
Implications Based on Narratives From First-
Generation Students on Their Challenges in College

Jodi Kaus, JD, CTFA – Director of Powercat Financial
Rebeca Paz – Asst. Director Office of First-Generation Students

Dr. HanNa Lim, CFP® - Asst. Professor of Personal Financial Planning



Learner Outcomes
• Learn about study on first-generation students' financial 

wellness conducted at our institution
– Study conducted in the Fall of 2021 and Spring of 2022 in 

the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic
• Share best practices and implications for higher education 

practitioners
• Discuss study's findings and current needs at our respective 

institutions



Kansas State University

• Large midwestern land-grant research university
• 20,000+ students (undergraduate and graduate)
• 24% first-generation students
• "First-generation" defined as students whose neither 

parent or guardian completed a four-year degree.





Research On First-generation Students

• They comprised 35% of undergraduate enrollment across the nation in 2015-
2016 according to the National Center for Education Statistics.

• An equity gape exists between first-generation college students and 
their continuing generation counterparts.

• Because their parents did not attend a university, they have to decipher the 
hidden curriculum.

• They do not possess cultural and social capital related to higher education.
• They are resilient, diverse, many possess community cultural wealth and 

comprise many intersecting identities.
• They bring diversity and their presence enriches the campus experience.



Data
• Sample of the study

– First-generation undergraduate students at Kansas State University
• Data collection

– Survey link was distributed through an email newsletter from the Office 
of First-generation Students

– Responses were collected from October 18th to November 7th 2021
• Analytic sample

– Total 402 respondents started the survey.
– We used 356 responses for quantitative analysis.
– We used 277 narratives for qualitative analysis.



First-Gen Student Challenges
• This research consists of two parts

Part I: Quantitative analysis on “Who experiences which type of challenges?”

Part II: Qualitative analysis on challenges first-gen students experience via narratives

Socio-Demographic Factors Types of Challenges
Gender identity
Race/ethnicity
Age
School year
Employment status
Major

Financial difficulties
Academic performance
Academic/career decisions
Relational/social life
Physical/mental health issues



Sample Statistics
 

First-Gen 
Undergraduate 

Population 
(N=3,919) 

Total sample 
(N=356) 

Narrative sample 
(N=277) 

Gender  (missing=1) (missing=1) 
   Male 0.452 0.351 0.332 
   Female 0.548 0.615 0.632 
   Other  N/A 0.031 0.033 
Race/ethnicity    
   Non-Hispanic White 0.642 0.584 0.585 
   Hispanic 0.175 0.244 0.264 
   Non-Hispanic Black 0.055 0.056 0.054 
   Non-Hispanic Asian 0.026 0.056 0.043 
   Non-Hispanic Other 0.103 0.059 0.054 
Age  (missing=11) (missing=9) 
   Traditional (age=<24) 0.801 0.815 0.827 
   Non-traditional (age>24) 0.199 0.155 0.141 
   Mean (range:18-55) 22.68 22.59 22.44 
School year    
   First 0.285 0.306 0.318 
   Second 0.249 0.194 0.202 
   Third 0.215 0.253 0.242 
   Fourth 0.161 0.177 0.166 
   Fifth and beyond 0.090 0.070 0.072 
Employment status    
   Full-time N/A 0.087 0.069 
   Part-time N/A 0.545 0.570 
   Not working N/A 0.368 0.361 

 



Sample Statistics
 

First-Gen 
Undergraduate 

Population 
(N=3,919) 

Total sample 
(N=356) 

Narrative sample 
(N=277) 

Major*   (missing=1) (missing=1) 
   Art/Humanities 0.132 0.138 0.155 
   Business 0.146 0.194 0.181 
   Education 0.091 0.090 0.094 
   Health 0.133 0.149 0.148 
   Social science 0.103 0.096 0.112 
   STEM 0.449 0.388 0.372 
   Other 0.084 0.067 0.058 
   Multiple majors 0.171 0.121 0.119 
Challenges*     
   Financial N/A 0.666 0.700 
   Academic performance N/A 0.520 0.524 
   Academic/Career decisions N/A 0.250 0.256 
   Social life N/A 0.424 0.408 
   Health N/A 0.671 0.693 
   # Challenge types N/A 2.545 2.600 

Note: * indicates that the categories are not mutually exclusive.  



Part 1: Gender - Types of Challenges
• Those who identified 

themselves as other than 
males or females tend to 
report physical and mental 
health issues (91%) more 
than females (76%) and 
males (50%) do.

• About 80% of them reported 
that they 
experienced financial 
difficulties while 73% of 
female respondents and 
54% of male respondents 
reported the same 
challenge.



Part 1: Race/Ethnicity - Types of Challenges

• While two out of ten non-Hispanic Black respondents (20%) reported relational and social life challenges, about 
seven out of five non-Hispanic others (71%) reported the same challenges.



Part 1: Age group - Types of Challenges
• First-generation students who are in the 

traditional undergraduate student ages 
tend to report challenges in most of the 
areas except physical and health related 
issues compared to those who are older.

• However, significant difference was only 
identified in relational and social life 
challenges at a marginal level (p<.1). 
About 45% of the first-generation 
students whose age is between age 18 
and 24 reported that they were 
experiencing challenges regarding 
relational and social life but 33% of those 
who are older reported the same 
experiences.



Part 1: School year - Types of Challenges

• About half of the first-year respondents (54%) reported physical and mental health issues, while four 
out of five respondents who spent five or more years in college (80%) reported the same issues.



Part 1: Work status - Types of Challenges
• More than 60% of full-time 

working first-generation 
students reported relational 
and social life challenges but 
the proportion was lower for 
those who were working part-
time (48%) and those who 
were not working (30%).

• Vicious cycle: financial needs -
> work -> no time for study, 
social, exercise)



Part 1: Major - Types of Challenges

• Less first-generation students with an education major (9%) experienced challenges 
regarding academic and career decisions than those who did not major in education. 
However, more first-generation students with a business major (36%) reported 
academic/career decision challenges than non-business-major students.



Part 2: Narratives from First-gen Students
• Eight Themes Identified from Narratives

1. First-generation students relied on loans or works to pay for school and felt a lack of 
financial support from their family.
2. FAFSA application process and seeking other resources seem overwhelming to first-
generation students.
3. First-generation students did not have a chance to engage in family financial 
socialization.
4. Balancing is a big issue for first-generation students.
5. First-generation students reported lack of motivation and concentration on schoolwork, 
but they demonstrate resilience.
6. First-generation students feel disconnected on campus.
7. First-generation students don’t want to be a burden to their family, and they feel pressure 
to succeed and make family proud.
8. Pandemic negatively affected first-generation students in various ways.



Part II: Lack of Financial Support
#1 First-generation students relied on loans or work to pay for school and felt a lack of 
financial support from their family.

• “Needing to pay for college on my own is very difficult and strenuous. Almost all of my time is 
dedicated exclusively to working and class work. It is even more difficult since I am interested in 
graduate school and need research experience, which does not leave as much time as I need 
for working.” (ID: 100)

• “I don't come from a lucrative family so I have had to work for most of the big expenses in 
my life. I started a full-time job when I was 16 and now because of the stress of classes and 
homework I am only working part time, but I constantly feel worried for money and I have 
such a large burden of student loan above my head. I feel like I need to work more but if I do 
I risk my academics suffering because of it.” (ID: 188)

• “My main concern is the financial issues because my family does not come from a lot of 
money and there are three of my moms kids in college currently and she is a single parent. 
Us kids pay for our college and are taking out quite a bit of loans to get by. Paying them off 
is already stressing me out.” (ID: 242)



Part II: Understanding Financial Resources
#2 FAFSA application process and seeking other resources seem overwhelming to first-
generation students.

• “I really was not worried about the chance of not being offered student loans to cover my first year at K-
State, but it turns out I should of been. Right now, I am currently looking to get a student loan elsewhere. It 
is just hard because I have no idea what I am doing and neither does anyone in my family because I am a 
first-generation college student. The whole process of verification for financial aide was so so so brutal 
and took forever.” (ID: 235)

• “As a DACA and first-generation student, I did not get much help with scholarships and I can't apply for 
FAFSA so It took me a while to figure out where to look for scholarships and resources.” (ID: 323)



Part II: Financial Socialization
#3 First-generation students did not have a chance to engage in family financial 
socialization.

• “It has always been just me and my mom, and she always had to work two jobs to help me and her and now 
she can't necessarily do that and now I need to help her and pay for college. We were always tight on 
money but she knew how badly I wanted to come here and explore my interest. … I can't call my mom 
when I am confused, but instead, search for the resource on campus and contact them. I am trying my best 
to get through these couple of weeks and sometimes I catch up and sometimes I feel behind.” (ID: 176)

• “Coming from a family that isn't financially stable and struggles with money a lot, I have a hard time 
finding a balance within my finances because I wasn't provided the right help.” (ID: 361)

• “Financially struggling because I was never taught good spending techniques.” (ID: 32)



Part II: Balancing Academics & Other Commitments
#4 Balancing is a big issue for first-generation students.

• “Currently, I am struggling with trying to find the balance between work, social life, and my academics. I have 
to work more hours than a lot of my friends, and that makes me often feel left out. I also find that when I am 
not working, I am studying and trying to keep up with schoolwork. I know that school is the top priority for me, 
but it can be hard when you see your peers have more free time to do fun things that K-State offers. There is 
so much that K-State offers in terms of events and such, but I often cannot go because of schedule conflicts 
with work or school. I think that this struggle is impacting my mental health as well, and to be frank, it can be 
hard to continue that momentum of trying to complete my degree. (ID: 20)

• “I am married, doing full-time school, and working part-time. It's hard to find a good balance in all of these areas on 
top of being involved in other things. I hardly spend any time socializing and I would like to more. Due to the fact 
that I can't, it's hard on me mentally. I find myself getting incredibly stressed. Some mornings I can hardly get out of 
bed. But I want so badly to do well at everything that I just keep pushing myself and then I eventually will break 
down.” (ID: 42)



Part II: Motivation & Resilience
#5 First-generation students reported lack of motivation and concentration on 
schoolwork, but they demonstrate resilience.

• “A few other challenges that I face during college include the lack of motivation and confidence. 
The lack of motivation makes me struggle with starting assignments and other schoolwork. I find 
it difficult to start or progress in academic work. Additionally, confidence has also been an issue 
for me. I always question myself on how I am doing things and wonder if I am doing whatever I do 
correctly or if I am doing something wrong.” (ID: 146)

• “I am not attending classes consistently. Have not been able to focus on my studies. I worry that if 
I continue working I will become more distracted in my studies. I stay home most days for fear 
that I will become even more distracted with relationships/activities/etc. I feel like I have no idea 
what I'm doing.” (ID: 174)

• “I am exhausted but I am willing to put up a fight. I will keep working until the last day of classes 
and I will pass all of my courses so that I can be able to move on and soon graduate!” (ID: 296)



Part II: Campus Connections
#6 First-generation students feel disconnected on campus.

• “I also feel very disconnected from my peers as most people I know are neither first-generation or in a 
low SES. It makes me feel very alone.” (ID: 100)

• “Also, being a black man and having a cultural separation from the majority of this school and city, … I 
also harbor the fear of being misunderstood or disregarded due to my under-represented culture.” 
(ID:41)

• “Hard to find people that share the same views as I do therefore making it hard to find relationships 
that will last, especially when you go to a predominantly white university.” (ID: 107)

• “I experience consistent microaggressions and often just blatant racism on campus and it makes me 
feel like I do not belong. Even in the student organizations I've joined I can feel the disconnect.” (ID: 
274)



Part II: Pressure to Succeed
#7 First-generation students don’t want to be a burden to the family; they feel pressure to 
succeed and make family proud.

• “The financial burden is my biggest challenge. I do not want to graduate with loans and do not want to put 
any financial burden on my family because they already work hard to afford the mortgage and other daily 
expenses.” (ID: 57)

• “I have always put a lot of pressure on myself to get good grades, and this year it doesn't seem attainable. I 
have reduced my work hours and also attempted to convince myself that I don't need to get A's in all 
classes, but I feel a lot of pressure to make my family proud.” (ID: 3)

• “I will be the first Hispanic in my family to attend college. Scholarships mean much more to me than the 
money value, it would help me set an example for my family, and remind me that other people believe in 
me, just as much as I believe in myself.” (ID: 157)



Part II: Impact of the Pandemic
#8 TheCOVID-19 pandemic negatively affected first-generation students in various ways.

• “This semester just has been really hard to focus and actually study for classes because it's felt 
so much more stressful to come back to my first in-person semester after 3 semesters of having 
online classes only. It's just been hard to readjust since all my experience at K-State has been 
online classes and I got used to the layout and now finding it hard to be able to concentrate or do 
well with in-person classes.” (ID: 45)

• “The pandemic placed me in a difficult position financially since my only form of income was 
ended abruptly. In addition, like many others, I fell into depression because of isolation resulting 
from health concerns. I am still trying to recover on both of these ends with society trying to return 
to normal, but they directly affect my motivation on academic performance.” (ID: 340)



Best Practice: Intentional Support
of First-generation Students

• Office of First-generation Students
• Personnel dedicated to support of first-generation students
• Mentors and mentorship programs (peer and faculty/staff)
• Role models within faculty/staff/alumni base
• Heightened visibility and awareness of first-generation students
• Campus collaborations
• Additional research



Best Practice: Well-being Courses
• Mini-module 5 weeks 0.5 credit hour courses

• Based on Gallup Five Essential Elements of Well-being: Introduction to Well-being, 
Community Well-being, Social Well-being, Financial Well-being, Physical well-being and 
Career Well-being

• Mandatory or incentivized for first-generation students by attaching to financial assistance

• Provide a menu of options chosen by student based on their need

• Academic advisors can intentionally recommend to first-generation students



Best Practice: Financial Support

• Financial resources and scholarship/grant aid

• FAFSA education and completion support
– Use of simplified language around financial topics/processes and avoiding jargon

• Employment support: on-campus, work-study and other types of employment

• Child-care support or child-friendly study areas

• Transportation support



Best Practice: Financial Support
• Financial literacy and management workshops targeted to first-

generation students are expected to increase their financial well-being and 
their success and persistence in college.
– Topical financial education on budgeting, credit use, managing financial aid, 

saving and investing for their future
• Use of peer-to-peer financial educators
• Intentional orientation and onboarding programming integrating financial 

literacy components which includes parents/guardians when appropriate as they 
too lack financial knowledge specific to funding higher education.

• College financial planning assistance



Best Practice: Financial Support
• First-generation students score lower in financial self-efficacy and financial optimism 

but scored higher in financial stress compared to their peers (SCFW, 2020).

• Financial therapy, which is combination of both financial planning services and mental 
health treatment, can help first-generation students who tend to suffer from stress due 
to financial issues.

• Utilizing first-generation alumni’s testimonies and stories of financial success or 
resiliency can help increase financial self-efficacy and financial optimism of current 
first-generation students.



Best Practice: 
Create a Sense of Belonging

• Utilize high impact practices already available across the university such as undergraduate 
research, academic coaching and tutoring, and first-year courses.

• Providing workshops partnering with programs such as TRiO or summer bridge to enhance 
academic and social engagement of first-generation students because these programs 
have a high enrollment of first-generation students (Stebleton, Soria, & Huesman, 2014).

• Peer mentor programs can also help first-generation students adjust to college life and feel 
a sense of belonging.



Best Practice: 
Be Alert to High-Risk First-Gens

• First-generation students working full-time: Provide online resources such as online 
tutoring and mentoring, online counseling services, and recorded campus events 
can help increase full-time working students’ engagement.

• Time management workshops can help first-generation students with work and 
family responsibilities to balance school, work, and family.

• Business-majoring first-generation students struggle with academic/career 
decisions more than their peers. It might be due to wider choices of career paths 
available for a business major. Career development workshops and professional 
mentorships can help navigate various options that they have.



Best Practice: Foster Diversity, Inclusion 
and Representation

• First-generation students with historically underrepresented race/ethnicity or sexual/gender 
identities struggle more on campus, having difficulties in connecting with others.

• Universities need to invest more efforts on providing student-led recruitment outreach 
program, promoting a diverse student body, and removing language barriers for students 
from non-English speaking families.

• Two-generation approaches, which supports parents and children jointly, can be effective to 
support first-generation students from low socio-economic family. Two-generation programs 
are known for their long-term impact for families and communities in breaking the poverty 
cycle and promoting economic mobility.



Share Your Ideas Regarding These
Implications

1. Lack of financial support
2. Understanding financial resources
3. Financial socialization
4. Balancing academics and other commitments
5. Motivation and resilience
6. Campus connections
7. Pressure to succeed
8. Pandemic impact
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Thank You For Participating!

Questions?

Email: hlim@ksu.edu, jkaus@ksu.edu and rpaz@ksu.edu
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