed you to be in the class.” 

Moreover, Participant 2 addressed the importance of having professionals who have 

cultural competency, sensitivity, and responsiveness as she had no such support.
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Without these elements, Latinx FGS can feel silenced, marginalized, and 

internalize preferentialism if stakeholders are not careful how they communicate. They 

can directly or indirectly respond to students with bias or perpetuate the dominant and 

oppressive identities within societal institutions as per the critical race theory framework. 

Participant 4 is a traditional student, and she addressed how better prepared her brother is 

for college than she was. “In his freshman year they were already talking about 

college … I didn’t know about college until I was in my junior year.” 

Participant 4 also touched upon generational under-preparedness and its effect on 

her personally related to preparing for college. She stated, "I wish they had a program 

where our parents could be educated as well." These challenges further speak to her 

desire to end generational under-preparedness Similarly, two other participants addressed 

family expectations, pressures, and the stigma of becoming a stereotype. Participant 5's 

family immigrated to the United States, and she spoke of her awareness of how her 

actions directly impact her family and their sacrifices. Moreover, even though her family 

supports her, there is a limitation of their knowledge, comprehension, and relatability. 

However, Participant 5 is determined to end generational under-preparedness by being 

aware and making individual sacrifices to ensure her siblings can go to college as well. 

Interestingly, Participant 5 is the second oldest of their siblings but understands her 

contribution within the family unit relates to acknowledging there are financial pressures. 

Participant 5 spoke of her individual sacrifice as, "I'll be graduating, and then the 

following year my younger sister would be graduating, so … I know the moment we 

increase any of our expenses, we're not going to have any room to breathe."
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Participant 7 attended a College Board high school where they offered AP and 

College Now classes. Despite her being exposed to college classes as a high school 

student, she experienced social promotion. She stated, “I was terrible in math and they 

knew it but they still let me go through even though I wasn’t prepared. I took remedial 

classes when I got to community college and I still couldn’t pass it.” Her high school 

academically promoted her, even though she could not pass math courses. The idea that 

her high school valued the aesthetic of promoting students and getting them placed into 

college is detrimental in providing quality precollege preparation. Additionally, this is 

also echoed by Participant 9. Participant 9 addressed how the generational under-

preparedness of her household contributed to her feeling less than and making her 

question the perception of what and who is smart. Specifically, due to participant #9's 

parents' inability to comprehend what college entailed, they could not deliver the specific 

relevant support she needed. Therefore, she stated, 

A lot of the information I know I’ve had to learn for myself. My parents didn’t go 

to college . . . they barely graduated high school … they couldn’t relate to a lot of 

the struggles that I was going through. 

Regarding needing support, her parents' coping mechanism to respond to trauma or 

offering Participant 9 advice was prayer or avoidance behaviors. 

Participant 9, similarly to the other participants, expressed a desire to share their 

college experiences with their family and are unable to because of the educational gap 

between them is inequitable. Even if families want to offer support, their support is 

limited as they do not have a proper understanding of a process they never experienced. 



103

Therefore, they cannot offer other forms of support that Latinx FGS may or may not want 

or need more of. 

Language–Seven Participants

Latinx FGS may or may not face language challenges when trying to graduate 

from college. Some challenges may involve informal versus formal colloquialism, 

receptive bilingualism, internalizing biases, subjective language, the stigma surrounding a 

Latinx FGS asking for help, and general adaptations to learning. Of the participants who 

identified having a language challenge related to their academics, there seems to be an 

overarching theme of informal versus formal colloquialism and insecurities based on the 

perceptions of others in society. Moreover, it is important for Latinx FGS to have 

culturally competent, sensitive professionals who know how to respond to this 

population. Also, first impressions are important to Latinx FGS as they may sour or 

hinder their desire to forge relationships, especially within their colleges, thus causing 

them to internalize biases. These aspects above do not eliminate the effects of 

generational under-preparedness. Therefore, I will address the first overarching theme of 

informal versus formal colloquialism to understand what it entails. 

In this study, we must acknowledge the different facets of this concept. Informal 

versus formal colloquialism refers to a disconnect or difference in how one organizes 

their speech and writing when operating in one language or applying a language standard 

outside of one's native language. To be clear, language in this study is defined, through 

its participants, to mean speech and writing that does not align with what is considered 

mainstream or standard English. Another variance of informal versus formal 
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colloquialism is receptive bilingualism. Receptive bilingualism is when one can 

comprehend what another is saying but cannot fluently or does not know how to respond 

verbally or in writing. Receptive bilingualism is the precursor to informal versus formal 

colloquialism, but it does not equate to a student not achieving academic success. 

For example, Participant 3 was advised to work on her speaking and 

communicating standard English actively. She stated, 

That is the one area that I’ve been told that people in high places at the college 

that they just really want me to work on standard English. If I can just work on 

that it would be a good investment. 

Participant #3 did not interpret this advice negatively as she thought working on her 

standard English was a good investment in her education. However, not all Latinx FGS 

interpret society's opinion or others as positive depending on the context. For example, 

Latinx FGS can internalize biases and carry these insecurities within themselves, 

affecting their desire to socialize or make healthy relationships. Three of the participants 

said their first language is Spanish, while their second language is English. All three 

participants expressed how even though they knew English, they did not feel confident 

communicating in public in fear of what others thought of their accent. They felt as 

though they did not measure up to their classmates, whom they considered smarter 

because of their English proficiency. 

Expressly, Participant 5 stated in college that she has days when she wants “to 

speak in English but just can’t” because she is unable to or is embarrassed due to her 

accent. She also alluded to an experience of when she spoke Spanish openly in high 
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school and was chastised by a culturally insensitive professional. She stated, her vice 

principal was like “what are you doing speaking Spanish in this class--you should be able 

to speak English by now …That made me feel so bad . . . I literally stayed quiet.” That 

experience resulted in trauma that caused her to view her bilingualism as shameful. He 

perpetuated the dominant and oppressive identities within societal institutions as per the 

critical race theory framework. Similarly, Participant 7 stated she did not participate in 

class because "a lot of people would tell me straight up that I have an accent and I 

would … always try to fight that." In addition to her insecurity about what others thought 

of her based on her accent, she also shared how her insecurity affected her 

comprehension and writing capabilities. When she writes, she must recheck her work 

because she writes the ways she speaks broken English.

A lack of confidence in speaking English affects a Latinx FGS's ability to speak 

and write and their willingness to ask for help. For example, participant #10 stated that 

she gets stuck between the English and Spanish languages when she gets nervous. She 

stated, “If I get nervous, my accent would jump in and it will get stuck between the 

Spanish in English. You don’t know which one to speak.” Rather than asking for help or 

clarity of something discussed in class, she developed a general adaptation to her 

learning. She utilized Google to research on her own. Along with these insecurities are 

the consequences of Latinx FGS feeling silenced, marginalized, and internalizing the 

stigma of generational unpreparedness, and thus not advocating for specific, relevant 

support one wants or needs. 
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Moreover, trauma may develop and affect a Latinx FGS's ability to network and 

graduate. For example, per Participant 6, "language is very important when it comes to 

being able to communicate necessities or [ask for] assistance that you may need along the 

journey … I feel like we were all socialized differently." This point is echoed by 

Participant 8. When he started at his 2-year institution, he was offered an ESL satellite 

program that taught him the basics of English as he struggled with receptive bilingualism. 

However, he stated language became a problem, "when you arrive to the school. That 

program was a satellite program and when you actually take the English [college level] 

classes you feel like this is easy. It was more difficult in the ESL program." Specifically, 

he addressed how his 2-year institution offered him a great ESL satellite program, but it 

failed to replicate the exact expectations of what his college classes would require. He 

was affected by the romanticism or the idea of what his college experience would look 

like for him at a 2-year institution. This lack of communication leads to anxiety and 

avoidance due to fear of the unknown and lack of support. Depending on the Latinx FGS, 

they may or may not know how to respond or advocate for specific and relevant support 

they need because of generational under-preparedness and a lack of guidance.

Support system–Nine Participants 

Latinx FGS may or may not have support systems. Nine of the 10 participants 

claimed they experienced support system challenges. As per the participants within this 

study, Latinx FGS seek specific relative support, true relatability, dedicated cultural 

spaces to express themselves culturally competent professionals who provide consistent 

access to resources. For Latinx FGS without any familial support, they need the most 
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consistent support and guidance from the institution they attend. These elements are 

required as the institution serves as a community creating a sense of belonging as well as 

providing a safe space. Latinx FGS, especially those without a support system, seek 

specific relevant support, even If they cannot fully experience on-campus life. 

For example, Participants 1 and 10 are nontraditional students who appreciated 

the resources offered at their colleges and expressed their desire to socialize. However, 

they were unable to balance their complex priorities. Participant 1 shared a multilayered 

response to her challenges. She stated, “I am my own support … Besides school, I also 

have other priorities to juggle so I didn’t get to experience more relationships on 

campus.” By her going to college, she has challenged the traditional norms of what is 

expected of Latinx females. Isolated or being “a loner,” she sacrificed familial traditions 

and relationships with the men in her life. She further revealed that she did not have an 

opportunity to interact with her college because she balanced other priorities, including 

childcare and financial hardship during the Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, Participant 

1 was candid to share that she felt abandoned by her community college at the end of her 

Fall 2019 semester due to college officials thinking her search for knowledge to be “a 

joke.” 

Latinx FGS need to have consistent guidance and communication of information 

as they come into college with deficit knowledge capitals. Participant 10, for example, 

had direct support from her husband and from her sister. However, she could not take full 

advantage of all the resources her college had to offer, affirming she had to balance her 

job and family with school. She stated that "In school, now because it is an online 
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platform, it is more accessible. [Before], I had to go to school... to work, and I did not 

have much time to go [seek on-campus resources]”. However, by the college offering 

classes and supplemental support online due to the pandemic, she could participate more 

as a student. She wished this option existed before the pandemic, so she would have had 

flexibility and accessibility to be a more interactive student. 

Latinx FGS need knowledge and guidance to inform them of the unknown—

campus culture. For example, Participant 9 wished she had guidance and context, 

especially when she started college. Although she mentioned she was given a peer 

mentor, it was not enough. She stated, “The peer mentor I had . . . she was cool, but she 

had her own things and I didn’t wanna overwhelm her with my issues.” Her lack of 

experiences affected her ability to respond to various situations due to generational 

under-preparedness. She further stated, "I have enough experience, so now, even if things 

are new to me, I know how to react better to them." One of the challenges she also 

addressed was having clinical depression, and through therapy and research, she is now 

better equipped to deal with unexpected situations. Furthermore, she stated, “Besides 

guidance and the accessibility and communication of opportunities on or off campus, 

Latinx FGS need to find a safe space filled with a culturally competent and sensitive 

professionals who listens and can understand them.” Participant 9 alluded to a recurring 

recommendation offered by the participants of this study as she stated that Latinx FGS 

need a safe space filled with culturally sensitive professionals who understand their 

unique challenges and cultural dynamics. 
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Cultural responsiveness and competency help Latinx FGS feel supported 

regardless of where they receive support from within their institutions. However, it is 

worthwhile to note that because the participants of this study did not have a dedicated 

cultural platform, some participants found support in various places. However, that 

support came from persons and programs within the institution rather than the institution 

itself. For example, six participants all identified some sort of program they belonged to 

that providing holistic support. 

Two participants cited Project IMPACT as their main support system. For 

example, Participant 5 stated when a person wants, “to come by and talk to someone, sit 

around for a bit and have a conversation with someone, that is the place that you can go 

to. You can reach out to them for anything.” Other participants cited the Success program 

and the Urban Male Leadership Academy (UMLA) at their institution as their source of 

support. An example why participants cited the Success program for support was 

highlighted by Participants 7 and 9 . Participant 7 stated her advisors "have good 

communication and they’re on me.” Whereas Participant 9 stated her academic 

counselors became her support system “after taking a break.” An example why 

participants went to ULMA for support was highlighted by Participant 3. She stated the 

ULMA director “has actually sat down with me because in the learning center … there 

were times when no one was available.” Other sources of support include on-campus 

Counseling Centers and the Small Business Services. 

An example why participants cited on-campus Counseling Centers for support 

was highlighted by Participant 6. Participant 6 stated, “I developed a relationship with 
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somebody that I really liked in the counseling center I was able to go into people’s offices 

and they were able to give me a hand and support me." An example why participants 

cited the Small Business Services for support was highlighted by Participant 8. 

Participant 8 stated the coordinator “sat me down and spoke to me about what I needed to 

learn. The participants all received some support from a program where they collectively 

felt listened to and understood”. Participants 3, 5, 7, and 9 identified as females and cited 

both females and males as contacts of support. Whereas, Participants 6 and 8 identified as 

males, but cited males as being contacts of support in building mentoring relationships 

with whom they shared a cultural commonality. Differing from this pattern is Participant 

4. She was part of the Women's Center and a program called PEPS. Even though she was 

part of these support programs, she still felt like a loner similar to Participant 1. Despite 

these participants receiving support from different programs, it is important to recognize 

that their identified support largely does not come from the institution itself. 

It is important to recognize why the participants felt comfortable going to these 

programs for support. For example, participants went to IMPACT for support because 

they could reach out to personnel for anything. Whereas participants went to UMLA for 

support because the staff, including the director, provide personalized academic support 
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Appendix A: Invitation Email

Dear Student:

My name is Jessica C. Rivera. I am a doctoral student who is in the process of conducting 
research for Walden University. This email is meant to serve as an invitation for you to 
take part in a voluntary study. My study is to investigate the experiences of Latinx first 
generation students (FGS) trying to graduate from a community college. 

This study is not mandated by your community college. But, I would like to gather the 
data from students within their final year of attending an associate degree program via a 
face-to-face interview. If you are interested in participating in this study, you must 
minimally be: 

 a sophomore;
 self-identify as a first generation student; 
 and, identify as a Latinx of Puerto Rican, Mexican, or Dominican descent 

Your involvement in this study is voluntary and means that you do not have to participate 
if you do not want to.  Additionally, should you decide not to participate, your affiliation 
with the college or myself will not be affected. Your name or any identifying markers 
will not be shared throughout this study. Similarly, should you participate, note that you 
may withdraw from the study at any time without an explanation or experience negative 
consequences.  

Furthermore, I am attaching a invitation letter and consent form for your review. In 
deciding whether or not to participate in this study, please review the attached 
documents. Should you wish to participate, kindly contact me for a day and time for a 
face-to-face interview.  

Thank you for your time.

Best Regards, 

Jessica C. Rivera
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Appendix B: Invitation Letter to Students with Consent Form

Dear Student:                                

You are invited to participate in a research study of the academic and nonacademic 
experiences of Latinx first generation students (FGS) trying to graduate from a 
community college. As a researcher, I am inviting participants who are sophomores 
within an associate degree program and identify as a Latinx first generation student. 
Please note that first generation students are defined as the first in their immediate family 
to attend college. This document is part of a procedure called informed consent and is 
intended to help you gain an understanding of this study before deciding to participate or 
not.
                                                                                                                                                
            My name is Jessica C. Rivera, and I am a researcher. I am a doctoral student 
attending Walden University, and I do not have any affiliation with your college.

Your decision to participate or not participate in this study will not cause any possible 
harms or negative consequences. Furthermore, you will not be denied services by your 
college. 

Background Information:

The purpose of this study is to explore the academic and nonacademic experiences 
described by Latinx first generation students as being their biggest challenge of trying to 
graduate from a community college. Academic experiences may include being 
academically underprepared, whereas nonacademic experiences may include having low 
income or a language barrier. Experiences such as these may affect students trying to 
graduate from college or in this instance, a community college. Through this study, the 
experiences of Latinx first generation students will become crucial in helping community 
college leadership gain an increased understanding of the challenges that hinder this 
population from graduating. As a result, community college leadership may be able to 
meet their actual needs. 

Procedures:

Should you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to:
a. participate in an hour face-to-face interview as a means of gathering data.
b. give clarity of the data by reviewing transcriptions of the interview 

 transcriptions of your interview will be provided, to you by me, no later 
than two weeks from when your face-to-face interview took place

 you will be provided the option of providing feedback about the 
transcript  
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The interview will be conducted on the campus of your community college in a private 
space where no one will know of your participation in this study. Below are two sample 
questions:

1. How do you, as a Latinx first generation student, describe your academic and 
nonacademic experiences of trying to graduate from a community college? 

2. What can your college leadership do to help you, as a Latinx first generation 
student, graduate from your community college?

Voluntary Participation of this Study:

This study is not mandated. All individuals involved in the process of the study will 
respect your decision to participate or not. Specifically, no person at your community 
college will mistreat or treat you differently should you choose not to take part in this 
study. Similarly, you may withdraw your participation at any moment in time. Should 
you decide to withdraw your participation, you will not endure any possible harms or 
negative consequences. Likewise, should you terminate your participation once the study 
begins, your relationship with your college or myself will not be affected. Additionally, 
you will not be denied any of the services associated with your campus. Lastly, this 
consent document preserves your legal rights as a participant to voluntarily participate or 
withdraw from the study without prejudice.

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:

Being involved in this type of study has some minimal or unlikely risks, no greater than 
what one would experience in daily life. 

There are no direct benefits to participants. However, because of your participation, there 
will be benefits to the larger population. Through this study, the experiences of Latinx 
first generation students will become crucial in helping community college leadership 
gain an increased understanding of the challenges that hinder this population from 
graduating. As a result, community college leadership may be able to meet their actual 
needs. 

Mandated Reporting Obligations:

My role as a researcher is to inform participants upfront of the legal risks associated with 
their participation in this study, including the potential consequences of “self-
incriminating” disclosures. Therefore, there is one exception to confidentiality I need to 
make participants aware of. It is my ethical responsibility to report situations of abuse, 
neglect, or any life-threatening situation to appropriate authorities. However, this study is 
not seeking this type of information in our study, nor will you be asked questions about 
these issues. 
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Payment:

There will be no compensation dispersed, neither in the form of monetary nor 
nonmonetary gifts. Also, there will not be any reimbursement given to participants in this 
study. 

Privacy:

All information that you provide as a participant will be kept confidential. 

Firstly, I will not disclose or use any part of your personal information for purposes 
outside of this research project. Specifically, the researcher will not include your name or 
any identifying markers in study reports. Secondly, I will collect data via an audio 
recorder and handwritten or typed records. Lastly, all collected data will be kept in locked 
filing cabinets. Also, if records are stored on a personal laptop, it will be kept safe with a 
password. Moreover, all data will be kept in storage for five years minimally as mandated 
by Walden University. 

Contacts and Questions: 

You are entitled to ask any questions you may have now. However, should you have any 
questions later, please feel free to contact the researcher at (718) 775-5639 (cell) or 
Jessica.Rivera4@waldenu.edu (email). If you prefer to speak about your rights as a 
participant, you can contact a representative from Walden University at 612-312-1210. 
Lastly, the approval number for this study is 07-01-19-0629110 and it is set to expire on 
07-01-2019.

The researcher will provide you with a copy of this document to be kept for your records. 

Thank you for your time.

Best Regards, 

Jessica C. Rivera
Researcher

Statement of Consent: I have read the aforementioned, and I comprehend the study in 
detail enough to determine my participation. By signing and dating below, I fully 
understand that I agree according to the terms mentioned before.

Check off if the researcher may or may not use an audio recorder during the interview:

___Yes  OR  ___No 

________________________________               ________________________________
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Appendix D: Confidentiality Agreement 

Name of Signer: _____________________________  

During the course of my activity in collecting data for this research: “The Experiences of 
Latinx First Generation Students within a Community College”.  I will have access to 
information, which is confidential and should not be disclosed. I acknowledge that the 
information must remain confidential, and that improper disclosure of confidential 
information can be damaging to the participant. 

By signing this Confidentiality Agreement, I acknowledge and agree that:

1. I will not disclose or discuss any confidential information with others, including friends 
or family.

2. I will not in any way divulge, copy, release, sell, loan, alter, or destroy any confidential 
information except as properly authorized.

3. I will not discuss confidential information where others can overhear the conversation. 
I understand that it is not acceptable to discuss confidential information, even if the 
participant’s name is not used.

4. I will not make any unauthorized transmissions, inquiries, modification, or purging of 
confidential information.

5. I agree that my obligations under this agreement will continue after the termination of 
this assignment.

6. I understand that violation of this agreement will have legal implications.
7. I will only access or use systems or devices that I am officially authorized to access. 

Also, I will not demonstrate the operation or function of systems or devices to 
unauthorized individuals.

Signing this document, I acknowledge that I have read the agreement, and I agree to 

comply with all the terms and conditions stated above.

Signature: _____________________________ Date: ___________________________
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Appendix E: Resource List for Counseling Services 

Center for Health Equity – is a center dedicated to ensuring individuals, regardless of 
race, color, or circumstance, is given a chance to lead a healthy, fair life. 

 Website 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/neighborhood-health/center-for-health-
equity.page

Crisis Services/Mental Health - Mobile Crisis Teams – are teams of health professionals, 
including medical practitioners and social workers who come to people’s homes to offer 
medical attention or support.

 Phone 
1-888-692-9355

 Website 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/crisis-emergency-services-
mobile-crisis-teams.page

NYC Well – offers free, confidential crisis counseling, mental health, and substance 
support, information and referrals within New York City. Services are available via 
phone, text, or an online chat.

 Phone 
1-888-692-9355 (English)
1-888-692-9355 (Español)

 Website 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/health-topics/nyc-well.page 
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Appendix F: Demographics of Study Participants 
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Appendix G: Emerging Themes Per and Amongst Participants
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Appendix H: Color-Coded Emerging Themes Per and Amongst Participants
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