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Abstract  

My integrative praxis project examines how financial stress affects the academic performance and 
mental health of first-generation, low-income (FGLI) college students—those whose parents lack a four-

year degree and who come from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. FGLI students encounter 
unique barriers that undermine both their academic success and well-being. The literature review 

reveals that chronic financial pressure increases anxiety and depression, leading to lower academic 
achievement and elevated dropout rates (Dixon et al., 2023). Key challenges include balancing 

coursework with employment, often at the expense of self-care and study time.  
To address these challenges, my proposed intervention draws on Laura Rendón’s (1994) Validation 

Theory and Yosso’s (2005) Model of Community Cultural Wealth, underscoring the value of supportive 
relationships and student strengths. The initiative comprises faculty and staff training to promote asset-

based perspectives, a peer mentorship program that affirms diverse student experiences while 
connecting them to resources, and financial literacy workshops to empower students within institutional 

systems. This multi-dimensional approach aims to improve academic outcomes and mental health for 
FGLI students, fostering a more inclusive and supportive campus environment.  
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experience and his unwavering commitment to equity in higher education. Edward’s experience, 
leadership, and academic background enable him to bring both empathy and expertise to student affairs.  
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Introduction 

A first-generation student is defined as someone whose parents have not earned a four-year 
undergraduate degree (Fei et al., 2023). Although not all first-generation students are from low-income 
backgrounds, my integrative praxis project will specifically examine those who are. For my project, I will 
define first-generation, low-income (FGLI) students as individuals whose parents have not earned a four-
year undergraduate degree and who come from households with limited financial resources. FGLI 
students frequently face a range of challenges on campus, with financial stress a primary concern. This 
pressure can contribute to anxiety, depression, and diminished academic performance, creating a cycle 
that threatens their overall success and heightens the risk of attrition.  

The obstacles confronting FGLI students are complex and multifaceted. Many must juggle 
rigorous academic responsibilities alongside demanding work schedules to support themselves, leaving 
limited time for studying or self-care. The pressures associated with financial instability not only impede 
academic achievement but also adversely affect mental health. As a result, FGLI students often find it 
difficult to adjust to college life, experiencing feelings of isolation and overwhelm that may ultimately 
contribute to elevated dropout rates.  

To address these pressing concerns, I begin by reviewing the existing literature on the unique 
challenges faced by first-generation, low-income students. Building on this foundation, I introduce a 
conceptual framework grounded in Laura Rendón’s (1994) Validation Theory, emphasizing the critical 
role of supportive relationships in enriching the college experience. This theoretical framework will 
inform the development of a targeted intervention designed to alleviate the challenges identified in the 
literature.  

Additionally, I describe my positionality that reflects my personal connection to the topic and 
acknowledges how my experiences and perspectives intersect with the challenges encountered by FGLI 
students. I conclude with a detailed explanation of the proposed intervention, outlining practical steps 
for its effective implementation to foster an environment that promotes both academic achievement 
and personal well-being among FGLI students. By adopting this comprehensive approach, I aim to shed 
light on the lived experiences of FGLI students and to offer actionable solutions that empower them to 
succeed throughout their academic journeys.  

Literature Review  
Research on first-generation, low-income (FGLI) college students highlights the many obstacles 

they face, especially financial stress, which often leads to anxiety, depression, and lower academic 
achievement (Dixon et al., 2023). Many FGLI students work long hours to support themselves, leaving 
less time and energy for their studies (Engle & Tinto, 2008). These challenges point to an urgent need for 
effective support systems.  

One recommended solution is peer mentoring. Studies show that peer mentors help FGLI 
students feel a sense of belonging and develop leadership skills, which boosts their confidence and 
engagement (Hirsch et al., 2021). Faculty support is also critical; thus, when teachers understand 
students’ backgrounds and act as cultural guides, FGLI students are better equipped to handle college 
life (Schademan & Thompson, 2016).  

Comprehensive initiatives like TRIO, which integrate financial assistance, mentorship, and 
academic advising, significantly improve access, retention, and graduation outcomes for first-
generation, low-income (FGLI) students (Perna, 2015). These programs address more than just financial 
barriers; they also offer crucial emotional and academic support that many students may not receive at 
home. By cultivating a sense of belonging and fostering community, such initiatives empower students 
with the skills and confidence needed to navigate the complexities of higher education (Engle & Tinto, 
2008). These programs help strengthen resilience, enabling students to overcome the unique challenges 
related to their backgrounds (Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2016). Building on these insights, my 
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proposed program offers financial literacy training along with faculty, staff, and peer mentoring. This 
combined approach creates a robust support network that alleviates financial stress and enhances 
academic outcomes. Peer mentoring has been shown to raise first-term Grade Point Average and help 
retain first-generation and minority students (Dixon et al., 2023).  

In summary, researchers have suggested that tackling financial stress and offering strong 
mentoring are essential for the success of first-generation, low-income (FGLI) students. When we 
combine practical financial education with caring, supportive mentoring, we give these students the 
tools and confidence they need to face challenges both in and out of the classroom. This well-rounded 
support not only helps them do better in their studies but also encourages them to stay in school and 
reach graduation. By building a network of guidance and practical skills, we create an environment 
where FGLI students can truly flourish, paving the way for brighter futures and greater opportunities.  

Conceptual Framework  
My project is grounded in Laura Rendón’s (1994) Validation Theory and integrally  

connected to Yosso’s (2005) Model of Community Cultural Wealth, creating a unified, asset based 
framework for supporting first-generation, low-income (FGLI) students. Rendón’s (1994)  
Validation Theory emphasized that authentic encouragement and support from faculty, staff, and  
peers can transform the college experience for FGLI students. Validation—when students’  
talents, backgrounds, and experiences are actively affirmed—fosters self-confidence,  
engagement, and persistence, particularly for those facing systemic barriers. This theory shifts  
the focus from deficits to recognizing and uplifting students’ inherent strengths. Validation is enacted 
through intentional recognition and affirmation by professors, advisors, and peer mentors. Such 
external support is crucial for FGLI students, cultivating a sense of belonging and helping them 
internalize their value in academia. Research has demonstrated that programs centered on validation, 
such as peer mentoring and TRIO, enhance student adjustment, mental health, and academic success 
(Dixon et al., 2023; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Hirsch et al., 2021; Perna, 2015).  

This approach is further deepened by Yosso’s (2005) Model of Community Cultural Wealth, 
which identifies aspirational, navigational, resistant, social, and linguistic capital as key assets students 
bring to campus (Patton et al., 2016). By embedding validation within the recognition and cultivation of 
these forms of capital, the framework ensures that support is both affirming and empowering. To 
operationalize this framework, my project employs three strategies: equipping faculty and staff to 
provide meaningful support, establishing a robust peer mentorship program, and delivering hands-on 
financial literacy workshops.  

Firstly, faculty and staff training modules are designed to integrate Rendón’s (1994) Validation 
Theory with the recognition of Aspirational and Resistant Capital. Trainers will teach staff to shift 
communication from deficit-based questioning to asset-based interviewing, actively soliciting students' 
long-term educational goals and the resilience they demonstrated to overcome systemic barriers. By 
consistently affirming the student’s perseverance and vision (Aspirational Capital), the faculty and staff 
perform a critical act of external validation, thereby making the student's background integral to their 
academic success.  

Secondly, the peer mentorship component operationalizes validation by directly cultivating 
Social and Linguistic Capital. Mentors, who are themselves FGLI students, are trained to facilitate 
connections to campus resources, professional networks, and academic 7 departments, thus expanding 
the mentee's Social Capital. Furthermore, mentors are instructed to affirm students' non-traditional 
forms of communication, including bilingualism or community based discourse (Linguistic Capital), 
validating these skills as valuable intellectual resources rather than barriers to academic language 
acquisition.  

Lastly, financial literacy workshops are framed to enhance Navigational Capital while providing 
direct validation. These workshops focus on translating the complex bureaucratic language of 
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institutional finance, financial aid, and loan repayment processes. By demystifying the university's 
systems and giving students the tools to master them, the workshops validate the student's existing 
capacity for strategic action and resource management, reinforcing their ability to navigate complex, 
often intimidating, institutional structures.  

Positionality Statement  

As an emerging scholar-practitioner, my positionality is grounded in my experience as a first-
generation college student from a low-income family. Confronting financial hardship, I found strength in 
the cultural wealth of my upbringing—resilience, hope, and a belief in possibility passed down from my 
parents. My educational trajectory was shaped by optimism and a determination to achieve what my 
parents could not, which sustained me through challenges. Learning French alongside English and 
engaging with diverse peers at the University of Cape Coast expanded my worldview and enriched my 
cultural capital, affirming my confidence in navigating multicultural environments. Yosso’s (2005) 
Community Cultural Wealth model deeply resonates with me, as it highlights the vital assets, such as 
familial support, linguistic abilities, and navigational skills, that students from marginalized backgrounds 
contribute to academic spaces. My journey was also shaped by meaningful mentorship, especially 
during my early college years. When my mentor recognized my abilities, shared her own story, and 
provided encouragement, I experienced the power of validation central to Rendon’s (1994) theory. Her 
support affirmed my sense of belonging and motivated me to persist, regardless of my background. 
These experiences inform my scholarly perspective and drive my decision to center both Yosso’s (2005) 
and Rendon’s (1994) frameworks in my proposed intervention. I approach program and policy design 
with an awareness that student success is not solely about overcoming deficits but about recognizing 
and affirming the strengths and lived experiences each student brings. My own journey affirms the 
transformative impact of both cultural wealth and intentional validation. By integrating these theoretical 
perspectives, I seek to create interventions that are culturally responsive, affirming, and supportive—
fostering environments where all students can realize their potential.  

Proposed Intervention: Comprehensive Support Program for FGLI Students  

This initiative introduces a targeted support program for First-Generation, Low-Income (FGLI) 
students, grounded in Rendón’s (1994) Validation Theory and Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural 
Wealth Model. The program integrates three core components: faculty and staff training, a paid peer 
mentorship network, and financial literacy workshops.  

Faculty and Staff Training  
The success of this proposed intervention begins with a fundamental shift in faculty and staff 

perspectives, replacing deficit-based views with an asset-based approach. This shift cultivates an 
academic climate in which the aspirations and resilience of FGLI students are recognized and supported. 
Training sessions will examine the specific challenges faced by FGLI students, such as economic hardship 
and social isolation, while intentionally highlighting their strengths and unique life experiences.  

Experienced facilitators will conduct interactive workshops, encouraging honest dialogue 
between faculty, staff, and FGLI students. These sessions will use role-playing and practical scenarios to 
promote empathy and a deeper understanding of how staff and faculty can positively shape student 
experiences. The training will include assessment tools that provide ongoing feedback, measuring 
changes in attitudes and the overall impact of the program.  

The anticipated outcomes of this approach are substantial. Enhanced faculty and staff 
engagement is expected to foster a culture of affirmation, leading to an increased sense of belonging for 
FGLI students. This supportive environment will contribute to greater retention rates and improved 
academic performance as students navigate the demands of higher education.  
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Paid Peer Mentorship Network  
Building on this supportive foundation, the second component creates a structured, paid peer 

mentorship network. This network connects FGLI students with trained peer mentors who have 
navigated similar experiences, enabling the formation of authentic relationships and guidance. Peer 
mentors will participate in professional development focused on active listening, resource identification, 
and the effective use of diverse communication styles.  

To implement an effective mentorship network for FGLI students, the process begins with a 
careful selection of peer mentors who have identified themselves as FGLI students and have 
demonstrated strong leadership and communication skills. These mentors undergo comprehensive 
training in active listening, campus resource navigation, and cultural competency to prepare them for 
guiding new students. Once trained, mentors are matched with mentees based on shared interests, 
academic goals, or personal backgrounds, fostering authentic connections and trust.  

Regularly scheduled meetings, both group and one-on-one, are organized to ensure consistent 
engagement and timely support. Mentors actively introduce their mentees to key campus resources—
including academic advising, tutoring, leadership opportunities, and mental health services—by 
accompanying them to events, providing introductions, and sharing their own experiences. The network 
also encourages participation in community-building activities and workshops designed to strengthen 
confidence and cultivate a sense of belonging among FGLI students.  

Peer mentors are compensated with stipends, acknowledging their commitment and reinforcing 
their value within the academic community. To guarantee the program’s sustainability and 
effectiveness, strong administrative support is essential. This includes securing ongoing funding for 
stipends, developing and updating training materials, and maintaining robust program management to 
monitor outcomes and adapt to student needs. Through these structured and intentional efforts, the 
mentorship network remains an impactful, resilient, and accessible support system for current and 
future generations of FGLI students.  

Financial Literacy Workshops  
The third component focuses on equipping FGLI students with essential financial knowledge. 

Targeted financial literacy workshops will clarify complex university financial systems, addressing topics 
such as completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), managing student loans, and 
developing effective budgeting skills. The objective is to empower students to make informed decisions 
that can alleviate some of the financial pressures they encounter.  

Financial aid professionals and subject-matter experts will facilitate these workshops, presenting 
complex information in clear, accessible terms. Interactive exercises and real-life case studies will help 
students gain confidence in managing their finances and foster open discussions about financial well-
being. Participants will receive thoughtfully curated materials for future reference, extending the value 
of each session beyond the workshop itself. By making financial concepts more understandable, these 
workshops seek to reduce stress and promote academic persistence among FGLI students.  

Conclusion  

In conclusion, my proposed intervention for First-Generation, Low-Income students represents a 
bold and comprehensive commitment to student achievement. By transforming faculty and staff 
engagement, establishing a dynamic peer mentorship network, and delivering essential financial 
education, the program addresses both immediate needs and deep-rooted structural challenges. This 
holistic approach does more than support academic success—it nurtures confidence, belonging, and 
resilience, empowering FGLI students to reach their fullest potential. The university becomes not just a 
place of learning, but a community that champions diversity, equity, and the transformative power of 
education. By recognizing and investing in the talents and aspirations of FGLI students, this initiative lays 
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the groundwork for lasting institutional excellence and inspires a culture where every student has the 
opportunity to thrive. 
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