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In recent decades, a growing percentage of the population in higher education institutions
in the United States is students who are the first in their family to attend college. These students,
who are currently referred to as first generation college students (FGCS), often bring into their
college experience many unique positive traits, such as a strong sense of determination and
awareness of the privilege of acquiring a higher education (Chen, 2005; Choy 2001; Duggan
2002). However, FGCS also encounter a greater number of challenges than do their counterparts
whose parents hold college degrees (Kuh, 2005). As higher education professionals have become
more aware of the entry of FGCSs, an increasing amount of time has been focused on
pinpointing the greatest needs and challenges that these students face.
In comparison to their continuing generation college counterparts, first generation college
students may have limited financial resources and less ability to be involved on campus
(Lohfink, 2005). In large part, this is due to their greater investment of time off campus as they
strive to support themselves and their families. Also, first generation college students may be less
involved in extra-curricular campus life because their parents, who did not attend college, were
unable to pass down common expectations of higher education culture to their children. A third
reason these students may be less interested in spending time on campus outside of class, is
because they are more focused on gaining a degree for career purposes rather than obtaining
theoretical majors (Lundberg, 2007; Oldfeld, 2007). Within this workshop four common areas
of difficulty for FGCS will be targeted: family relationships, financial issues, study skills and
time management, and an understanding of the campus environment.
Family and parents are unfamiliar with this culture of higher education. Consequently
this places FGCS at a disadvantage. It is important to maintain or establish a healthy relationship
with his/her parent(s). Their parent(s) might not fully understand the new lifestyle of the student;
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as a result this can affect the student’s development during college (Johnson, 2004; Menezes,
2005). Additionally, they have trouble in their first year managing their time between work,
family, school and social life (White, 2005). In addition, these students may not have come into
college as equipped with effective study habits as students whose parents did attend college.
Though noted, college prep work, such as SAT scores and grade point average, was a weak
indicator of success in college (Chen, 2005).
First generation college students often have troubles navigating financial territory of
higher education: FAFSA, student loan and grant application, work study. This often is a source
of great anxiety for the students and a deterrent to continuing on in hopes of achieving the higher
goal of a degree. They are unfamiliar with the language and process and often misinformed.
Lastly FGCS have difficulty adapting to the culture and environment of the university.
Navigating the campus and understanding the resources available to you are both challenges.
Supporting FGCS in this transition becomes pertinent in retention and college success
(Knight, 2006). Research has revealed that one effective method to engage FGCSs in the campus
life and support retention and success is to place them with staff and faculty mentors. This model
of mentoring was implemented at Portland State University and found in the UCLA Model
program; together they serve as the framework for this workshop. Based upon Role theory, the
researchers recognized we act out of socially defined roles made up of cultural norms, duties,
behaviors and expectations. This is often termed role theory. Research has shown that students
with a higher mastery of role theory are more likely to succeed (Collier, 2006). Consequently
FGCS have a low mastery of role theory. FGCS are unfamiliar with the expectations of their role
in college and unfamiliar with the language and culture (Grant, 2004; Knight, 2006). They find it
difficult to adjust and learn the many expectations and roles present in higher education.
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As mentors we step in and help in the difficult transition providing support, challenge and
vision (Daloz, 1999). We create clear learning goals and expectations for our students in the
areas of finances, family relations, time management/study skills, and campus environment
(Johnson, 2007). The mission as their mentor is to hold them accountable, ask questions, and
validate their ability to succeed in a new environment.
These mentors, who are purposefully selected, meet regularly with the FGCSs to offer
emotional and academic support and to provide tools and resources that enable FGCSs to
succeed in college. The purpose of this particular workshop is to prepare college student affairs
professionals who will be establishing mentoring relationships with some FGCSs in a private,
faith-based, liberal arts university. The attendees will be educated on issues and struggles
particular to the FGCSs college experience, and will be challenged to familiarize their mentees
with the services and activities available to them on campus. In addition, the workshop will help
the mentors understand how to better inform their mentees in key areas such as maintaining
healthy relationships, establishing realistic academic and personal goals, gaining effective study
habits, and navigating financial issues.
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