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Abstract
We explored the connotations and stigmas surrounding the term first-generation 
college student (FGCS) among FGCSs and their peers from continuing-generation 
backgrounds in higher education. We used a mixed-methods approach, conducting 
qualitative interviews to gain in-depth perspectives and a quantitative survey to 
gather comparative data. We found that FGCSs were likelier to experience stigma, and 
more participants reported a negative connection towards the word. The continuing-
generation student term had either neutral or no connotations among participants. 
We identified key themes that illuminated these beliefs to enhance understanding 
and enable professionals and institutions to improve campus climate. Our research 
recommends using collective identifiers for CGCS, implementing support services, and 
educational campaigns that cultivate an inclusive and interactive campus environment 
to reduce the stigma experienced by first-generation students.   
Keywords: stigma, first-generation college students, continuing-generation college students, 
connotations, mixed-method research
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Identity is our understanding of who we are 
and who other people are and, reciprocal-
ly, other people’s understanding of them-
selves and others. Due to the emergence 

and heightened attention on the first-generation 
college student (FGCS) collective identity in high-
er education (Wildhagen, 2015), we sought to un-
derstand the connotations and stigmas associated 
with the term by FGCSs and their continuing-gen-
eration college student (CGCS) peers. The exten-
sive literature has documented substantive issues 
surrounding the first-generation college student 
experience, spanning financial, academic, and 
emotional (Ricks & Warren, 2021). Understanding 
the connotations and possible stigmas can provide 
insight into social and collegiate peer-group ex-
periences so that higher education professionals 
and institutions can improve campus climate by 
increasing positive interactions between student 
groups to empower FGCS and reduce the stigma 
they encounter. 

Collective Identity and Identifiers 
Klandermans & de Weerd (2000) distin-

guished an individual personal level identity from 
a collective group level identity. For the individual 
level, they relied on the distinction made by Turn-
er and Tajfel (1979), who argued that a person has 
one personal and several social identities; a per-
sonal identity defines self in terms of personal at-
tributes, and social identity defines self in terms 
of social category memberships. At the collective 
group level, collective identity is “the shared defi-
nition of a group that derives from members’ com-
mon interests, experiences, and solidarity” (Taylor 
& Whittier, 1992, p. 771). According to Klander-
mans and de Weerd (2000), group identification 
forms the link between collective and social identi-
ty and thus begins the bridge between the individ-
ual and collective level of identity. Understanding 
personal, social, and collective identifiers unique 
to the university environment can prove helpful in 
understanding individual and peer-group experi-
ences and have implications for campus climate.

Conceptually, collective identity resides in a 
shared and interactive sense of we-ness and collec-
tive agency. Although the concept is distinguished 
analytically from personal and social identity, as 
Snow (2001) pointed out, the three types overlap 
and interact: “Empirically, collective identity can 
surface in various contexts, although the prepon-
derance of research has focused on its connection 
to gender, ethnicity, religion, nationalism, and 
particularly social movements” (p. 1). In recent 
years, scholars have explored various identifiers 
held by college students (Grabsch et al., 2021) and 
the emergence and prevalence of the first-genera-
tion identifier in the United States.

Emergence of the First-Generation Identi-
fier in Higher Education 

The term FGCS was first coined by Fuji Ada-
chi (1979). He defined any college student whose 
parent has not received a bachelor’s degree as 
an FGCS. This term was a researcher or practi-
tioner-proposed term at first but later received 
enough traction to be used as personal, social, and 
collective identifiers by institutions (i.e., K–12, 
higher education) and individual students (e.g., 
both FGCSs and their CGCS peers).

In academic research, first-generation college 
research began to increase after Terenzini et al.’s 
(1996) “First-Generation College Students: Char-
acteristics, Experiences, and Cognitive Develop-
ment” appeared. Now, journals like the Journal 
of First-Generation Student Success are dedicated 
to innovative and progressive research focused on 
analyzing and improving the experiences of this 
unique group within the context of higher educa-
tion. A variety of research exists on FGCSs—their 
position as academic learners, their perception 
of academic retention, their mental needs, their 
norms affecting their coping and help-seeking be-
haviors, and their identity based on institutional 
and familial focus (Bettencourt et al., 2022; Chang 
et al. 2020; House et al., 2020; Ives & Castil-
lo-Montoya, 2020; Ricks & Warren, 2021; Schelbe 
et al., 2019). The term’s emergence and prevalence 
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have led to its use in high school, pre-college ad-
mission processes, and targeted scholarships and 
support programs. 
 
Definitional Variations Impede Student 
Success Programs

Defining FGCS and CGCS can be complex, 
given the differences among U.S. institutional op-
erational definitions. Bettencourt and associates 
(2022) expressed that there is no clear consensus 
within research on how to define a first-genera-
tion college student. Peralta and Klonowski (2017) 
further noted that the lack of a single definition 
of FGCS has implications for higher education 
and makes it increasingly challenging to general-
ize and compare information about this student 
group. Therefore, understanding how studies op-
erationalize FGCSs is critical when developing ef-
fective first-generation programs (Ghazzawi & Ja-
gannathan, 2011).

Garriott et al. (2017) defined FGCSs as stu-
dents whose parents have not obtained a bache-
lor’s degree. CGCSs are those enrolled in postsec-
ondary education and have at least one parent with 
a 4-year degree (McCarron, 2022). In 2018, the 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
reported that only 29.1% of FGCS whose parents 
have attended some college and 19% of FGCS 
whose parents have no more than a high school di-
ploma have attained a bachelor’s degree compared 
to 58.7% of CGCSs (Cataldi et al., 2018). This find-
ing suggests that higher education is not pinpoint-
ing and addressing student needs. Furthermore, it 
highlights how not having a parent finish college 
can have a lasting impact on FGCS. As the collec-
tive identifier of first-generation grows, it is im-
portant to understand how the term is understood 
by those who use it to express their identity and by 
institutions. 

Stigma and College
Erving Goffman’s (1963) Stigma: Notes on 

the Management of Spoiled Identity inspired ex-
tensive research on stigma’s nature, sources, and 

consequences. Over the past two decades, there 
has been an increase in research publications on 
stigma  (Chen et al., 2020), particularly in social 
psychology. Research on stigma has been highly 
productive since Goffman’s seminal essay, result-
ing in elaborations, conceptual refinements, and 
repeated demonstrations of the negative impact of 
stigma on the lives of the stigmatized. The concept 
of stigma is now applied to various circumstances, 
ranging from urinary incontinence to exotic danc-
ing (Southall et al., 2017; Armas, 2022), to lepro-
sy (Arba et al., 2021), to cancer (Vrinten, 2019), 
to mental illness ( Pescosolido et al., 2021), and 
more. Stigma is a concern within higher education. 
As Al-Hindawi and colleagues (2022) indicated, a 
person can experience stigma “based on perceiv-
able social characteristics that serve to distinguish 
them from other members of a society [and] those 
being stigmatized usually feel different and deval-
ued by the society” (p. 3095).  

Relevance and Purpose
We used semistructured interviews and sur-

vey responses to gain insights into the experienc-
es of CGCSs and FGCSs. Specifically, our research 
purpose was to understand the connotations as-
sociated with the FGCS and CGCS terms and the 
stigmas associated with the FGCS community to, 
as mentioned earlier, improve campus climate 
and increase understanding of this diverse group. 
Our research includes both FGCS experience and 
their continuing-generation peers to understand 
its possible impact and prevalence on college stu-
dents’ social environment. The inclusion of CGCS 
extends the existing scholarship on first-genera-
tion stigma.

Method

To understand the connotations and stigma 
associated with FGCS and CGCS collective iden-
tifiers, we utilized a mixed-methods (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2017) approach centered on symbolic 
interactionism (Eisenstadt & Gie-sen, 1995). We 
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aimed to answer three primary research questions 
aimed at (a) gaining insights into the connotations 
associated with FGCS and CGCS terms by current 
college students, (b) investigating the perceived 
stigma related to FGCS at our campus, and (c) 
exploring the respondents’ experiences regard-
ing stigma toward FGCS. Before the commence-
ment of the study, ethical approval was obtained 
from the relevant university’s institutional review 
board.

Recruitment and Sample
Our research was conducted at a medi-

um-sized private university in the United States’ 
southern region as part of a larger study. As of fall 
2021, the university had an overall enrollment of 
12,385, of which 6,908 were undergraduate stu-
dents (research site, n.d.). Undergraduate enroll-
ment comprises 50% female and 50% male stu-
dents. To determine if a student is a FGCS, the 
institutional process reviews the information pro-
vided in the family section of the admission appli-
cation regarding their parents’ education level. If 
neither parent has a bachelor’s degree, the student 
is considered a FGCS. Approximately 11% of the 
undergraduates, 769, were FGCSs. 

We chose the purposive sampling method in 
order to identify CGCS or FGCS that are famil-
iar with the phenomenon of interest (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2017). To identify CGCSs, we emailed a 
screener question to a random 25% sample of all 
enrolled undergraduate students (n = 6,908) in 
the fall 2022. Out of 1,727 undergraduates who re-
ceived the email, 265 confirmed that one of their 
parents or guardians had completed an associate 
degree or higher while 84 survey respondents 
were FGCS. 265 CGCS students were invited to 
sign up for an interview, and 21 CGCS were ulti-
mately interviewed by a research team member 
for 60 minutes each. Before each interview, par-
ticipants provided consent and completed a de-
mographic questionnaire as per the IRB protocol. 
Participants received a university-branded sweat-
shirt valued at roughly $55 as an incentive.

Data Collection
We employed qualitative interviews to gain 

in-depth perspectives and quantitative surveys to 
gather comparative data. We intentionally refer-
ence respondents when data is sourced from the 
survey and participants when data originates 
from the interviews within the Results and Find-
ings section. This mixed-methods approach com-
prehensively explored the connotations and stig-
ma associated with FGCS and CGCS collective 
identifiers.

Quantitative Data Collection
CGCS and FGCS respondents completed a 

comparative survey that consisted of two main 
components. The first component was a demo-
graphic survey to gather background informa-
tion about the participants. It included questions 
about various collective identifiers such as age, 
sex, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, and 
socioeconomic status (SES). The second compo-
nent of the survey focused on exploring the partic-
ipants’ perception of stigma toward FGCSs. FGCSs 
and CGCSs were asked to provide their views on 
stigma on the college campus. A single, 5-point 
Likert question ranging from definitely not (1) to 
definitely yes (5) was used to understand stimga, 
and was posed t respondents as “Is there a stig-
ma toward first-generation college students at 
[research site]?” Open-ended questions were uti-
lized to gather detailed explanations and insights 
regarding their responses.

Qualitative Data Collection
Based on the recommendations of Krueger 

and Casey (2002), an interview A protocol was de-
veloped for the qualitative data collection phase, 
which involved only CGCS. CGCS were only in-
cluded in the semistructured interviews to extend 
the current literature beyond only perspectives 
from FGCS regarding the college student social 
environment. The interview protocol included an 
interviewer welcome, a research study overview, 
a consent process, and interview questions. This 
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protocol ensured dependability and maintained 
consistency among the research team members 
during interviews. The interview questions were 
categorized into opening, introductory, transi-
tion, key, and ending questions. The opening and 
introductory questions were crucial in establish-
ing rapport with the participants. These questions 
include, “Tell us about yourself and what factors 
influenced your decision to pursue higher educa-
tion?” and “How were your parents involved in 
your decision to attend college?” Key questions 
were directly related to the primary research pur-
pose: to assess the participants’ understanding of 
FGCSs and their perceptions toward them. These 
key interview questions explored the participants’ 
awareness of FGCSs, the sources from which they 
learned about the term, and their associated pos-
itive, neutral, or negative connotations. Similar 
questions were also asked regarding CGCSs. Table 
1 displays the demographic information of inter-
view participants.

Qualitative Data Analysis
To understand connotations toward collective 

identifiers, the research team sorted responses to 
direct interview questions into positive, neutral, 
or negative perceptions. Participants clearly indi-
cated the dimensionality. 

To answer the experiences and perceptions of 
stigma, the qualitative data analysis in this study 
followed an inductive content analysis approach 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The analysis process 
involved a thorough immersion in the data, with 
the research team reading and re-reading the data 
to gain familiarity. Initial start codes were gen-
erated directly from the data, creating numerous 
codes (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) that were then 
organized into categories to address the research 
questions. The team further grouped similar or 
related codes to form meaningful categories, fol-
lowed by abstraction into main themes (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). This nonstatistical and explor-
atory method allowed for inductive reasoning and 
a comprehensive understanding of the data (Berg 

et al., 1995; Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Thorne 
et al., 1997). To ensure rigor and transparency, 
two team members independently reviewed each 
transcript, with the assigned transcripts not cor-
responding to the team member who conducted 
the interview. Dedoose, a qualitative data analysis 
software, facilitated the development of an audit 
trail to maintain the integrity of the analysis pro-
cess (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Quantitative Data Analysis
For the quantitative data analysis, we em-

ployed a descriptive cross-sectional survey design. 
A two-tailed t-test was conducted to compare the 
means of two samples to determine the statisti-
cal significance of the quantitative data. Cohen’s 
D was calculated to determine the effect size to 
assess the practical significance further, thereby 
confirming its practical significance.

Positionality
As Wilson et al. (2022) noted, a researcher’s 

positionality can impact the choice of research 
questions, data collection and analysis methods, 
and interpretation of data. Our research team 
comprised one undergraduate student, one grad-
uate student, one staff member, and a faculty ad-
ministrator. Within our team are three women, 
two of whom belong to the community of people 
of color, and one identifies as first-generation. Our 
fourth team member identifies as LGBTQ+ and is 
also a first-generation.

We employed reflexivity throughout the re-
search process to mitigate potential bias and 
ensure the study’s credibility. We achieved this 
through peer debriefing meetings, reflexive memo-
ing, interview protocol, and training. These meth-
ods helped us to reflect on our perspectives and 
experiences and to consider how they may have 
influenced our research.
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Results and Findings

To address the first research question, we an-
alyzed data from interviews conducted with only 
CGCS participants while referencing the data from 
our survey respondents, who were both FGCS and 
CGCS participants. We aimed to comprehensively 
understand the connotations linked to FGCS and 
CGCS collective identifiers and specifically focused 
on gathering insights from CGCSs. 

Connotations of Collective Identifiers
The preliminary question discussed with in-

terview participants addressed the connotations 
the interviewees held toward themselves as CGCSs 
and FGCSs. Understanding interview participants’ 
connotations for each term gave us perspective on 
why FGCSs may struggle with a sense of belong-
ing in the college environment. The context from 
which the interview participants’ derived connota-
tions toward the terms ranged from various cate-
gories, such as parents, college social settings, and 
individual beliefs.

Eleven out of 21 interview participants’ con-
notations regarding the term FGCS were positive. 
These CGCSs categorized FGCSs as hardworking, 
exceeding family norms, empowering, and proud. 
Participants’ positive beliefs about FGCSs came 
from believing how determined students who did 
not have parents with previous college experience 
must have been to figure out the application pro-
cess and successfully obtain a degree.

The other 10 participants were equally divid-
ed between five neutral and five negative conno-
tations. The thinking behind CGCSs neutral con-
notation was that the term first-generation was a 
term that labeled students, but the term did not 
define their identity. When they recalled learning 
the term for the first time, they similarly felt in-
different about it because it seemed enate or un-
changeable to the individual. Therefore, they de-
rived a neutral connotation; as Chinya explained, 
being labeled as an FGCS is just “how the cards are 
dealt.”

Individuals’ perspectives when deriving a neg-
ative connotation toward the term first generation 
were rooted in how society stigmatizes FGCS. The 
reasoning behind these five participants’ negative 
connotations is that the term FGCS defines these 
students’ lesser privilege and sensationalizes the 
term as their identity. Though the term genuinely 
attempts to celebrate FGCSs, as Atticus explained, 
the label can forcibly make FGCS “their defining 
trait, when it shouldn’t be.” Liz and Charlie shared 
similar sentiments, noting that people backhand-
edly compliment FGCSs in a way that “gawks” at 
them by sensationalizing their journey to get to 
college and the obstacles people assume they have 
gone through. 

Continuing-Generation Connotations
An overwhelming majority of the interview 

participants (18 out of 21) derived a neutral conno-
tation regarding the term CGCS. The first neutral 
connotation theme addressed by participants was 
curiosity about why CGCS seems to be the norm. 
To Charlie, “it should be the norm, even though 
rationally I know that that’s not true, it sounds like 
the norm.” Cader added to the feeling of normalcy, 
stating she was curious about why it seemed “nat-
ural and expected to go to college” in her culture. 
So, the term CGCS seems to connotate more feel-
ings toward FGCSs’ status since going to college 
seems too normal to define with a term for CGCS. 

The second neutral connotation was the feel-
ing of indifference. Nine individuals highlighted 
this type of response, and half of the interviewees 
felt a neutral connotation. CGCS is a term not of-
ten used in conversation. Chinya, Taylor, and Jane 
had limited experiences with the term; therefore, 
they drew neither a positive nor negative connec-
tion from the word, thus creating a feeling of in-
difference. Jane, also neutral, had only ever heard 
the term expressed in a “factual way.” The term 
had a neutral connotation of awareness for oth-
er participants because both CGCSs and FCGSs 
are “respected in terms of having [a] term,” said 
Blake, meaning every student is naturally catego-
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rized into either term based on whether their par-
ent completed an associates level degree or higher. 

A third neutral connotation was that the term 
did not seem to mean much or was seen as normal. 
Lauren “didn’t think much of” the term because 
CGCS represents a group she has always belonged 
to. Being in the continuing-generation community 
caused participants to feel as though the term was 
obvious or a “no brainer.” Kattie Kim said, “It’s a 
default term because it’s just expected that every-
one is a continuing generation college student.” 

Eight participants did not know the term 
CGCS until our research study. These individuals 
had formed no connotations from the word since 
they had never interacted with it outside of the 
study. Three of those eight participants referred 
to the term as the “antithesis” to FGCS because 
FGCS was the only term they could relate to being 
a CGCS. 

Of the 18 interview participants with neutral 
connotations, four outliers had positive or nega-
tive connotations about CGCS. The two students 
who expressed a positive connotation toward the 
term thought that continuing the tradition of go-
ing to college was “something to be proud of,” 
according to T-Swift. The two participants with a 
negative connotation described the term as hav-
ing a privileged connotation. Jasmine explained 
that—based on the context in which she learned 
the term—being a CGCS seemed like “a bad thing 
to be—privileged.” 

Second Research Question Results
We employed quantitative methodology to 

collect data from our CGCS and FGCS respon-
dents to investigate the second research question, 
the stigma associated with FGCS. The Cohen’s D 
result presented in Table 2 shows the practical sig-
nificance of the study. 

The Cohen’s D effect size of 1.403 indicates 
a substantial practical significance, suggesting 
a large difference between the two groups in the 
perceived stigma. This effect size underscores the 
notable distinction in the experiences of stigma re-

ported by FGCS and CGCSs. The positive value of 
Cohen’s D indicates that FGCS, on average, report-
ed higher levels of perceived stigma than CGCS. 
Third Research Question Findings

The third research question centered on ex-
ploring the experiences of respondents regard-
ing their perceptions of stigma associated with 
FGCS. An online survey incorporating open-end-
ed questions was employed to collect the data for 
this section. The qualitative analysis tool Dedoose 
was utilized for the analysis process. Through this 
analysis, six key themes emerged: (a) actual stig-
ma, (b) assumptions and stereotypes, (c) conflat-
ing or confluence of identity, (d) institutional spe-
cific, (e) non-prevalent identity, and (f) no stigma 
related to the respondents’ perception of stigma 
toward FGCS.

Actual Stigma, Discrimination, and Bias
The first theme identified was actual stigma 

and discrimination expressed by respondents’ per-
sonal experiences. Six individuals who completed 
the survey shared stories of negative interactions 
with others based on their parents’ non-higher ed-
ucation background. One respondent was discrim-
inated against by people who “tried (and failed) to 
make me feel bad for my parents pursuing other 
avenues outside a college education.” Another re-
spondent explained that the discrimination was 
because “people see their parents as lazy or impov-
erished, or not good enough for today’s society.” 
They explained that they were personally treated 
similarly. The third respondent noted that the uni-
versity environment is centered around students 
from successful families of continuing generations 
of college students, which creates a challenging 
environment for students without a family “filled 
with success and notable names.” 

Another form of stigma that the two respon-
dents described was the self-inflicted stigma expe-
rienced by FGCSs. This form of stigma is generated 
from some FGCS lack of personal identity within 
higher education, causing it to be “harder to con-
nect with the rest of the student body, as they have 
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less generational experience and more personal 
hurdles to overcome in terms of discovering their 
own identity separate from their parents.” An-
other respondent questioned whether feelings of 
inadequacy FGCSs experience comes “from their 
own self-doubt from things like culture shock and 
the general sense that they don’t belong.” 

Assumptions and Stereotypes
The second theme that emerged from respon-

dents was the different forms of societal assump-
tions and stereotypes toward FGCSs. A respondent 
believed unawareness of this privilege most have 
grown up with means society “may have a taint-
ed view on what being first-generation means.” 
Another respondent said some people “may have 
stereotypes or other negative ideas on first-gen-
eration students” even though the respondent be-
lieved there to be few to no people with negative 
emotions. Overall, six main categories describe 
the assumptions and stereotypes that emerged. 

The first category is a positive stereotypical 
view of FGCSs. One respondent explained that 
“most people congratulate me on taking this step, 
especially taking on pre-med when no one in my 
family has a degree.” However, respondents all 
mentioned other stereotypes and assumptions 
that may exist on a campus other than the positive 
stereotypes they have experienced. 

The second category concerned financial aid 
and the belief that FGCSs have an unfair advan-
tage over CGCSs regarding need-based financial 
assistance. A respondent explained that FGCSs 
“receive certain scholarships and benefits over 
continuing college students.” A second respon-
dent corroborated this idea, sharing that “some 
students feel that other students with need-based 
aid or first-gen students might be getting an unfair 
advantage.” 

The third category was the assumptions and 
stereotypes students can have about familial suc-
cess. The assumption is that CGCSs have parents 
who have achieved conventional success through 
education and prosperous careers. Seven respon-

dents replied that they recognized this assump-
tion. One respondent explained that students at 
their university come “from upper-class families 
which have general education and wealth.” Most 
of these students, the respondent points out, “do 
not understand that sometimes families are not 
able to obtain higher education.” 

The fourth category of assumptions focused 
on perceived beliefs of inferiority toward FGCSs. 
Although not all respondents have encountered 
this stereotype, all their replies mentioned that 
CGCSs can think less of FGCSs because they take 
“higher education for granted and look down on 
people who are first-generation students.” Thus, 
CGCSs have specific advantages and access to op-
portunities surrounding college that FGCSs do not 
have.

The last category in assumptions and stereo-
types is the perception of being surprised by an 
individual identifying as an FGCS. Thus, students 
are surprised when individuals with wealth indi-
cators are FGCS. One high SES first-generation 
respondent said, “People have certainly been sur-
prised that I am first-gen given my socioeconomic 
and educational background, but never negatively 
reacted.” Another respondent explained that re-
vealing the first-generation identity might cause 
judgment or surprise people. 

Conflating or Confluence of Identity
The third theme is conflating or confluence of 

identity. Conflating means combining two ideas 
and confluence is the process of merging. One re-
spondent described this theme as “predispositions 
towards first-generation students because many 
of us are already racial or socioeconomic minori-
ties, so it’s easy to discriminate against those who 
are already discriminated against.” Four main cat-
egories explain the different perspectives of this 
theme. 

The first category addresses the stigma toward 
automatically associating FGCSs with low-income 
earners. A respondent explained that the percep-
tion exists because there is a bias about an individ-
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ual’s parents’ SES that usually reflects on the eco-
nomic status of their child. Another respondent 
similarly replied that people typically assume that 
FGCSs are low-income and that stigma is preva-
lent at their university. 

The second category represents the experi-
ences of people judged for not identifying with the 
historical norm of the institution. At the research 
site and other predominantly White institutions, 
students can face potential stigma and stereotypes 
if their identities deviate from the institution’s his-
torical norms. Both respondents in this category 
explained that most students at their university 
come from a “long legacy of college graduates,” 
causing them to not relate to FGCS and to hold as-
sumptions about students whose identities do not 
align with the university’s educated family norm.

The third category explores the stigma of be-
ing judged for financial status or wealth. One of 
the seven respondents in this category explained 
that students often cannot conceptualize that 
some students have parents who have not ob-
tained higher educational achievements. Another 
respondent revealed that wealth status depends 
on who an individual is talking to and determines 
how well a person will be treated in specific envi-
ronments. This respondent described the environ-
ment at their university as toxic and said one must 
learn who to talk to feel comfortable on campus. 

The last category to converge the conflating 
identity theme is a stigma toward race and SES. 
This notion explains how societal prejudice toward 
FGCS, exacerbated by students’ experiences with 
racial and socioeconomic minorities, can result in 
discrimination toward marginalized individuals. 
Six respondents wrote responses that conveyed 
stigma conflating race and SES with FGCSs. These 
comments revealed that being a FGCS is an iden-
tity commonly associated with other marginalized 
communities, such as minorities and people with 
low incomes. 

Institutional Specific
The fourth, institutional-specific theme re-

gards the prevailing perception at the research site 
that most students come from affluent families 
with highly educated parents. Some respondents 
felt that the campus’s student body, particularly 
students from long legacies of college graduates 
and successful businesses, find it difficult to relate 
to FGCSs. One respondent expressed that “most 
students do not understand that sometimes fam-
ilies are not able to obtain higher education.” Re-
spondents further associated this opinion with 
a perceived disparity in experiences and back-
grounds that impedes the complete integration 
of FGCSs into the student community. Several re-
spondents also mentioned the influence of family 
wealth on the institutionally-specific campus so-
cial dynamics. 

Non-Prevalent Identity
The fifth theme that emerged from our anal-

ysis was non-prevalent identity, which revolved 
around the experiences of FGCSs who possess an 
identity not widely represented within their aca-
demic community. When the notion of not over-
arching topic was explored, they indicated that 
discussions about being an FGCS rarely come up 
in social or academic settings, suggesting that it is 
not a prominent or defining aspect of their expe-
riences. 

Talk about FGCS more was another term used 
to describe the concept of non-prevalent identity. 
Respondents generally did not recognize a stigma 
associated with being a FGCS, nor had they en-
countered negative reactions when disclosing their 
first-generation status. However, a respondent ex-
plained that some first-generation students do not 
“openly talk about it”. Furthermore, they believed 
that discussions about FGCSs should occur more 
frequently and be celebrated as a significant ac-
complishment. 

Respondents used uncertainty to express 
their limited understanding or awareness of FGCS 
experiences because they did not “interact enough 
with other first gen students.”. They indicated that 
their perceptions of FGCS might be unclear or in-
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complete because they have not engaged in exten-
sive discussions about FGCS. Respondents seldom 
brought up their first-generation identity unless 
directly asked since college experiences were gen-
erally assumed rather than seen as an opportunity. 

The concept FGCS not being cared or valued 
enough to discuss was evident in respondents’ ac-
counts. Some participants did not feel the need 
to disclose their first-generation status to others 
because they believed it was not significant or im-
pressive within their social circles. One respon-
dent explained, “my friends all know that I am 
a first-generation student, and they do not care” 
they felt that being first –generation student was 
“very irrelevant to who I am, and not important 
whatsoever.”

No Stigma
The sixth theme that emerged from our 

analysis was no stigma. Responses ranged from 
not having personally experienced stigma to ac-
knowledging that it may exist even if they have 
not witnessed it directly. Respondents who “didn’t 
experience stigma so far” shared their personal ex-
periences of not encountering any stigma or dis-
crimination in their college experience so far. On 
the other hand, respondents who mentioned that 
they “didn’t witness stigma but it might exist” ac-
knowledged the possibility that hidden or subtle 
forms of stigma may be present, despite not hav-
ing personally observed them. 

Discussion

The results showed that approximately half 
of the participants had a positive connotation. 
Regarding FGCS, the remainder had either neu-
tral or negative connections. In contrast, an over-
whelming majority of interview participants (18 
out of 21) expressed a neutral connotation about 
the CGCS collective identifier. Regarding stigma, 
higher levels of perceived stigma were reported for 
FGCSs than for CGCSs. The analysis revealed six 
key themes related to the respondents’ perception 

of stigma toward FGCS. Based on our mixed-meth-
ods study, we propose several recommendations 
stemming from our findings and results. 
Collective Identifiers and Definitions

Institutional databases categorize first-gener-
ation and continuing-generation peers different-
ly due to varied definitions (Garriott et al., 2017; 
Ghazzawi & Jagannathan, 2011; Peralta & Klo-
nowski, 2017; Ward et al., 2012). However, higher 
education has inadequately relied on “not FGCSs” 
as a definition for CGCS. This lack of a collective 
identifier can result in misunderstanding their 
identity. Higher education should more widely 
adopt continuing-generation college student sta-
tus in its reporting, student marketing, and cam-
pus climate assessments. 

We define collective identity as the set of char-
acteristics intrinsic to and constitutive of a group 
of actors who share a specific purpose and similar 
outputs (Wry et al., 2011). Being recognized as an 
organization subscribing to a collective identity 
brings legitimacy and reduces the cognitive chal-
lenge facing stakeholders as they work to make 
sense of an organization or group and what it does 
(King et al., 2011; Patvardhan et al., 2015). This 
issue is similar to the distinction between tenured 
and non-tenured faculty in higher education. In 
more recent years, some institutions have adopt-
ed academic professional or clinical track titles as 
umbrella non-tenure-track positions. Both groups 
are defined by what they are not, which may not 
thoroughly explain their collective identity. There-
fore, universities should begin cultivating a sense 
of the continuing-generation identity to engage 
them in supporting FGCS.

Stigmas May Exist and Have Implications 
for Collegiate Life

Our findings indicate the presence of stigmas 
on the research campus, with FGCSs reporting 
higher overall stigmas than CGCSs. This aligns 
with previous studies by Hartfield (2020) and 
Stebleton and Soria (2013), which found higher 
levels of perceived stigma among FGCSs in uni-
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versity settings. These challenges may adversely 
impact the collegiate experience and success of 
FGCSs. Interventions and support services can be 
implemented to address this issue based on rec-
ommendations from prior research. Educational 
programs, awareness campaigns, mentorship, and 
tailored academic advising can challenge stereo-
types and foster inclusivity (Ward, 2013). Culti-
vating a campus culture that celebrates diversity 
and encourages interaction among student groups 
can reduce stigmatization and enhance a sense of 
belonging.

Actual Stigma, Stereotypes, and Assump-
tions 

This study adds to existing research on ste-
reotypes and assumptions about FGCSs, offering 
a unique perspective by incorporating views from 
both FGCSs and CGCSs (Marco-Bujosa et al, 2024; 
Morrison, 2017; Ward, 2013) . While previous re-
search highlighted stereotypes and their impact 
on academic outcomes, our study goes further by 
recognizing and addressing the stigma faced by 
FGCSs in addition to assumptions. Drawing from 
Goffman’s (1963) definition, we identify stigma as 
negative social labeling attached to FGCSs due to 
their first-generation status, aligning with Orbe’s 
(2008) framework on navigating multiple identi-
ties. Acknowledging this stigma is crucial, as it val-
idates their experiences and struggles, contribut-
ing to their psychological well-being and academic 
success. By naming and recognizing this stigma, 
colleges can implement proactive measures to cre-
ate a more inclusive environment, including men-
torship programs and cultural competency train-
ing, ultimately empowering FGCSs.

Intersectionality, Salience, and Identity 
Conflating

As demonstrated earlier, students with 
merged marginalized identities find it difficult to 
have a stable college experience when most oth-
er students at their university come from a high-
er economic status family with a legacy of higher 

education attainment. Rodríguez-Hernández et 
al. (2020) analyzed how SES and academic per-
formance correlated in higher education. Based on 
current research and our findings, we recommend 
that institutions invest in programs and environ-
ments that address the needs of students with 
multiple marginalized identities. This initiative 
within the university can help encourage campus 
acclamation, curate knowledge of university re-
sources, and forge a positive campus environment 
that accepts FGCSs without negative stigmas, as-
sumption biases, or stereotypes. Our study under-
scores the importance of ensuring conflating and 
confluence of the first-generation identity with 
other collective identifiers. 

Since this study occurred at a single site, we 
recommend future research be conducted at other 
institutions to see if findings are unique to the re-
search site or may be transferable to other locales. 
We found institutional-specific manifestations of 
stigma, but our mixed-methods study supports 
that FGCS identity may also be prevalent at other 
U.S. colleges and universities. 

Limitations

We acknowledge three limitations. First, con-
fusion may exist between the concepts of SES and 
being a FGCS, leading to a potential conflation in 
respondents’ answers regarding stigma. Although 
the survey method allowed for many participants 
to represent the student population, it lacked the 
depth to understand emotions toward first-gener-
ation stigma fully. Second, the sample consisted 
of 345 participants, 11% of which were FGCSs, re-
flecting overall population proportions. However, 
there were more female respondents than males, 
which deviated from the research site’s sex distri-
bution. Last, the findings and recommendations 
are based on a specific private institution, limiting 
their applicability to other types of universities. 
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Conclusion

Our team explored the connotations of FGCS 
and CGCS terms, investigating the stigma towards 
FGCSs. We gained insights into perceptions and 
experiences in collegiate environments using a 
mixed-method approach. Findings showed that 
around half of the participants viewed FGCS pos-
itively, while others viewed it as neutral or nega-
tive. Conversely, most interviewees (18 out of 21) 
had a neutral opinion of CGCS. FGCSs reported 
higher perceived stigma than CGCSs, highlighting 
unique challenges. Recognizing and addressing 
stigma in the collegiate environment is crucial, re-
quiring awareness among administrators, faculty, 
and peers. Implementing the recommendations 
can create a supportive environment for FGCSs, 
enhancing their college experience and success.
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