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The Deciders: Understanding 
the First-Generation College-
Going Experience in Support of 
Enrollment and Diversity EȬorts
By Chrissy Holliday and Sharon Anderson

First-generation college students are an important pop-

ulation within strategic enrollment planning, and en-

hanced understanding of their college-going process can 

assist in the development of targeted recruitment and 

retention strategies. This article expands on the Ĳndings 
of a study by one of the authors (Holliday 2020), which 
explored the college-going culture within high schools 

and communities through the eyes of Ĳrst-generation 
students attending a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI).

Because that study focused on providing actionable 

recommendations for enrollment professionals, the 

researcher paid close attention to previous research 

Ĳndings related to the college decision process for his-

torically excluded students (Derden and Miller 2014; 
Kiyama 2010; Weinstein and Savitz- Romer 2009). This 
allowed the development of a methodology that pro-

vided a voice for students to share their unique perspec-

tive of the college-going experience. In the course of the 

study, it became apparent that Ĳrst-generation students 
served as the primary decision-makers regarding their 

college enrollment. This Ĳnding has important implica-
tions for guiding college access interventions, and leads 

to speciĲc recommendations that can be leveraged by 
practitioners interested in increasing Ĳrst-generation 
enrollment as a strategic diversity eȬort and enhancing 
college-going rates within a community.

CASES FROM THE FIELD

Enrollment practitioners can learn important lessons from Ʈrst-generation 
students who successfully navigated the path to college, lessons that enable them 

to tailor outreach eƬorts to this important population. A study by one of the 
authors (Holliday 2020) explored the identity of Ʈrst-generation students as the 
deciders, or the primary decision-makers in their college-going journey. The 
authors expand on those Ʈndings, providing recommendations enabling higher 
education institutions of all types to expand Ʈrst-generation access.
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Statement of the Problem
College-going rates are important both to communities 

and the higher education institutions that serve them, 

and the decision whether or not to attend college has 

long-lasting impacts on the individual, their family, and 

the broader community. Bachelor degrees translate into 

higher lifetime incomes, increased job stability, and ex-

panded opportunities for both the graduate and the next 

generation (Trostel and Chase Smith 2015). Degreed 
adults have lower unemployment rates, make on aver-

age 67 percent more annually, increase socioeconomic 
status faster, and stay healthier (College Board 2016). 
Communities also beneĲt ȩom an educated workforce, 
with lower crime and public assistance rates, higher 

social engagement, and increased tax revenues (Baker, 

Klasick, and Reardon 2018; Serna and Woulfe 2017). 
The clear individual and societal beneĲts of increased 
college participation establish the importance of col-

lege-going culture research. Research that focuses on 
Ĳrst-generation students, those whose parents have no 
bachelor’s degree, helps to focus college-going interven-

tions on populations who will most beneĲt ȩom them.
Research focused on the development of the col-

lege-going culture of Ĳrst-generation college students 
of color, such as those oȪen enrolled at Hispanic-Serv-

ing Institutions (HSIs) and other minority-serving in-

stitutions, is even more limited than that focused on 

Ĳrst-generation students, though a few relevant studies 
have been published (Gibbons and Borders 2010; Ojeda 
and Flores 2008; Vega 2018). The research focused on 
Ĳrst-generation students of color has found that per-
ceptions of barriers to college success are higher among 

Ĳrst-generation students, particularly Ĳrst-generation 
students of color, and those perceptions impact the de-

velopment of college aspiration (Ojeda and Flores 2008). 
This study sought to address that gap in the current lit-

erature with the selection of an HSI as the research site.

The recent COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated dispar-

ities related to college enrollment among Ĳrst-genera-

tion students and other underrepresented populations, 

with signiĲcant initial declines in their college appli-
cation rates at the height of the pandemic, followed by 

some improvement as the national situation stabilized 

(Kelliher 2022). This volatility in application and en-

rollment in response to external factors highlights the 

importance of strategic enrollment interventions for 

these populations, and the necessity of enrollment pro-

fessionals preparing for sudden environmental shiȪs 
that may impact college-going rates. This study sought 

to not only enhance general knowledge regarding this 

population, but also to guide strategic enrollment ef-

forts for an institution that serves a predominantly 

Ĳrst-generation community.
The geographic area surrounding the study site has 

fewer students going to college aȪer high school than 
the state and national average (CDHE 2018; NCES 2019). 
Only 21 percent of residents ages 25 and older hold a 
bachelor’s degree, compared with 39 percent of resi-
dents statewide (U.S. Census 2017). In addition, only 36 
percent of local 2017 high school graduates attended a 
four-year institution, compared with 44 percent nation-

ally (CDHE 2018; NCES 2019). This lack of college edu-

cation, when paired with the demonstrated value of a 

college education to individuals, families, and commu-

nities (Chetty, Friedman, Saez, Turner, and Yagan 2017; 
College Board 2016; Serna and Woulfe 2017; Trostel and 
Chase Smith 2015), means that eȬorts to boost the rate 
of individuals who attain college degrees within a com-

munity can have signiĲcant impact within a speciĲc 
geographic region.

Study Design

The study was designed to answer this primary research 

question: How did Ĳrst-generation students attending 
an HSI experience the phenomenon of college-going 

culture in their high schools and communities? The 

mixed-methods case study design was created to solicit 

quantitative survey data and qualitative interview data 

that, when combined, presented a more complete pic-

ture of that college-going experience.

The population included all Ĳrst-generation college 
students at a four-year, state-supported HSI in a western 

state, selected due to the large number of Ĳrst-gener-
ation students at that institution and the desire to Ĳll 
a gap in existing literature related to studies like this 

at HSIs. From the total population of 1,200 Ĳrst-gen-
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eration enrollees, 391 students were within the de-

limited sample of currently enrolled Ĳrst-generation 
students within two years of high school graduation. 

The choice to include only those who graduated high 

school within the past two years supported clearer re-

call of the college-going experience. A random sample 

of 300 students was invited to participate in an online 
survey, with the intent of gathering as many diverse 

survey respondents as possible, and selecting between 

eight and ten interview participants for the qualitative 

strand. The COVID-19 pandemic began soon aȪer sur-
veys launched, resulting in reduced survey responses 

as students leȪ campus and turned their attention to 
online classes. AȪer three successive random sampling 
rounds, 44 students responded to the survey, with eight 
interviewees selected ȩom 33 who volunteered to be 
interviewed. Interviewees were selected utilizing max-

imal variation selection that allowed the researchers 

to gather in-depth stories ȩom students who attended 
varied high schools, had diverse work experiences, and 

came ȩom diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds.
None of the participants had a parent with a bache-

lor’s degree, and parental education ranged ȩom middle 
school to an associate’s degree. FiȪy percent of partic-

ipants were Hispanic, and 20 percent were ȩom an 
otherwise underrepresented minority group. Financial 

concerns were top of mind for this population, as 73 
percent were Pell eligible, 68 percent were working, 
and 33 percent of those working had more than one job 
while attending college.

Results and Findings

Study results were compiled ȩom both the quantitative 
and qualitative data and then synthesized to develop 
six assertions about the Ĳrst-generation, college-going 
experience (Holliday 2020). The assertions all lead to 
recommendations for enhancements to policy and out-

reach in support of an enhanced college-going culture 

for Ĳrst-generation students.

Survey Insights

The survey was not intended to provide generalizable 
data about the Ĳrst-generation population, but instead 

to provide data that allowed selection of broadly repre-

sentative interview participants and paint a portrait of 

their college-going experiences. Descriptive statistics 

told a story about the respondents, particularly their 

lack of access to traditional college-going supports in 

high school. All of the students interviewed attended 

public high schools within the same state in which the 

research was conducted, though the schools were of 

varied sizes and resource allocations.
More than half (54%) of respondents either attended 

a high school without a college planning center, or 

never used it, if it did exist. A similar percentage (55%) 
indicated a high school counselor had not explained to 

them the courses required to attend a four-year insti-

tution, and 52 percent said they had not learned ȩom 
a high school counselor about college at all. A small 

percentage (14%) reported never having spoken with any 
adult at their school about how to get into college, and 

32 percent said they never spoke with an adult about 
choosing the right college. Despite varied responses re-

garding guidance personnel, other adults in the high 

schools actively participated in these students’ col-

lege-going process. Teachers had a positive impact, with 

89 percent of respondents believing their teachers had 
high expectations of them and 75 percent saying their 
teachers encouraged them “a lot” or “a great deal” to 

attend college. More than 84 percent were encouraged 
by someone at their school to attend a four-year college.

Interview Insights

This complicated mix of limited access to college-going 

resources, particularly ȩom the traditional guidance 
oȯce, but signiĲcant encouragement ȩom teachers, 
coaches, and other school personnel, was a key topic 

of discussion during the interviews. Many of the par-

ticipants had less than stellar interactions with un-

der-resourced guidance oȯces, but every one of them 
received signiĲcant college-going support ȩom an-

other person at their high school. They shared stories 

of coaches making connections with professors at the 

local college to help them explore majors, staȬ mem-

bers who paid for them to make a college visit, or a 

teacher who pushed them to consider a diȬerent insti-
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tution than one they initially assumed was their only 

option. Participants talked about having to rely on their 

ȩiends to Ĳnd out what guidance support they were 
receiving, needing to advocate for themselves to be in-

cluded in dual enrollment or honors coursework, and 

having to repeatedly push guidance counselors for help 

with college search needs. One student shared her story 
of losing time and credits when she changed majors in 

college because she had inexplicably missed dual en-

rollment opportunities in high school, despite having 

been a good student. She ended up taking the blame 

on herself, deciding she must have missed the sign-up 

posters in the hallway:

I wish I would have done the concurrent enrollment…. 

maybe it would’ve aȬected my major. Like, maybe I would 
have switched, like, sooner…. But, with the credits you get, 
I would have went [sic] in with more credits than just like 
a regular ȩeshman…[reĳecting on why her ȩiend knew 
about the opportunity and she did not] I know she took, 
like, more honors courses than I did. So maybe they, you 
know, talked about it more in those other classes. Umm, 
yeah, I’m not sure. Maybe I didn’t pay attention to the signs.

The Deciders

The primary Ĳnding that led to the title of this article 
was that in every instance, the students interviewed 

about their college-going experience were the primary 

decision-makers regarding their college plans — in a 

word, the deciders. One participant explained:

[My parents] were just like, ‘Do what you think is best…. 
If you want to be home, then be home. You want to go out 
and explore, then go out and explore.’

For all, this meant lots of research into possible 

colleges, applying for both admission and scholarships, 

comparing bottom-line costs aȪer aid oȬers, and decid-

ing which institution was the best Ĳt, given all of their 
needs. For some participants, families were fully in-

volved with that research. One student told stories of in-

vestigating with her mom the unemployment, poverty, 

and crime rates around colleges she was considering, in 

addition to looking at available majors and graduation 

rates. However, the families of most participants were 

supportive without being highly engaged. While some 
families were present for key search activities, such as 

campus visits, others were not involved at all, generally 

because of Ĳnancial travel restrictions or work. This 
should not be construed as disinterest in the process, 

or a lack of support, as students shared that their fami-

lies set high expectations and drove them toward their 

success. Without exception, families viewed the col-
lege-going experience as a journey for which the stu-

dents were responsible. The students shared stories of 

extensive time spent in online research, what-if scenar-

ios with transfer credit, and Ĳnancial aid comparisons. 
All of these anecdotes highlighted the students' personal 

agency and willingness to undertake the work needed 

to attain their desired outcomes—which in turn created 

their role as decider.

Barriers to Success

The study also found that Ĳnances, both real and per-
ceived, signiĲcantly impacted the students’ college-go-

ing process. For many, this meant closely comparing all 

cost estimates aȪer scholarships to determine which 
college was within reach. For others, it meant assum-

ing they needed a college that allowed them to com-

mute. In some cases, high-achieving students initially 

discounted college completely because they thought it 

was unaȬordable and had no understanding of what 
high standardized test scores or accumulated dual en-

rollment credits could mean for potential cost reduc-

tions. As one student said:

It was very much just like, ‘Hey… if you’d like to go, we’ll 
do all we can, but it’s going to be hard for us to really swing 
it.’ So, that was pretty much it. I wasn’t really resentful or 
anything like that; I understood it. I was just kind of like, 
well, you know, it isn’t going to happen. It can’t happen.

In a uniĲcation of the decider role with Ĳnancial 
barriers, all of these students assumed ultimate Ĳnan-

cial responsibility for college — they all made strategic 

decisions to leverage hard work and academic perfor-

mance to help pay for college, and the majority made 

course enrollment decisions that allowed them to con-
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tinue working while in school. There was recognition of 

the Ĳnancial burden their college decisions could place 
on their families, either in direct costs or through lost 

wage opportunities ȩom the students’ reduced work 
hours, and a decision to bear that burden themselves:

They wanted me to have, like, a lot of options. But again, I 
knew money was a big issue for us. And so, I didn’t want 
to put us even more in debt, so…but they didn’t want me 
to like, know that we didn’t have the money.

Sense of Otherness

Another theme that emerged ȩom the interviews with 
these Ĳrst-generation students was the unexpected cre-

ation of a sense of otherness between them and their 

families aȪer college enrollment. This reinforced pre-

vious Ĳndings related to the stress felt by Ĳrst-gener-
ation students whose decision to attend college was a 

decision to become diȬerent ȩom their families (Lan-

genkamp and Shiȩer 2018). The family members who 
inspired and encouraged them to make this transition 

also were oȪen unprepared for the demands college 
made on their students. The students found themselves 

unable to share key aspects of their days in a way their 

families understood. In some instances, a student’s de-

cision to spend the summer away at an internship, or to 

miss key family events because of a school activity that 

could impact their grades or career options, was seen 

as selĲsh. As one student shared:

…it’s hard to relate to some things for some of my family 
members. It’s hard for them to understand, like, I have 
homework to do all the time…I have had to miss a lot of 
family things because of college, I know. [reĳects on two 
out-of-country trips he missed to visit family]…I kind of 
have to be selĲsh in that, you know, this is an opportu-

nity that I won’t get all the time, and it has created some 
division…

Implications for Practice

These study Ĳndings provide strong guidance for enroll-
ment practitioners who are committed to supporting an 

increase in college-going rates in the communities they 

serve, and enrolling larger numbers of Ĳrst-generation 
college students in their institutions, at all levels of 

higher education. The implications fall into two broad 

categories: addressing access needs and preparing stu-

dents to make the decision and own the decider role.

Addressing Access Needs

These students’ college-going experiences demonstrate 

the importance of higher education enrollment practi-

tioners partnering with secondary schools to strengthen 

access supports for Ĳrst-generation students. Broadly, 
work should be done to demystiȫ the enrollment pro-

cess in a manner that helps correct misinformation 

about college costs, timelines, and acceptance proce-

dures. EȬorts to promote tuition guarantees or aver-
age debt at graduation can reassure students concerned 

about aȬordability. Formal and informal visits to col-
lege campuses were signiĲcant access opportunities for 
all of the study participants, with many choosing their 

college aȪer researching cost then recalling a sense of 
comfort and ease they felt when attending a football 

game, walking campus trails, visiting campus with a 

special program, or talking with a professor.

At the same time, students should be intentionally 

connected with key staȬ members at both high schools 
and colleges who can support their progress to college. 

Many of the relationship examples in the study were re-

lated to special programs—JROTC, a pre-collegiate access 

program, a special college exploration class, or an aca-

demic excellence program. Similar to previous studies 

(Horng, Evans, Antonio, Foster, Kalamkarian, Hurd, and 

Bettinger 2013), participants in this study looked to their 
teachers for help going to college. Literature suggests 
contact between a teacher and student is not enough; 
to internalize high expectations and reap the beneĲts of 
college-going support, students must have an established, 

trusting relationship with the staȬ member (Weinstein 
and Savitz-Romer 2009). Recalling that more than half 
of survey respondents were not regularly accessing 

college-going resources at their schools, or having the 

necessary conversations with their guidance counselors, 

enrollment professionals should look for opportunities 

to Ĳll those gaps in the schools they serve. Given the fact 
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the vast majority of survey respondents and all of those 

interviewed could point to one high school staȬ member, 
generally a teacher or coach, who made a strong diȬer-
ence in their college-going journey, higher education 

institutions should seek to develop partnerships across 

secondary schools, and not simply with guidance oȯces.
The question of dual and concurrent enrollment op-

portunities is an important piece of this puzzle — many 
of the participants had taken a small number of dual 

enrollment courses at the university they ended up at-

tending, and that exposure served multiple purposes. It 

helped reduce time to degree and related costs, helped 

them believe they could succeed in college coursework, 

and created an aȯnity for the institution where they 
ultimately chose to enroll. Past research has shown that 

making this opportunity available to all students, re-

gardless of academic attainment, is related to increases 

in college-going rates (McKillip, Godȩey, and Rawls 
2013; Rochford, O’Neill, Gelb, and Ross 2011). The sin-

gle study participant who was unable to take college 

courses in high school believed she missed out on a 

critical beneĲt, while others used it as an opportunity 
to “try on” college. Postsecondary institutions should 

coordinate with high schools to provide enhanced 

dual-enrollment opportunities that allow students to 

move through general education courses and explore 

potential majors to determine sooner rather than later 

whether their plans are solid. School districts may have 

competing priorities, such as success metrics or bud-

getary constraints, which serve to limit the students 

they put forward for dual-enrollment programs. How-

ever, colleges can shape such programs by expressing 

an interest in serving a larger portion of the school 

population and providing outreach opportunities that 

drive individual interest in college enrollment during 

students’ ȩeshman and sophomore years of high school. 
If districts make decisions about dual-enrollment place-

ment based on special tests students take in their sopho-

more year, colleges can partner with their local schools 

to increase student awareness of the opportunity and 

process, as well as the beneĲts of dual enrollment.
Higher education institutions interested in increas-

ing their Ĳrst-generation enrollment should actively 

seek opportunities for enhanced engagement with 

schools that graduate large numbers of Ĳrst-generation 
students. The examples gleaned ȩom this study provide 
starting points for conversations about those opportu-

nities, but enrollment professionals should collaborate 

with their K-12 counterparts to determine speciĲc 
ways in which local needs can be met by expanded 

outreach eȬorts ȩom the institution.

Preparing Students to Make the Decision

The student descriptions of their college-going process 

indicated that the decider role came instinctively to all 

of them, and was supported by their families. It was not 

discussed or a point of decision or contention — they 

simply assumed the role and duties. Enrollment practi-

tioners can support this natural progression and further 

align prospective Ĳrst-generation students with their 
institutions. This preparation is a natural extension 

of the collaborative work encouraged previously with 

K-12 partners, particularly the connections with col-

lege staȬ who can support the natural aspiration and 
decision-making orientation of the students. Appadurai 

(2004) considered aspiration to be more than drive, in-

cluding also the ability of the student to overcome per-

ceived barriers and work toward success. Aspiration is 

also inĳuenced by others, an intent that can be sparked 
and supported, particularly by those in a position to 

share resources and capital (Appadurai 2004). In this 
way, aspiration, personal agency, family involvement, 

and staȬ relationships are all brought into dialogue 
with each other. Students may aspire to college but see 

that aspiration grow with encouragement ȩom family 
or school personnel, or through exposure to opportu-

nities they would never have otherwise.

Institutions of higher education interested in out-

reach and support of Ĳrst-generation students should 
develop programs and experiences that: 1) allow students 
to dream, 2) connect them with adults who can give 
them a more concrete connection to those dreams, and 

3) support them through eȬorts to achieve those dreams. 
EȬorts developed in response to recommendations in 
the previous section lay the groundwork for these out-

reach eȬorts. One-on-one counseling and support for 
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Ĳrst-generation students preparing for college should 
be a key component of any institution’s outreach eȬorts.

Family should be included in those eȬorts, but in 
a way that honors the student’s role as decider, focus-

ing more on the ways they can support and encour-

age their child’s progress. Students in this study talked 

about the extensive hours their families worked, the 

lack of time they had available to attend college visits, 

or the sense of not knowing how to help that led their 

families to lend encouragement but not involvement. 

Cabrera, Lopez, and Saenz (2012) talked about the sim-

ple fact that many parents set expectations for their 

children to attend college but are unable practically to 

help them get there. How are those hurdles addressed 

in the real world? Past research recommendations have 

encouraged family inclusion in practical learning op-

portunities including Ĳnancial aid workshops or college 
fairs (Bosworth, Convertino, and Hurwitz 2014; Perna 
and Titus 2005), and helping families apply their own 
experiences to support their students (Kiyama 2011). In 
addition, schools can provide students with resources 

to discuss with their families so that families become 

more involved and develop their own strategies for as-

sisting their students with getting to college. As pro-

grams are developed to enhance aspiration and engage 

families, it is important to recognize the tendency iden-

tiĲed in this study for the family to defer to the student 
on the ultimate college decision — the student as decider. 

Programming should educate the entire family without 

assuming parents or guardians are the decision-makers, 

allowing families to grow even more comfortable with 

the students’ data-collection and decision-making abil-

ities. This would take the students as deciders ȩom a 
default position to an intentional one.

It is important to acknowledge that the choice 

Ĳrst-generation students make to attend college has 
implications for family dynamics aȪer they enroll, and 
these student stories revealed the need to prepare them 

for the sense of otherness that is likely to come once 

they enroll. Study participants knew their families did 

not understand the demands of their studies, and many 

expressed sadness over the inability to bridge that sep-

aration and the fact they had to shoulder this responsi-

bility alone. Without exception, this sense of diȬerence 
ȩom their families was something for which students 
were unprepared.

Higher education institutions should explore oppor-

tunities for Ĳrst-generation staȬ and peer mentors to 
share their experiences with Ĳrst-generation students 
in an eȬort to reduce the dissonance this alienation may 
cause, and support their successful navigation of the de-

mands. For example, mentors could ask them to think 

through how they imagine their families will react to 

the demands of college life. College representatives who 

are also Ĳrst-generation could share their own experi-
ences with these sorts of situations, all with the goal 

of preparing students to rely on their own inner de-

termination and the personal agency that put them in 

the decider role to weather this tough patch when it 

arrives. Many colleges have extensive Ĳrst-generation 
programming with staȬ who can contribute to this sort 
of outreach eȬort in secondary schools. Given the prev-

alence of this facet of the family dynamic within both 

the literature and this study, any college-going support 

eȬorts should address it proactively.

Conclusion

This study recognizes Ĳrst-generation students in the 
role of decision maker and centers attention on that 

role as part of their college-going process. The Ĳndings 
demonstrate that eȬorts to prepare students for this 
role and address their access concerns have signiĲcant 
potential to impact institutional enrollment and diver-

sity eȬorts.
Because participants were students ȩom a speciĲc 

geographic region and a single institution of higher 

education, results of this study are limited in general 

applicability to other populations, though they provide 

insight that can lead to adjustments based in practi-

cal knowledge. The limiting impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on this study should also be mentioned. The 

research was designed and all approvals were received 

before the widespread shiȪ to remote learning and 
work at U.S. colleges and universities that occurred in 

March 2020. The Ĳrst round of invitations to partic-

ipate in the survey was released before the research 
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site’s move to remote learning, but the additional in-

vitations that pushed responses to the totals needed 

for quantitative analysis were issued aȪer the pan-

demic began. Although students were asked to focus 

on their college-going processes and their experiences 

transitioning ȩom high school, which all occurred 
well before the spring of 2020, the study was likely 
somewhat impacted by the pandemic experience. For 

example, all interviews were conducted remotely via 

video conference, instead of in person, which was a 

late amendment to the approved protocol. Although 

no students indicated issues with receiving emails or 

connecting to a video call, it is possible that the move 

to virtual processes caused some students who were 

initially open to interviews to change their minds. A 

number of students who volunteered in the survey for 

the interviews simply never responded to repeated calls, 

emails, and text messages. Despite those limitations, a 

deeper understanding of these student experiences was 

gained through this mixed-methods case study. These 

results suggest that high schools and institutions of 

higher education can better support Ĳrst-generation 
students in their college-going process by partnering 

in college-going eȬorts, including increasing dual-en-

rollment opportunities and connecting them with an 

engaged staȬ member to provide one-on-one support. 
Future research focused on these opportunities, mea-

suring the success of various implementation strategies, 

would provide useful, actionable data for practitioners. 

In addition, research focused on the best way to engage 

families in the college-going process, and methods by 

which universities and K-12 institutions can partner 

for the development of college-going culture within a 

community, would have additional practical importance.

This data reveals that an enhanced understanding of 

the Ĳrst-generation student’s role as decider is essential 
to craȪing successful outreach and intervention eȬorts 
within higher education enrollment oȯces, and this 
study provides a ȩamework for beginning that import-
ant work.
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