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Abstract
Within the last decade, scholars of color have researched and advocated for better support

for first-generation, Latine students, in particular through the critical analysis of the impact of the
campus racial climate (Franklin et al., 2014; Huerta & Fishman, 2014; Hurtado & Alvarado,
2015; Kouyoumdijan et al., 2017). These reimagined supports include but are not limited to:
increase in faculty and staff of color, increase funding for spaces designated for these students,
easier access to mental health resources, and an overall emphasis on nurturing the well-being of
Latine students. This study, in part, addresses how educators at Predominantly white Institutions
can better serve underrepresented students through becoming more knowledgeable of the
systemic obstacles they face.

The methodologies that anchor this qualitative study stem from critical race methodology
as defined by Solérzano & Yosso (2023); Critical Race Theory and Latine Critical Race Theory.
This study involved interviewing and collecting the testimonios of 13 undergraduate students
who self-identified as Latine and first-generation. By relying on students as knowledge
producers in this study, they are granted a voice in a way that is typically not seen in higher
education research, further extending this research method (Haber-Curran & Tapia-Fuselier,
2020). Not only does this method grant them autonomy over their own lived experiences, but it
also allows them to have power over what is communicated to these institutions. For Latine
students who are commonly viewed through a deficit-based lens, this study aimed to change the
narrative around what these students are capable of to one that is strength-based. This study
concludes with institutional recommendations such as reassessing financial aid resources,
counseling and psychological services and disability services, expanding first-generation-specific
resources, creating an on-campus cultural center, and raising institutional support for student

organizations.
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Dedication
To all of the other first-generation, Latine students who step onto a college campus feeling like

you have no answers: you have a// of the answers. You are more than capable of doing this. It’s
scary because it’s unfamiliar, not because you are incapable. In the moments you find it difficult

to believe this I’'m here to believe in you. Sera imposible, hasta que lo consigas.
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Chapter 1 — La Introduccion

Background

Nearly a decade ago I entered college as an 18-year-old, first-generation, Latina who
didn’t know the first thing about college. I struggled to make friends. I struggled to find
resources to help me succeed. I struggled to understand what success was supposed to look like.
My undergraduate experience was far from ideal and one that I reflected on greatly as I wrote
this dissertation. This graduate school journey was born from my experiences during my “senior”
year of undergrad. The spring semester [ was poised to graduate, my Abuela had passed away
after a short battle with cancer. Over my senior year spring break, I traveled back home to help
with her funeral arrangements and mourn her loss with my family. When spring break ended, I
returned to campus to finish my final semester of undergrad. A few weeks later I became the first
in my family to complete a four-year college degree. As I crossed that graduation stage, I looked
out to the crowd of families cheering on their student to find my family cheering just as loudly
for me. Their smiles that day are forever etched into my brain. That first degree did not belong
solely to me, it belonged to all of us. I spent that summer celebrating with loved ones and
preparing to enter a master’s program in the fall. About a month after graduation, I received an
email from the registrar’s office notifying me that I had not completed all my requirements and
was missing 13 credits. I read over that email a million times hoping that the words on the screen
would magically change.

When reality finally sunk in, I withdrew from the master’s program and enrolled in
another year of undergrad. I didn’t know how to explain to my family a situation that I didn’t
fully understand myself, so I didn’t. Instead, I sought guidance and support from faculty that

unfortunately didn’t quite meet my needs. They weren’t able to provide the holistic support I was



seeking as I balanced the grief of losing my Abuela and having not actually graduated. To say I
felt alone and lost that fall semester is an understatement. When it came time to apply to graduate
school a second time, I knew I wanted to pursue a degree in education to support students like
myself in ways [ wish I had been supported.

From that complicated experience I slowly realized that I was not the only student who
had those experiences. Specifically, I was not the only first-generation, Latina who was
struggling to remind myself why I decided to pursue higher education. It was through various
support systems at the university that not only affirmed my belonging in higher education, but
also provided me with holistic support needed to continue my education. Through my personal
lived experiences, I advocate for the betterment of current support systems as well as the
investment in new supports for this student population.

The faculty and staff of color whom I connected with towards the tail end of my
undergraduate degree were reasons why I was able to complete my degree and continue on in
graduate school. I can count on one hand the number of professors of color I had in undergrad
and can count on the other hand the number of professors of color I have had in graduate school.
The same can be said for most college students in 2023 (Griffin, 2020; NCES, 2021; Settles et
al., 2019). Griffin reminds us that although the number of faculty of color higher education have
increased, it’s important that we critically analyze those numbers. “While Black scholars are
5.7% of all full-time faculty, a large proportion teach at Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs)... Underrepresented minority faculty more generally make up a larger
proportion of faculty at 2-year (15%) as compared to 4-year (9.5%) institutions,” (Griffin, 2020,
p. 285). Griffin also points out that faculty of color are less represented in science, technology,

math, and engineering (STEM) fields as well as holding more part-time, non-tenure-track



positions as opposed to their white counterparts largely holding tenure-track roles. Attaining
these tenure-track positions is made that much more difficult when an inordinate amount of
obstacles are put in the way to become full professors (Griffin, 2020; Turner et al., 2008).

Alongside the help that professors of color provide, culturally-sensitive mental health
professionals also play a similar role to students like me. Unfortunately, these mental health
spaces are over inundated (Benton et al., 2003; Smith et al., 2011; Xiao et al., 2017). When I was
finally able to stop internalizing negative messages around seeking help, I waited over a month
before I met with a mental health counselor for an in-take appointment. This is on the lower end
of the waiting timeline. Thankfully I sought help proactively before I hit a point where I was in
dire need of attention, but for some students this is not the case. For Latine students who come
from cultures that typically frown upon seeking out mental health support, it can be an additional
deterrent for us to do so when we are told we have to wait weeks to meet with a counselor
(DeFreitas et al., 2018). Thankfully universities are now offering 24-hour hotlines for those who
are in crisis or in need of immediate support, however this does not exactly replace the support
received when meeting with a counselor one-on-one.

The student support programs and offices that currently exist, these spaces have been my
safe havens. They’ve been spaces where I’ve often felt the safest and found the deepest
connections. Yet these are the spaces that are simultaneously underfunded and under appreciated
by the institution. Lozano discusses the value that Latine cultural centers have on students and
the unfortunate position these spaces find themselves in within the current political climate.
“Recent federal and state budget cuts to higher education threaten equity efforts and programs

for students of color, including the funding of cultural centers” (Lozano, 2019, p. 20). Having



utilized these spaces as a student and worked in these spaces as a professional®, I’ve experienced
the hardships staff feel knowing they serve a greater purpose on college campuses but can only
do so much due to the limited resources they have. Securing stable funding to maintain full-time
staff members and resources within these cultural centers is typically one of the bigger hurdles
for these centers (Cisneros & Valdivia, 2020; Hefner, 2022; Pedota, 2024). As educators, it is
heart-breaking when we cannot support our students in the best ways possible because our hands
are tied. When looking at the budget breakdowns at Pwls, we wonder what it means for these
institutions to have mission statements with diversity, equity and inclusion in them, but the

allocation of funds is not reflective of these statements.

Statement of the Problem

The demographic landscape of all ethnicities, cultures, and genders in higher education
has vastly changed in the past few decades. According to the U.S. National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES), this shift can be seen across different populations of people, from the overall
enrollment decline of students who are 18 to 24 years old to the overall increase of students of
color attaining four-year degrees (NCES, 2020; Page, 2013). In the 2021-2022 academic year,
NCES reported that 41.2% of bachelor’s degrees were awarded to students of color. In 2000-
2001, 23% of bachelor’s degrees were awarded to students of color. This decline and rises among
marginalized groups have been felt not only among their respective communities, but also among
the already existing, predominantly white community as well. The overall rise in Black,
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) attending higher education institutions can be

attributed to a handful of factors, some of which include the growth of these communities within

! In the past 5 years I have worked as a higher education professional in offices for multicultural affairs, academic
diversity initiatives, and federally funded programs specifically for underrepresented students.



the U.S. population, the addition of community-specific federally funded opportunities, and the
implementation of student support services for these marginalized communities such as the
McNair Scholars Post-Baccalaureate program or the Educational Opportunity Program (EOP),
both of which are TRIO programs. All these factors, and more, shape how we as a nation have
diversified the portfolio of students in colleges and universities. Albeit it’s worth mentioning that
this growth is not reflected evenly across the country. There are some states that are advancing
more in this regard than others due to a long-standing history of racism, xenophobia, classism,
and other -ism’s (Franklin, 2013). For instance, the state of Florida has seemed to take quite a
few steps back in supporting marginalized college students with the recent passing, “of
education-related laws intended to silence and intimidate educators and extricate or severely
restrict the teaching of accurate U.S. racial history and related diversity, equity, and inclusion
programs,” (Thornhill, 2023, p. 441). Despite these attempts, there has been a gradual rise in
students of color working towards their college degrees, and specifically a substantial increase
among the Latine population.

According to Pew Research (2022), in the last two decades the United States has seen a
monumental growth of Latine students enrolling in college. As of 2020 one in five college
students identified as Latine. However, of the millions of bachelor’s degrees that were awarded
in 2023 in the United States, less than 13% were obtained by Latine students. Fifty percent of
those who earn their degree typically take an extra year or two to complete their degree in
comparison to white students. Retention plays a key role in understanding the lower graduation
rates of Latine students. Retaining students going into their second year proves to be difficult for
most colleges, including Hispanic-Serving Institutions (Benitez, 1998). In accordance with the

data summarized by Pew Research, Latine students are the least likely to complete their degree



in four years, if at all. Returning to the question of why this population is difficult to retain, a
solution that comes to mind pertains to student support. The support offered is abundant to
students on the surface. Students may have access to tutoring, writing centers, recitation sessions,
and office hours, however the non-academic supports are few and far between. Non-academic
supports are spaces such as cultural centers or mindfulness spaces on campuses. Even then some
of these supports are rooted in academics. For example peer mentoring programs that are aimed
at helping students build their sense of community focus on how they can excel academically.
This dissertation explores what non-academic support services can be developed that are not tied
to success where it seems as though everything is intrinsically tied to academic achievement.
The shift in postsecondary enrollment of Latine students can be seen but not fully
understood through the quantitative numbers collected by institutional data offices, and also
through the growth in support services developed and provided to specific student populations.
The creation of Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSI) in 1995, for example, created more support
services for Latine students. The term HSI was first coined by the Hispanic Association for
Colleges and Universities (HACU) in 1986, however it wasn’t until 1995 that federal funding
was first appropriated towards the development of HSIs (Santiago, 2006, p. 3). Being an HSI is a
distinction? given to higher education institutions when 25% or more of their undergraduate
student population identifies as Latine. Once an institution is classified as an HIS, it is eligible to
receive additional federal funding to support Latine students. There has also been the inclusion of
cultural centers in higher education in general, hubs where students of a specific population can

come together in a safe environment. These centers have gone through a few iterations in the last

2 Hispanic Serving Institutions is one of eight Minority Serving Institution (MSI) programs federally funded in the
United States. The other designations include but are not limited to: Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUgs), Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs), Asian American and Pacific Islander Serving Institutions
(AAPISIs).



couple of decades, changing the specificity or broadness of the populations they serve,
undergoing mission and value statement changes due to new oversight, and working against
political forces that threaten their very existence (Meyer, 2022). There are also student-led
support efforts in the form of clubs, Greek life, student protests, and other extracurricular
activities that have grown as the numbers do in universities across the nation. Such student-led
supports allow students to be authorities over what these spaces can be, who can be involved,
and what role the institution plays. These forms of support have grown in size and popularity
(Bell et al., 2022; Parrish et al., 2022; Porter et al., 2023), becoming more recognized among
students and staff alike, however the question around retention rates for Latine students.

The supports mentioned tend to be underfunded, under-supported, and under-utilized
(Brock, 2010; Goodman, 2017; Hefner & Eisenberg, 2009; Lozano, 2011). What is being offered
to students is hypothesized to either not be enough, be overwhelmingly too much, or students
simply are not aware of everything there is that institutions have to offer. At a four-year land
grant public PwI on the West Coast, each cultural center is expected to, “present their case for
additional or consistent funds every year to the Student Fees Council,” despite these cultural
centers aims to promote student success (Pedota, 2023, p. 4). Alongside that note is the reality
that students seek academic support as a prerequisite to being a college student, but as educators
we forget the importance of holistic support. For our communities of color, holistic support is
what raised us (Stephens et al., 2012). As Yosso (2006) notes and my experience confirms, we
were raised among villages that provided us academic support just as much as they did
emotional, mental, and physical support. It was well-rounded and all-encompassing. And first-
generation, Latine students step foot on campus and realize that that isn’t the case in higher

education.



Grace-Odeleye and Santiago (2019) write in their review of the efficacy of summer
bridge programs for incoming first-year students, that the “main reason for discontinuation is
attributable to personal lack of use, or inadequate, college internal supportive programs and
policies” (p. 36). They show in their literature review how low self-esteem, expectations, and
academic self-concept are non-academic factors that impact a student’s likelihood of being
retained such as low self-esteem, expectations, and academic self-concept. Grace-Odeleye and
Santiago also found that students’ determination to complete their degree grows after they’ve
connected with someone in a meaningful way, such as close-knit relationships and mentorships
with faculty and staff. Such close-knit relationships with faculty and staff are an aspect of
holistic support. Although these relationships provide students social-emotional support that does
not come from academic supports like tutoring or office hours, they do not guarantee persistence,
retainment, or graduation. Even after students experience social and intellectual integration, they
do not singlehandedly indicate integration in university settings (Tinto, 1993). As Lozano argues,
“[1]t is possible that because of historic, structural, and institutional racism, [marginalized
students] may not feel a sense of belonging or integration in the life of the institution,” (Lozano,
2011, p. 7). Despite being a review of summer bridge programs, the qualitative data collected by
Grace-Odeleye and Santiago demonstrates there is a need for more holistic approaches when
supporting students from underrepresented, first-generation backgrounds. There is a need for
research that specifically focuses on Latine undergraduate students because as stated in the
limitations of their study, Grace-Odeleye & Santiago are interested in seeing correlations in
relation to ethnicity or how the efficacy of summer bridge programs may differ based on ethnic

background.



Summary of Statement of the Problem

As evidenced by the NCES, Pew Research Center, and existing literature, there is an
understanding that Latine undergraduate students are growing in population across the country
however their enrollment numbers aren’t reflective of that population growth. The stagnant
enrollment numbers are in part due to the lower retention rates for Latine students. The solution
proposed to aid in the retention and graduation rates of this population is to reassess the current
support systems in place. Based on other universities successful initiatives, a holistic student
support approach seems to be one of the more effective models to utilize with Latine
undergraduate students. The following section will introduce the research questions which will

frame this doctoral study.

Overview of the Study

Research Questions

1. What does it look like to situate Latine undergraduate students as the knowledge
producers when asking them how Predominantly white Institutions can better serve them
in holistic ways?

2. In what ways are first-generation, Latine students receiving, or not receiving, meaningful
holistic support in higher education?

3. What does/should holistic support in higher education look like according to Latine

undergraduate students?



Delimitations

In answering the aforementioned research questions, there are some delimitations which
are boundaries I set as the researcher conducting this study in order to best address the research
questions.

1. All participants had to self-identify as first-generation, Latine undergraduate students.
2. All participants had to attend a specific university.

3. All participants were between the ages of 18-21 years old.

4. Data collection occurred via one-on-one, semi-structured interviews.

5. The interviews were conducted in-person on a university campus.

Purpose of the Study

To answer the research questions above I have conducted a qualitative study grounded in
Latine Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) so as to address the need for more inclusive, holistic
supports for first-generation, Latine college students. Although having a disability was not a
criteria for this study, I recognize that for far too long students who identify both as Latine and
disabled have not received the support needed due to the separation of identities by university
support and resources.

A study conducted by Rodriguez et al. (2020) focuses on the self-acceptance of the
intersection of culture and disability among Latine adolescents, which can be translatable to
college students seeing as how they are not too far removed from adolescence. This study found
that students who accepted the multiplicity of their identities had a more positive self-perception.
“Social identity is foundational to understanding (a) who we are in terms of similarities and
differences with others, (b) how shared identity leads to shared social action, and (c) how shared

identity is a product of a collective history and present experiences,” (Byrd, 2014, p. 516). A
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wide array of educational, qualitative studies have been conducted in the past decade that center
K-12 Latine students, not college-aged students (Fraser et al., 2022; Gage et al., 2021; Tefera,
2019). As the enrollment numbers grow for Latine undergraduate students, there is no better time
than the present to put energy towards adding to this literature and studying the ways we can best
support Latine college students. As we exit the era of virtual learning, a partial side effect of the
global pandemic, educators and administrators alike are in a position to re-evaluate the systems
in place that do not adequately serve our students before the pandemic (Cole et al., 2021;
Hartzell et al., 2021). Moreover, with the ever-evolving political climate of the country these
students need institutions that are willing to grow with them. There is an ongoing philosophical
debate that universities are a space where students come to learn, yet we forget that in turn we
are also here to learn from them.

By relying on students as knowledge producers in this study through interviews and
testimonios, I am foregrounding and centering their experiences, interpretations, analysis, and
recommendations in ways not typically done. Not only does this grant them more agency over
how they narrate their lived experiences, but it also provides them more power over what is
communicated to the institutions they attend. For Latine students who are not generally looked to
for answers and are seen in a deficit-based lens, this study aims to change the narrative around
how they struggle, thrive, and make the best of the experiences in higher education. “Human

beings are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-reflection” (Freire, 1970, p. 69).

Definition of Key Terms

To ensure that there is a common understanding of the terminology used throughout this
study, below are the definitions and rationale behind key terms frequently used in this

dissertation.
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First-Generation

Initially first-generation was coined in 1980 by the Council for Opportunity in Education,
creating a new category of students for the purpose of being able to offer them specific supports.
First-generation is now a term that is met with its own resistance, particularly around the
financial and institutional implications of it. This identity marker was born for the sole purpose
of finding new ways to support students of marginalized backgrounds who wish to attend
college. The original definition grouped together students who did not have both parents
graduate from a four-year college in the United States (Higher Education Act of 1965). In the 58
years since the coining of this term, it has evolved. Some iterations of it become more specific,
defining it as those whose biological parents did not attend and/or graduate from a four-year
institution in the U.S., to more broad definitions, defining it as those whose legal guardians did
not attend and/or graduate from a college or university in the U.S. (Peralta & Klonowski, 2017;
Toutkoushian et al., 2018). All iterations of this term include the same language of a guardian,
their level of education, and their geographic location yet vary between how much education
their guardians had access to prior to their entry into higher education. This term now asks that
educators take into consideration the complex educational backgrounds students may come from.
Examples of more complex backgrounds may include students who had a parent that graduated
from a four-year university but passed away before the student entered college or a student who
has a parent that’s completed a four-year college degree but in a different country, therein having
different experiences and understandings of higher education systems.

Regardless of the various versions this term has gone through, it is important that a
definition exists to allow students the opportunity to find common ground with other students

with similar backgrounds. It allows first-generation students to enter college knowing they are
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not alone in being new to the college experience. This term is more than just for the purposes of
funding a student's ability to attend college, it also gives them a sense of belonging. For the
purpose of this paper, it will be defined as:

First-generation (n.): a student who has one or more legal guardians that did not

graduate from a four-year institution in the United States
Latine

The use of ‘Latinx’ stems from the on-going movement to use terms that are gender
inclusive. Latinx was first used over social media in 2004, picked up speed, and has since made
its way through academia and society at large. Aside from the ‘x’ defying gender binaries, it also
actively pushes against static languages that do not leave space for others such as AfroLatinx or
indigenous languages (Garcia, 2017). The ‘x” has only recently been adopted, previously having
been replaced with the use of ‘Latina/o’, ‘Latin@’, and ‘Latine.” Through all of its iterations the
one that seems to have remained the longest is the ‘x.” The use of the ‘Latinx’ breaks away from
the gender norms of Spanish words defaulting to the masculine form, leaves room for those who
don’t identify themselves among the gender binary, and does not make assumptions about one’s
identity. The use of this word may just be a, “temporary buzzword... [but] the term is proof
positive that language is alive, evolving, and is a tool and reflection of our human-ness,” (Garcia,
2017, p. 211).

This term does not exist without its own contention. Some of the critique this term
receives is largely around three key points: gender neutrality, lack of awareness outside of
academia, and its inability to be translated to the Spanish language. This term has been accused
of being neutral rather than inclusive, rendering gender irrelevant through the use of the ‘x’.

“Bundling those who have had to fight for their right to define their own gender identity into a
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genderless category is a microaggression,” (Rio-Gonzalez, 2021). This goes hand in hand with
the lack of awareness that folks have of this term outside of academia. For those who are coming
across this word for the first time in a social media post or magazine article, they may not have
access to the full explanation for why it is that we have made the shift from ‘Latina/o’ to
‘Latinx’. Lastly and arguably most importantly, in using the ‘x’ it is difficult to translate this term
in the Spanish language (de Onis, 2017). Additionally, the use of the ‘x’ has received backlash
because of its close-knit relationship with academia, being accused of elitism and imposition
(Rodriguez, 2017; Salinas et al., 2020; Salinas & Lozano, 2018; Salinas, 2020; de Onis, 2017).
Therefore, in choosing to use ‘Latine', | am choosing to use a term that is not only representative
of those in this community but it is also more inclusive of the Spanish language. In using ‘Latine’
over other iterations of this term, it is a choice that actively pushes back against colonial ways of
being. Rather than opting to use the word that has been largely publicized by American scholars
and mass media, I am choosing to use the word that is just as representative and can be used in
both languages that these community members speak.

For the purpose of this study, I will be using ‘Latine’, intentionally in alignment with the

guidelines provided by Rio-Gonzélez (2021):

1. Provide a definition of Latine
2. Use when acknowledging gender diversity; use it to address a// genders
3. Provide alternatives® in empirical studies

Latine (n): a person who identifies as being from Latin American descent; the ‘e’ being
an inclusive addition to appeal to those who identify as agender, gender non-conforming,

genderqueer, and genderfluid while still being translatable to the Spanish language

8 Students who participated in the study were provided the definitions of Latine and first-generation to be used as a
guide rather than as strict parameters. Students were given autonomy over how they self-identified.
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Holistic

When (re)imagining support for first-generation, Latine students, there is research that
supports a holistic approach which will be explored and demonstrated in later chapters. However,
our collective understanding of what holistic support is, is nuanced. Berge and Huang (2004)
designed a holistic retention model that although was created for e-learning, is applicable beyond
that scope. Their model not only took into consideration the personal, institutional, and
circumstantial variables that may impact a student’s ability to be retained, it also is a less
prescriptive model that can be customized, “to different institutional environments and cultures
and diverse student populations” (Silva, 2005, p. 37). Through further analysis of existing
literature, Silva calls attention to Beatty-Guenter’s (1994) work on identifying the interconnected
nature of holistic retention strategies, noting that all models can be connected through four
categories: sorting, supporting, connecting, and transforming. These four types of retention
strategies include sorting students by homogenous subgroups to bolster sense of belonging,
supporting students outside of the classroom, connecting students with one another, and
supporting the transformational growth of students. Beatty-Guenter introduces these categories
not as separate from one another but categories that work in tandem with one another. That s,
holistic support is relational to other forms of support through commonalities they share. Silva
goes on to define a holistic retention model as one that, “takes into consideration the physical,
social, emotional needs of students along with the academic needs of students, and provides an
environment in which these needs can be considered and fostered to help students achieve their
goals” (Silva, 2005, p. 39). Although Silva’s work focuses on retention models which is not the
premise of this dissertation, their definition and understanding of the term holistic heavily

influenced the way I view what these supports can look like for first-generation, Latine students.
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Holistic student support (n): a student support approach that is informed by a student s
mental, physical, and emotional well-being in order to provide them with well-rounded

support to help them thrive academically and beyond

Table 1. Brief Definitions of Key Terms

Key term Definition

First-Generation A student who has one or more legal guardians that did not graduate
from a four-year institution in the United States

Latine A person who identifies as being from Latin America and/or Hispanic
descent; the ‘e’ being a gender inclusive addition that allows for a more
seamless translation into Spanish

Predominantly Higher education institutions with a student population greater than 50%
white Institution that self-identifies as white; ‘white’ is intentionally not capitalized so as
to decenter whiteness in this study which aims to uplift voices of color

Holistic A student support approach that is informed by a student’s mental,
physical, and emotional well-being in order to provide them with
well-rounded support to help them thrive academically and beyond

Summary

This first chapter laid the foundation for understanding the context that surrounds this
study followed by an overview of the study itself then the key terminology that will be utilized
throughout this dissertation. The following chapters will go into further detail on the existing
literature that foregrounds this research, the methodology used to answer the research questions,
a presentation of the data, then an analysis of the data that eventually leads to a presentation of

recommendations.
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Chapter 2 — La Literatura

Much of the literature on first-generation, Latine undergraduate students centers the
systemic obstacles they face such as racism, classism, and lack of belonging. Although the
systemic barriers they experience are captured in the literature, the recommendations they
provide to increase support in higher education are less likely to make it into research studies. In
this dissertation, the recommendations from the participants come from their lived experiences
rather than quantitative data. This study places high value on qualitative data, a method that
compliments and enriches the surveys and other quantitative measures typically used to capture
information in higher education institutions. In emphasizing the importance of qualitative
measures, | communicate to the audience how the addition of such measures expands our
understanding of research studies conducted with underrepresented populations whereas purely
quantitative measures may be limiting. Although quantitative measures hold value, by solely
relying on those measures researchers may become ignorant to the truths that lie within the grey
space that qualitative data fills in. Qualitative data helps us as researchers understand the story
not being told within the numbers. In emphasizing the importance of qualitative data, I argue that
the addition of students’ narratives expands our understanding of underrepresented students who
have been overwhelmingly understood through quantitative measures. The literature reviewed
below exemplifies the current struggles Latine students face, the theoretical frameworks that will
be used to answer the research questions introduced in chapters 1 and 2, and the gaps I aim to fill

in the existing literature that will support the knowledge shared by the student participants.

Review of Existing Literature

Existing Literature on Pwl's
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The long-standing history of Predominantly white Institutions (Pwl) is replete with
bigotry, racism, sexism, and the outright exclusion of BIPOC students (Arias, 2020; Havlik, et
al., 2020; Robertson, et al., 2016) and the outright exclusion of BIPOC students. In a study
conducted at a Pwl, 52% of Latine students reported experiences of racism in the form of
microaggressions and stereotypes (Von Robertson et al., 2016). Another study at a different PwI
concluded that Latine students struggle significantly with psychological or emotional distress as
well as discrimination (Burkham, 2019). Within this section we will be looking at the role PwI’s
play in higher education, the stereotypes they uphold, and why the existence of these institutions
make it necessary to create supports for students of color.

PwI’s are defined here as higher education institutions with a greater than 50% student
population that self-identifies as white. With the growing number of BIPOC students enrolling in
higher education institutions, one would be led to believe that the percentage of white students
would be lower. As of 2021 the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) reported that
there were 99 Historically Black Colleges & Universities (HBCU) and 559 HSI’s out of nearly
4,000 four-year institutions. That leaves over 3,000 colleges that have a student population that is
over 50% white. In 2023 the majority of institutions in the U.S. are PwI’s despite the growing
number of college-aged BIPOC students.

Looking past the enrollment numbers, being labeled as a PwI also has to do with the
culture that has been created at these institutions. In Bourke’s analysis of this term and its
implications, he explains that this label, “signifies the extent to which whiteness is embedded
throughout interconnected organizational practices,” (2016, p. 20). It is not enough to say that an
institution is a PwI purely based on its demographics, it is also a PwI because of the marginalized
experiences students of color have. If the number of non-white students enrolled shifted an

institution from quantitatively identifying as a Pwl, the systemic racism does not instantaneously
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resolve. Diamond and Lewis (2022) ask educators and researchers alike to reassess how we view
institutional spaces, expanding how we define what white spaces look like. White spaces as
understood by Diamond and Lewis are beyond the demographic composition but encapsulate,
“how an organization, school, and/or “space” might be racialized beyond demographics — to
consider dimensions of power, resources, climate, culture, etc” (Diamond & Lewis, 2022, p.
1471). These scholars provide the example of Indian boarding schools that demographically were
not white but had whiteness deeply embedded in their organizational practices. For those heavily
focused on enrollment management, Bourke (2016) calls for them to reassess the ways diverse
perspectives, campus engagement, and traditions can be shifted to better support the diverse
students that they worked so hard to attain.

At Pwls there is this on-going issue of students of color not receiving the support they
need to be retained (Duran, 2016; McClain & Perry, 2017). At Central Valley Community
College, the Summer Bridge Academy was created in part to bridge the gap of support that first-
generation students don’t receive from this Pwl (Duran, 2016). Such programs are crucial in
supporting marginalized students so long as they are rooted in educating, “the whole student;
colleges must hire and reinforce staff members who understand what student development looks
like and how to foster it,” (Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 44). McClain and Perry (2017)
explore in their literature review how Hurtado’s (1999) campus racial climate theory continues to
inform PwI’s in how to better retain students of color based off of Hurtado’s five components,
with the fifth component later being added by Milem, Dey, and White (2004):

1. Institutional historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion
2. Compositional diversity
3. Psychological climate

4. Behavioral climate
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5. Structural diversity

In utilizing these components to assess campus racial climate, PwI’s can be more
reflective on the ways they are or are not supporting students of color. Retention is an issue
across the board for institutions in the U.S. The problem that lies here is that institutions focus
too much on retention on the surface level and do not take the time to delve deeper into minutiae
that leads to lower retention rates. Tinto reminds us that what we should be striving for is a raise
in students’ persistence rather than retention. Although both terms are typically used as
synonyms for one another, Tinto explains that, “institutions have to adopt the student perspective
and ask not only how they should act to retain their students but also how they should act so that
more of their students want to persist,” (2016). As a nation we saw a dip in retention rates since
2020 due in part to the global pandemic. Recent studies at individual higher education
institutions have supported this statement, citing that, “at Arizona State University 13% of
students were delaying their graduation, and 11% of students had withdrawn from classes since
the start of the pandemic”. (Hartzell et al., 2021, p. 144). Additionally, George Washington
University has reported through the Annual Core Indicators Report that the institution is finally
seeing the, “first-year student retention rate bounc[e] back this academic year after dropping
following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,” (Salvosa, 2022). As Hartzell et al. have said,
there is still much more research that needs to be done to fully understand the impact the global
pandemic has had on underrepresented students. However there is wariness when saying that
COVID-19 is the root cause of this dip because it alleviates educators and administrators from
being held accountable.

Montelongo (2019) provides a literature review on scholars’ work that highlights specific
cultural factors on socialization that directly impact Latine students at PwI’s, citing prior

scholars’ (Conrad & Gasman, 2015; Saenz et al., 2015) in stating the importance of providing
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proactive support rather than reactive. Montelongo goes on to argue that educational agents
should reframe their question when wondering how to best support students. Rather than asking,
“what contributes to a student’s failure?” educators should be asking what can aid, “students of
color who decide to attend a [PwI] to operate on an optimum level,” (Montelongo, 2019, p. 20).
Existing Literature on Holistic Student Support

Holistic in this dissertation is being described as a student support approach that attends
to a student’s needs outside of academia. “It emphasizes well-being... empowers students,”
(hooks, 1994, p. 15). A holistic approach to student support stems from a pedagogy of love as
introduced by Paulo Freire. As a scholar of color, it is almost second nature to me to lead with
my heart, in large part due to the fact that this was not an approach I experienced yet yearned for.
When working with students who look like me, speak like me, think like me, it is impossible to
not lead with love. Freire reminds us that, “Education is an act of love, thus an act of courage,”
(1973, p. 38). This love is what’s brought me to this holistic approach that is centered around the
student as a human being rather than a tool of productivity. At Pwls, and frankly most
educational institutions, we equate a student's worth to their level of productivity. bell hook’s
engages with Freire’s work in Teaching to Transgress (1994), reminding us that education is an
active effort from all parties involved. This active participation only occurs when educators
practice self-actualization, which is difficult to do when we are located in institutions that value
our production over everything else. In doing so, institutions communicate to students that their
other needs are not nearly as important as their academic ones. So we fill it by offering all of
these academic support services and not nearly enough holistic ones. Museus & Ravello explore
in their report the impact academic advisors can have on students and highlight why it’s
important that they have, “a better understanding of the characteristics of advisors and advising

that foster or hinder success among racial and ethnic minority college students,” (2010, p. 48).
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Through their qualitative study, they conducted 60-90-minute-long one-on-one interviews with
academic advisors and underrepresented students from private, public, and community colleges.
With a final sample size of 45 participants, they were able to conclude that the role academic
advisors play can significantly impact a student’s ability to succeed, citing again the value of
proactive and holistic student support. Such characteristics may include an advisor’s
approachability, availability, communication, organization, and nurturing nature. Although
advisors are inherently tied to the academic side of student life, there is a need for all faculty and
staff to take a more holistic approach to advising if they wish to better serve BIPOC students
(e.g., Guiffrida, 2005).

In 2023 students can more readily access a fully renovated athletic building than make an
appointment to see an on-campus mental health counselor. At Pwls with a history of having a
predominantly white student population, there are questions around how we can better serve our
students without making active efforts to actually get to know what are the systemic obstacles
they face. Just as students of color are the minority within higher education, so are faculty of
color; meaning that those who our students of color are around a majority of the time tend to be
white faculty and staff who commonly do not understand firsthand how differently they navigate
the world around them (Anaya & Cole, 2001; Bafiuelos & Flores, 2021; Llamas et al., 2021;
McCoy et al., 2105; Turner et al., 2008). According to the most recent data pulled by the NCES,
of the 1.5 million faculty at universities in the U.S. in fall 2021, 73% of faculty were white. As a
result of these demographics, faculty of color have stated that the, “lack of campus
student/faculty diversity and being the token person of color coupled with a perceived lack of
departmental/institutional effort to recruit, hire, and retain faculty of color contribute negatively
to [their experiences],” (Turner et al., 2008, p. 144). Although this is not a shared experience

between faculty and students, students becoming more aware of the ways faculty of color are
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experience micro/macroaggressions can better prime them to understand the ways their
experiences do and do not align. We as educators cannot serve our students better if we do not
take the first steps towards understanding them, where they’re coming from, and what they have
to offer. Fonseca-Bolorin (2022) explores in her dissertation the benefits of approaching
supporting BIPOC students from a strength-based framework instead. She expands on the
conversations around what students of color bring to the table in terms of social psychological
strengths such as sense of belonging, persistence and racial ethnic identity. This recognition of
the social and cultural capital students bring with them to college was shown to have a direct
correlation to the students’ persistence at PwlI’s. The reinforcement of a deficit-based mindset
will continue to be a hindrance to our students because it prevents us from being able to celebrate
and recognize all of the knowledge these students already have when entering college such as
their interpersonal skills and ways to navigate finding a sense of belonging.

Of all of the lessons that Pwls need to learn from the pandemic it is that what was made
clear to educators and students alike over the last three years cannot go unnoticed or untreated.
These gaps in support that were made evident need to be addressed sooner rather than later. In
the wake of the global pandemic, it became apparent that our students had been suffering and it
had merely been exacerbated by the state of the world (Molock & Parchem, 2021). “As others
have said, ‘we are not all in this together’... Expecting students to maintain the same level of
academic performance in a less ideal environment is an oppressive approach that will
disproportionately impact students of color,” (Molock & Parchem, 2021, pp. 2403-2404).
Through the quantitative study conducted by Rodriguez-Planas (2022) on the impact of COVID-
19 on students’ academics in the U.S., there seemed to have not been a drop in academic
performance overall. However, Rodriguez-Planas asks us to pay attention to the higher use of the

flexible grading policy by lower-income students. Evidence proves that if flexible grading hadn’t
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been available, lower-income students would have had more of a negative impact on their grades
during the pandemic. Lower-income students also reported a higher use of incompletes as
opposed to their higher-income classmates. The researcher further explained that, “the flexible
grading policy was able to counteract negative shocks, especially among the most disadvantaged
students,” (Rodriguez-Planas, 2022, p. 10). As institutions return to in-person teaching, now is
the perfect time to re-imagine what student support can look like in this new era of higher
education. Ladson-Billings writes in I'm Here for the Hard Re-Set (2021), a partial response to
Arundhait Roy’s article The Pandemic is a Portal (2020), that post-pandemic institutions should
take this time as an opportunity to grow. Ladson-Billings pushes back against this idea that we
should return to normalcy. Wherein normalcy means we would return to a system of being that
continues to marginalize certain students, “I want to suggest that ‘going back’ is the wrong thing
for [students] who were unsuccessful and oppressed in our schools before the pandemic. Normal
is where the problems reside,” (Ladson-Billings, 2021, p. 68). From the moment coronavirus
cases started to rise across the globe, the dominant narrative was to “return to normal”. There
was this pressing need for the familiar. Yet, as we disentangle ourselves from the pandemic
scholars throughout education are urging us to use this as a launching pad for systematic change
(Blankstein et al., 2020; Ladson-Billings, 2021; Roy, 2020).

There is no doubt that this worldly event wreaked havoc on the field of education. There
is also no doubt that the havoc we experienced has been experienced by BIPOC students long
before the pandemic began (Ladson-Billings, 2021). From COVID-19 there is much to take
away, such as recognizing the holes in the ways PwI’s support our marginalized students such as
having lower academic achievement than white peers, lesser access to qualified educators, and
higher rates of disability diagnosis’ (Ladson-Billings, 2021).

Existing Literature on Latine Students’ College Experiences
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In discussing Pwls broadly and their relationship with students of color, we are now
brought to the specific experiences of Latine students in these spaces. For this population of
students, the aforementioned obstacles are amplified. Latine students are in a unique position for
us to learn from given their growing numbers across the nation as well as their growing
enrollment in colleges. In the last decades scholars have spent considerable time researching and
then advocating for new ways we can better support our first-generation, Latine students, in
particular through the critical analysis of the impact of the campus racial climate (Hurtado,
1992). These supports include but are not limited to more faculty and staff of color, more and
better funded spaces designated for these students, easier access to mental health resources, and
an overall emphasis on nurturing the well-being of this population.

This shift to a more holistic approach of student support slowly started in the late 90’s
and early 2000’s as documented by earlier scholars in the field, but has been picking up speed in
more recent years (Abes et al., 2007; Kegan, 1982; Magolda, 2009). Although unfortunate that it
seems as though the shift forced institutions to make this change rather than them choosing to
change, at the end of the day what matters most is that we have been making strides towards this
progress. Similar to programs such as the one discussed by Marx et al. (2024), Avanzando was a
student mentoring program born from a succession of unjust events that occurred at the
University of Missouri-Kansas City (UMKC) that supported the overall success of Latine
students. This campus mentoring program involved faculty, staff, and community members
across the UMKC campus that also identified as Latine in order to intentionally build a
community that reflected the students it served. More than ten years later and this program still
functions to explicitly serve Latine students, successfully providing holistic support in the form
of socioemotional mentoring and a sense of community and belonging. Despite the societal and

political implications that pushed the hands of administrators and educators alike, our students
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are now getting the attention and energy they deserved all along. This energy is being funneled
towards holistic supports that students have been asking for nearly 30 years now.

In 2023 we now are cognizant of the important factor it is to have faculty and staff that
accurately represent the growing national demographic (NCES, 2021). In diversifying the
campus staff, we are communicating to our student population that we value not only a diversity
in voice and scholarship, but a diversity in people as well. This communication also leads
students to know that we want our campuses to be representative of the greater society in which
we live. If our campuses were to remain staffed by predominantly white folks, then we are
inadequately preparing our students. By having diverse faculty and staff, we are giving our
students the opportunity to connect with people who share similar backgrounds as them. This
ability to connect not only strengthens students’ sense of belonging, but it connects them with
folks who they can go to when experiencing the unsavory side of higher education (Turner et al.,
2008). As Hurtado has written about since the 90’s, students' racialized experiences on college
campuses greatly impacts their ability to succeed (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado & Carter,
1997; Hurtado, 1998). In Harper & Hurtado’s Nine Themes in Campus Racial Climates and
Implications for Institutional Transformation, they explore the existing literature around campus
racial climates and then share themes from a qualitative study they conducted. Within this study
faculty and staff of color have shared that they are not immune to these racialized interactions
that students report. A Latino academic advisor shared, “I feel bad for what the young brothers
and sisters go through here, but there is only so much I can do,” (2007, p. 19). These interactions
are amplified at Pwls given the demographics of the population. All people feel an inherent sense
of closeness to those who are like us and in that closeness we find that it is possible to create

community despite attending a Pwl. Community for students is not solely one that is created
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among classmates, but one that includes staff and faculty as well. Having elders on campus that
can share the ways they navigated these institutional spaces once upon a time help us visualize a

future where we complete these degrees and come out on the other side whole.

Theoretical Frameworks

Introduction

As Critical Race Theory (CRT) informs Latine Critical Race Theory’s (LatCrit) tenets,
this qualitative study is grounded in a braiding, or trenzas y mestizaje, of these two theories to
provide a framework that best supports the use of student voice and further foregrounds the use
of students as knowledge producers. The next part of this chapter will provide an outline of each
theoretical framework as well as an explanation on how these will work together in this study.
Critical Race Theory (CRT) & Latine Critical Race Theory (LatCrit)

Born as an extension from CRT, LatCrit was originally coined to refer to the ways race,
ethnicity, and other identities affect one's' access to civil rights (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001;
Trucios-Haynes, 2000; Valdes, 1997). Originating from legal journals, foundational scholars
cited that the rationale behind creating a new stem of CRT boiled down to CRT’s predominant
focus on Black experiences (Delgado, 1997). The creation of LatCrit was never to undermine the
value of a theoretical framework that centered the lived experiences of Black people. Through
this new framework, Latine scholars now had a space to interrogate systems of oppression that
specifically targeted us such as immigration policies, inter-group relations, and other social and
legal injustices. The seven guideposts that steer LatCrit are as follows (Valdes, 2005, p. 158):

1. Recognize and accept the political nature of legal “scholarship” despite contrary
pressures

2. Conceive ourselves as activist scholars committed to praxis to maximize social relevance

27



3. Build intra-Latina/o communities and inter-group coalitions to promote justice struggles

4. Find commonalities while respecting differences to chart social transformation

5. Learn from outsider jurisprudence to orient and develop LatCrit theory and praxis

6. Ensure a continual engagement of self-critique to stay principled and grounded

7. Balance specificity and generality in LatCritical analysis to ensure

multidimensionality

From the seven guideposts, this dissertation will build off on 4, 6, and 7. To strengthen
the argument for the use of LatCrit in this qualitative study, I will be utilizing Solérzano’s (1998)
breakdown of CRT’s tenets as they connect to educational research:

1. The importance of transdisciplinary approaches.

2. An emphasis on experiential knowledge.

3. A challenge to dominant ideologies.

4. The centrality of race and racism and their intersectionality with other forms of

subordination.

5. A commitment to social justice.

The melding of CRT and LatCrit can be seen as early as Solorzano & Yosso’s (2001) study
that uses LatCrit as an educational framework to, “examine the ways in which race and racism
explicitly and implicitly impact the educational structures... Utilizing the experiences of
Latinas/os, a LatCrit theory in education also theorizes and examines that place where racism
intersects with other forms of subordination such as sexism and classism,” (p. 479). Through
Solorzano & Yosso’s qualitative study that centers the relationship between a Latine student and
Latine professor, they demonstrate the benefit of utilizing these two theories in conjunction with
narrative to better understand experiences specific to Latine students that involve imposter

syndrome, familial ties, and self-doubt; all of which are concepts that will be explored in this
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dissertation through the use of students’ personal narratives. It’s important to recognize the
racialized history of epistemologies that Solorzano (1998) calls attention to and reminding
ourselves as educators that, “it is our responsibility to acknowledge these epistemologies and,
where appropriate, use them for transformational purposes,” (p. 133).

Delgado Bernal reminds us that these aforementioned tenets support an approach to
educational research that affirms and uplifts the voices of Latine students through an
intersectional lens that blends theoretical frameworks, lived experiences, and altogether pushes
against the normative views of what is constituted as research. “The ‘gift’ of CRT is that it
unapologetically challenges the scholarship that would dehumanize and depersonalize us,”
(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 272).

Trenzas y Mestizaje

“A braiding of different ways of knowing, teaching, and learning brings cultural

knowledge to the fore of discourses on human rights, social justice, and educational

equity as well as to inform the formulations of holistic educational policies and

practices,” (F. Gonzdlez, 2001, p. 643).

F. Gonzélez introduces a methodological approach called trenzas y mestizaje that in
essence is the “braiding of theory, qualitative research strategies, and a sociopolitical
consciousness,” (Delgado Bernal, 2002, p. 116). In utilizing this approach in this dissertation
study, it affirms the use and value of the students who lent their voices for this piece. It affirms
the use of various theoretical and methodological approaches to expand our understanding of the
knowledge Latine students offer. Moreover this also affirms the students’ personal lived
experiences and further validates their stories as data. F. Gonzalez reminds us that in pushing

against Eurocentric epistemologies, we make room for nueva teorias that are situated, “among
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groups of people traditionally unheard and spaces continually unexplored,” (Trinidad Galvan,

2001, p. 607).

Expanding on Existing Literature

As the existing literature lays out, there is a demonstrated need to utilize CRT and LatCrit
when conducting research on Latine students as it allows researchers and educators to better
understand their unique experiences. In utilizing trenzas y mestizaje, it allows for this body of
research to be supported by the braiding of various methodological approaches that affirm the
intersecting identities of students. Furthermore the existing literature supports the need for more
resources, however the focus has primarily been on academic resources rather than holistic ones
that take into account external factors in the students’ lives. The resources currently available
target how to help students excel in the classroom, however what needs to be considered more is
the external obstacles students, especially underrepresented students, face when they’re not in
classes that impact their ability to succeed academically. In prioritizing their voices when re-
assessing and/or creating new resources, institutions may gain a better understanding of how to
best support first-generation, Latine students.

Summary of Literature Review

Through the braiding of CRT and LatCerit, these theoretical frameworks will pave the way
for the students’ voices to shine through in the following chapters which synthesizes themes and
highlight excerpts from their interviews. Building off of past qualitative studies that have
centered the Latine voices (Yosso, 2001), this dissertation will add to the body of literature in
education that affirms and validates the knowledge produced by students. The narrative around
whose knowledge we value and what we deem as data continues to evolve and this study adds to

that narrative shift that decolonizes education.
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Chapter 3 — La Metodologia

As it stands right now, ethnography is a practice for researchers to better understand a
particular culture by immersing themselves in said culture. This is the definition I am choosing to
use because of its centering on culture and cultural immersion (Gullion, 2016). In an attempt to
be as morally sound as possible, the immersion piece reminds me as a researcher that the
population I am studying is made up of real-life human beings. This immersion will vary from
population to population and the focus on a specific culture can also have a variety of meanings.
Historically ethnography focused on ethnic cultural subgroups, oftentimes researching ‘exotic’

groups.

Research Design

Critical Ethnography

Jones’ (2010) historical re-telling of the timeline of ethnographic research includes its
early beginnings stemming from, “both a ‘scientific’ curiosity about such cultures but also an
ideological agenda. In order to reinforce the imperial mindset one must construct stereotypes of
the colonized that serve to justify their colonization,” (Jones, 2010, p. 15). In the late 1800’s the
dominant reasoning for conducting ethnographic research was to collect and present findings that
confirmed their pre-determined beliefs on certain cultures’ ‘primitive’, ‘barbaric’, and
‘uncivilized’ practices. The term ethnography itself had first been used to refer to, “descriptive
accounts of non-literate peoples,” (Kuper, 1996, p. 2) and did not follow a formal
methodological approach. It wasn’t until a social anthropologist’s work, Bronislaw Malinowski,
had become more widely dispersed and accepted. Malinowski’s ethnographic work created a
systematic approach that included aspects that centered the lived experiences of his participants

rather than attempting to prove pre-determined assumptions (Young, 1979). In the late 80’s is
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when accounts of educational ethnography begin to emerge quickly followed by the emerging of
critical ethnography. Critical ethnographers are introduced as researchers who attempt to ensure
that their participants, “are not naively enthroned, but systematically and critically unveiled,”
(Thompson, 1981, p. 143).

Since the early 2000’s we have moved away from that line of thinking, recognizing that
that is an unethical approach to research to go about it in an extractive manner. As someone who
uses this methodology within my dissertation, it is important that we call attention to the sordid
history of this ethnography and how we are moving towards a more just way of research by way
of critical ethnography. Through the use of critical ethnography, I am positioning myself as a
researcher who wants to be in conversation and community with the participants rather than
disconnected from them and the work.

I’'m positioning myself in community with the participants to avoid utilizing the
aforementioned definition of critical ethnography that has treated people as vessels for data
rather individuals with lives in which researchers are intervening (Russel & Rodriguez, 2007).
This is a necessary reminder for myself in hopes of being an ethical researcher that moves with
intention. Participants should be regarded with the utmost respect and care (Calderon et al.,
2012; Cruz, 2001; Monzo, 2014). Pacheco-Vega & Parizeau (2018) go in-depth in bringing to
researchers’ attention the tension held when we begin ethnographic research. They remind us
that, “research can be inherently exploitative due to the power differentials between researchers
and their research communities,” (Pacheco-Vega & Parizeau, 2018, p. 3). However, the authors
offer us a slew of questions to ponder on ourselves in preparation for studies, as well as questions
we should continue to reflect on throughout the data collection process. Questions around

positionality, power, exploitation, and representation aid us in taking the greatest care of the
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communities we engage with. Therein lies part of the solution to this ethical quandary;
researchers should aim to engage with their participants rather than simply extracting
information from them.
Critical Race Methodology

The methodologies that anchor this study, starting with critical race methodology as
defined by Solorzano & Yosso (2023) as an approach that is inclusive of race and racism in
research while simultaneously challenging the scholarship around race, gender, and class as it
relates to the experiences of BIPOC students. “[ W]hat is noticeably missing from the discussion
of race is a substantive discussion of racism. We further this claim to assert that substantive
discussions of racism are missing from critical discourse in education,” (Solérzano & Yosso,
2023, p. 23). This methodology is cited by Soldrzano & Yosso as partially stemming from
Matsuda’s literature on critical race theory (1991), further grounding our understanding of race
and racism within education. Matsuda’s work examines the ways racism is embedded within
educational principles through what is deemed as “normative”. Matsuda’s view on critical race
theory is rooted in this understanding that the work of scholars of color is towards the,
“elimination of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating all forms of subordination,” (p.
1331). In introducing the methodologies being used for this study by beginning with critical race
methodology, it sets the stage for why such methods are needed when studying Latine students.
Solorzano & Yosso’s piece starts with an epigraph from Anzaldta (1990) reminding us that,
“Necesitamos teorias [we need theories] that will rewrite history, using race, class, gender, and
ethnicity as categories of analysis, theories that cross borders, that blur boundaries,” (p. 159).

Through the use of critical race methodology this dissertation welcomes the multifaceted nature
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of the participants’ lived experiences as we work towards dismantling systemic racism in the
educational system.
Testimonio

Testimonio is the second methodology being used for this study, being defined as stories
of our lives, specifically oral accounts of oppression. We’re reminded that testimonio is unlike
in-depth interviews or other forms of oral research collection; it is a, “unique expression of the
methodological use of spoken accounts of oppression,” (Reyes & Curry Rodriguez, 2012, p.
526). Testimonio is a form of storytelling with great intention behind it that empowers those who
you are speaking with. These can come in many forms such as song lyrics, poetry, or interviews.
“Testimonio moves us into the realm of knowledge creation that is grounded in lived experience,
bearing witness to issues of oppression,” (Espino et al., 2017, 84). To begin with, testimonio
successfully does what I aim to do and that is centering the voices of those who have been
rendered voiceless or have been censored in the past. It goes beyond an in-depth interview
because of the intention behind it. Interviews seek to garner any and all information the
participant is willing to share for the sake of collecting data. Testimonios are conducted to give
way to a voice that isn’t heard from often. This methodology is inherently politicized due to the
fact that it’s intended to, “name oppression and to arrest its actions,” (Reyes & Rodriguez, 2012,
p. 527).

Pérez Huber & Aguilar-Tinajero (2024) conducted a literature review of peer-reviewed
articles in education journals that utilized testimonio as a method between the years 2010 and
2022. Within the 48 articles that were populated were research studies that looked specifically at
Latine in higher education such as Trevifo et al.’s (2017) study on the impact of Deferred Action

for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) on higher education. Through the use of testimonio, Trevifio et
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al. created a co-collaborative space between the participants and the researchers that yielded a
more relational research project. This project, “emphasized the potential for testimonio
methodology to create a coexistence among and between researchers and festimonialistas
through a sense of caririo,” (Pérez Huber & Aguilar-Tinajero, 2024, p. 7). In the same vein as
Trevino et al., I will also be including my own testimonio throughout this dissertation to be in
conversation with the students and not solely talking at/about them. Throughout this dissertation
there will be references to “us, we, our” which refers to myself and all other first-generation,
Latine students; doing this continues the relational nature of this study. Allowing myself as a
researcher to be in constant conversation and community with my participants has allowed for a
more intentionally designed study that has more depth. It also continues this use of testimonio as
I have braided together my testimonio with those of my participants.

Through Pérez Huber & Aguilar-Tinajero’s literature review also emerged this central
theme of healing through testimonio work in educational spaces, “because academic spaces are
openly hostile towards Communities of Color, festimoniando can serve as a grounding practice
in healing fractured minds, bodies, and spirits,” (Pérez Huber & Aguilar-Tinajero, 2024, p. 7). In
Pérez Huber & Cueva’s (2012) study with Chicana/Latina students, they described how
testimonio led to conocimiento; a healing of racialized trauma that moves us towards holistic
well-being. In conducting a study a qualitative study on Latine college students, I wanted to be
mindful in choosing to use methodologies that are rooted in Latine work as well as work that
aids in the collective healing of this community.

In providing the historical context of critical ethnography earlier on, I remind you that it
is an approach, “in which the researcher advocates for the emancipation of marginalized

groups... speaks out... against inequality and oppression,” (Castrejon, 2017, p. 65). Testimonio
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is then used in this study as a way to further advocate for this marginalized group and using the

students’ voices to speak out against the systemic oppression in higher education.

Research Questions

Below are the research questions presented in chapter 1 that are guiding this study:

1. What does it look like to situate Latine undergraduate students as the knowledge
producers when asking them how Predominantly white Institutions can better serve them
in holistic ways?

2. In what ways are first-generation, Latine students receiving, or not receiving, meaningful
holistic support in higher education?

3. What does/should holistic support in higher education look like according to Latine

undergraduate students?

Method

Participants

Study Setting

This study took place at a four-year, private, nonprofit university located in the northeast
in the United States that identifies as a Pwl. For confidentiality purposes a pseudonym will be
used in place of the university’s real name: Blizzard University (BU). This university at the time
of this study in spring 2024 had roughly 22,000 students enrolled; 15,000 of those were
undergraduate students. Of the undergraduate population, 11.4% identified as Hispanic/Latino

based on their applications and online student profiles*. Retention rates at this university were

4 All quantitative data presented on Blizzard University (BU) was collected and publicly dispersed through the
university’s research office.
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relatively high in comparison to other universities of similar size and status in the country. The
National Center for Education Statistics (2022) reported that among other four-year, private,
nonprofit universities, the national average retention rate for first-time, first-year undergraduate
students was 81%. This university reports their retention and graduation rates every fall and for
the last cohort of undergraduate students, 91% were retained; 91% of students who started in fall
2022 returned to campus in fall 2023. The university did not at the time provide a breakdown of
what percentage of each ethnic group was retained. Blizzard University’s research office did
provide a breakdown of graduation rates for the spring 2023 undergraduate students; 7% of
undergraduate students who graduated were Hispanic/Latino. The data that was not provided was
a breakdown of how long it took students to graduate nor an average length of time it takes
undergraduate students to complete their degree.
Selection of Participants

Students were recruited through the use of flyers sent out via emails and listservs®. The
eligibility criteria outlined on these flyers stated that students had to be 18-21 years old, be an
undergraduate student at the university this took place at and self-identify as first-generation and
Latine. There were broad definitions provided for first-generation and Latine to aid in students’
understanding of their eligibility for this study that was not strictly enforced; these definitions
were the same ones provided in chapter 1. Identifying as a first-generation student myself, [ am
cognizant of the fact that it is common for first-generation students to be unaware of this
distinction let alone if they fit the description. Just as the aim is to provide participants with
plenty of autonomy during the interview, they should also have autonomy over how they

identify. Taking into consideration that students may have interpreted first-generation and Latine

® This study received approval from the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).
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differently despite having access to a broad definition on the recruitment materials, this study
includes a wide variety of first-generation, Latine college students. Allowing students to self-
identify within both of these terms is one of the ways I hoped to empower the students in their
journey with me through this study. The age range chosen was reflective of the typical age of a
traditional undergraduate student if they entered college right out of high school. The focus of
this study was traditional undergraduate students which is why I did not expand this age range to
include post-traditional students such as transfer, returning, or veteran students.

These flyers were emailed to offices that I had pre-existing working relationships with
that worked directly with first-generation and/or Latine students. On top of reaching out to
campus offices I also reached out to all of the Latine sororities and fraternities and any other
Latine, student-led organizations. My approach to recruiting participants relied heavily on the
level of engagement students had with on-campus resources whether it be offices, Greek life, or
other organizations.

Protection of Participants

Once students indicated their interest in this study, I reached out to them individually and
scheduled their interviews in locations only disclosed between myself and the student. Following
the interviews, their email exchanges, interview audio recordings, and any other documentation
that had their names were depersonalized and made confidential. All student names were
switched to pseudonyms and any traceable characteristics were removed and/or modified, with
original copies of all documentation stored in a password-protected external hard drive. Given
the sensitive nature of the stories shared, the protection of the students’ privacy was of the utmost

importance.
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Data Collection

This study initially aimed to garner 10-12 participants. The rationale behind the
sample size being between 10-12 was that in keeping it a smaller group size, [ would be able to
spend more time individually on each transcribed interview for analysis. Following participant
recruitment, I ended up with 13 student participants who ranged from sophomores to seniors.
Due to the method of recruitment being heavily dependent on students’ interactions with on-
campus offices and resources, nearly all of the students’ served as a student leader in some
capacity. Student leaders were more inclined to more regularly use these resources since their
leadership position(s) on campus required that they be more familiar with campus resources than
students not in a leadership position. As for the ethnic breakdown, of the 13 participants, 8 self-
identified as Mexican, 2 self-identified as Dominican, and 3 self-identified as multi-ethnic
respectively. Below is a table that presents this data in a pie chart by percentages of each

ethnicity that was represented by the participants in this study.
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Table 2. Participants’ Ethnicities®

Ethnicities of Participants
Dominican
15.4%
Multi-Ethnic
23.1%
Mexican
61.5%

By keeping the pool of participants low it helped in keeping with my aim of not
becoming oversaturated with data where one then becomes limited in time and resources. The
guiding question was, “what is the fewest number of interviews needed to have a solid
understanding of a given phenomenon” (Marshall et al., 2013, p.12)? One-on-one interviews was
the method of choice because of its ability to, “provide the opportunity for more interaction and
discussion between the interviewer and interviewee” (Winwood, 2019, p. 14), whereas focus
groups or sister circles shift that focus away from one sole participant. The sample group
consisted of traditional undergraduate students as this study did not focus on post-traditional

students.

SMulti-ethnic in this study included participants who self-identified as two or more ethnicities. These multi-
ethnicities included: Colombian/Ecuadorian, Colombian/Uruguayan, Guatemalan/Salvadoran.
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The participants took part in one, 60-90 minute-long semi-structured interview that was
conducted in-person on the university campus. Each interview’s audio was recorded to aid in the
transcription and data analysis. These interviews were capped at 90 minutes in duration to
respect the boundaries of these students who have a variety of other responsibilities to attend to
outside of participating in this study. Similar to Gagnon Crowell’s (2023) dissertation study that
centered the lived experiences of first-generation college students in where they also conducted
60-90 minute-long interviews, which granted them more than enough data to analyze within a
qualitative study. Gagnon Crowell’s study reported that setting the length of the interviews
between 60 to 90 minutes allowed for flexibility both for the researcher and the participant. I
recognized that asking a student to dedicate any amount of time to partake in a research study
can already be a burden, therefore in offering a flexible window of time I hoped to convey to the
students that I attempted to be mindful of their capacity. The rationale behind it being offered
solely in-person was to ensure that the atmosphere created in this short hour-long block of time
was comfortable enough for students to respond to the interview questions as authentically as
possible; this type of atmosphere is difficult to replicate over the phone or video conferencing.
Interview Protocol

Below are the exact questions the students were asked, not denoting follow-up questions
that were naturally asked on a case-by-case basis. These questions were created with the
intention in mind to co-create a safe space with the student where they felt comfortable enough
to share their responses to these questions honestly. These questions sought information on their
personal lived experiences within the classroom, with staff, with peers, and their own perceptions
of the university they attended. The students had the freedom to not answer any question they did

not feel comfortable answering.
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1. What brought you to choosing Blizzard University over other institutions? Has it lived up
to your expectations, if you had any?

2. As a first-generation, Latine student, do you feel your college experience has been
different than other students? If so, in what ways?

3. How important has it been for you to find and build community? Have you found a
community?

4. What have been your experiences so far at Blizzard University with different student
supports and resources on campus? Are you aware of any resources available specifically
for first-generation and/or Latine students? What resources have you utilized? Are there
resources you know of but have not utilized yet? If so, why?

5. During your time at Blizzard University, have you had any Latine professors? Is this
important for you? What are your interactions like with faculty members within your
department? What about your interactions with faculty outside of your department?

6. Do you feel as though your professors are understanding or flexible when you’re
experiencing difficulties outside of the classroom? What has been your experience in
asking for accommodations, if any?

7. How would you like to be (better) supported as a first-generation, Latine student while
attending this institution?

8. Did you ever consider dropping out or transferring out of Blizzard University? What/who
keeps you at Blizzard University? How did you find this person or resource?

9. What does success look like to you as a college student?

The rationale behind semi-structured interviews was to ensure a comfortable rapport was

established. “Although this makes the process subjective, it often leads to rich data which can be
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missing from more structured approaches” (Winwood, 2019, p. 14). Throughout the interviews |
was intentional in practicing vulnerability and humility, sharing small anecdotes of my own
experiences in higher education when appropriate and natural. I wanted to make sure that the
students never felt as though I was only there to extract information from them; it was a two-way
street. From the way the questions were worded to the relaxed approach I took to the
conversations I had, the students should have felt comfortable enough to confide in me. Whether

that actually happened was up to the student and was not pressured onto them.

Data Analysis

After data collection was completed a total of 13 students had participated in this study.
The audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed electronically using transcription
software, followed by a thorough combing through for accuracy. Most transcription software
requires an additional review due to inaccuracies from the technology; these inaccuracies were
more common in these transcriptions due to the students’ use of Spanish throughout their
interviews. Followed by that transcription and depersonalization process of assigning
pseudonyms’, the interviews were analyzed multiple times, each time allowing for a deeper
understanding of what the participants shared; axial coding. Eventually this process led to the
creation of codes and overall themes of the collected data which helped to organize and
summarize the information as related to the primary themes.

Data analysis initially began with an initial read of the transcripts by hand, taking note of
any common themes that emerged. Once the initial read through was completed I uploaded the

transcripts to coding software, Dedoose, for further qualitative analysis. From the first round of

" Participants did not get to choose their pseudonym. The pseudonyms used are based on names of loved ones in my
life to add to the feeling that this dissertation is a conversation between me and my community.
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coding through the software emerged 25 codes. These codes were then narrowed down based on
similarities between codes and which emerging codes were best addressing the research
questions. After two rounds of condensing codes, 8 remained and those turned into the themes
that have been used in this dissertation to answer the research questions, as well as address some

unexpected but relevant patterns.
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Table 3. Coding Process

Original codes:

+— Being the Only-One

*was absorbed by Cultural Implications

*was absorbed by Positive and Negative Encounters within Campus Climate

3. Cultural Implications on Success
4. Cultural Pressure to Succeed
5. Difference in Wealth

6——FG Experienees

*was absorbed by Cultural Implications
F—Impaetsof COVID

*not enough data was collected
8. Importance of Community

*was renamed Value of Comunidad

9. Importance of Diverse Faculty & Staff

*was absorbed by Value of Diverse Faculty & Staff and Self-Empowered Supports

Negative Experiences

1. On Success
2. On College Experiences
3. On Socioeconomic Status

Cultural Implications

1. Friendships
2. Students with Siblings

1. Self-Motivation

Motivators 2. Family-Motivated

1. FG Resources

Need for Resources | 2. Latine Resources

1. With Student Services
2. With Faculty

3. With Students

4. Disabled students

Self-Empowered Supports

Themes:
1. Cultural Implications
2. Value of Communidad
3. Value of Diverse Faculty & Staff
4. Motivating Forces for Students
5. The Need for Resources
6. Negative Encounters within Campus Climate
7. Student-Empowered Supports

8. Positive Encounters within Campus Climate

*please note these ave in a different color to denote they were for the researcher s personal use

10. Limiting Information Told to Families

11. Motivation for Continuing Studies

12. Need for First-Generation Resources

13. Need for Latine/Cultural Resources

14, Negative Experiences with Suppol:rs
*was renamed Negative Encounters

15. PwI's Missing the Cultural Mark

16. Racially Charged/Informed Encounters

17. Supporting Students with Disabilities
*was absorbed by Motivators

19. Students Becoming Student Leaders

20— Students-Creating Supperts
*was absorbed by Self-Empowered Supports
*was absorbed by Value of Ci idad

22. Positive Experiences with Supports
*was renamed Negative Encounters

23, ValweofHeoliste SuppertApproach

24, Pull Quotable

25.  Gratitude for Study

*please note these are in a different color to denote they were for the researcher s personal use
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Table 4. Theme Descriptions

Code Name & Subcodes

Description

Cultural Implications
On Success
On College Experiences
On Socioeconomic Status

This code included the ways students college
experiences were impacted/influenced by
their cultural identities

Value of Comunidad
Friendships
Students with Siblings

This code included students sharing who
makes up their comunidad and what value
they see in having a comunidad

Value of Diverse Faculty & Staff

This code included students highlighting
specific faculty or staff members of color who
have been influential in their college career

Motivating Factors for Students
Self-Motivation
Family-Motivation

This code included the various reasons that
motivate students to complete their four-year
college degree

The Need for Resources
First-Generation Resources
Latine Resources

This code included students seeking out
resources that do not currently exist or
suggesting certain resources be reimagined

Negative Encounters within Campus Climate
With Student Services
With Faculty
With Students
For Disabled Students

This code included stories shared by students
recounting negative encounters they’ve had
during their time in college with various
campus community members

Student-Empowered Supports

This code included students experiences in
creating support systems for fellow
first-generation and/or Latine students

Positive Encounters within Campus Climate
With Student Services
With Faculty
With Students
For Disabled Students

This code included stories shared by students
recounting positive encounters they’ve had
during their time in college with various
campus community members

It was admittedly difficult to decide which data would be included in the dissertation.

After all, this data isn’t just numbers but people’s stories and raw emotions and therefore I felt as
a fellow member of this community that all pieces of their stories were important. There was an

added layer of difficulty as a researcher who is so closely connected to the participants, sharing
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various identities with them and therein experiences. The data chosen to be highlighted in this
dissertation best answered the overarching research question of what holistic support looked like
through the lens of these students. What gave me comfort in not using all of the data was
knowing that the data not used for this dissertation would be used in future iterations of this
project. The stories told here will not stay here.
Summary

The participants of this study were garnered through fliers that were emailed to various
on-campus offices, Latine sororities, fraternities, and student-led organizations. Through 13, one-
on-one, semi-structured interviews, students shared their personal lived experiences in answering
3 overarching research questions. The stories collected during these interviews aimed to answer
the 3 research questions presented in chapters 1 and 3. Within the interviews more information
was shared than expected which led to making the difficult decision as a researcher of picking
what was and wasn’t included in this dissertation. Regardless of their inclusion in this project,

their stories will be told one way or another in future iterations and expansions of this study.
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Chapter 4 — Los Testimonios

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce each participant through individual
testimonios. The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the ways PwI’s current support
systems are and are not fulfilling the needs of first-generation, Latine students by way of
centering the voices of this student population. The study included 13 participants, all of whom
self-identified as first-generation and Latine; self-identification being a key factor in recruitment
so as to grant the students as much autonomy in this study as possible. These students
participated in 60-90 minute long semi-structured interviews that primarily took place in person.
These interviews were then transcribed using transcription software and underwent multiple
rounds of axial coding through qualitative research software. Of these multiple rounds of coding
25 initial codes emerged that were then whittled down to 8 themes. The themes and data
collected through these codes will be analyzed in the following sections using a critical race
methodology approach coupled with testimonio. Utilizing a combination of these methods,
trenzas y mestizaje, will allow me to humanize my participants and be in conversation with their
stories. I did not want to solely talk about these students, but with them. To humanize the
students is to include key characteristics in the following chapter that serve as a reminder to the
reader the humanity behind the stories they’re engaging with. In this chapter I introduce the
students through testimonios, further demonstrating the pushback against Eurocentric schools of
thought that historically do not validate narrative as a form of data. The following findings
chapters will aim to answer the following research questions:

1. What does it look like to situate Latine undergraduate students as the knowledge
producers when asking them how Predominantly white Institutions can better serve them

in holistic ways?
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2. In what ways are first-generation, Latine students receiving, or not receiving, meaningful
holistic support in higher education?

3. What does/should holistic support in higher education look like according to Latine
undergraduate students?

The presentation of these findings will take the form of testimonios so as to fully engage
with the participants. Prior to answering the research questions you will get to know our
participants; who they are, where they come from, and what matters the most to them. Rather
than simply viewing the students as study subjects, I choose to humanize them through their
stories. In sitting with their stories we’re reminded that before they are students, they are
siblings, friends, lovers. To participate in an interview is completely voluntary, therefore we owe

it to them to get to know who they fully are, not just pieces of them.

Researcher s Testimonio

In utilizing testimonio as a methodological framework, I will be including my
positionality statement in the form of a testimonio that will follow a similar format to that of my
participants’ testimonios in this chapter. In embedding my own testimonio I place myself in
conversation with the students who I share identities with. I am not disconnected from this study.
I am intimately connected to the study and the student population which was a big motivator for
me in completing this work.

Cassie

Originally from Los Angeles, CA, Cassie comes from a big family with 30+ first cousins,
3 siblings, and multiple parent figures. She was raised in a household that had weekly family
dinners with tias y tios whose houses would feel like her home just as much as her actual home.

Like many Latine students, family was a constant for her throughout her childhood.
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Unfortunately when she moved across the country for graduate school, they severed ties with one
another. 3,000 miles away from home, she was in a new state, at a new school, and no family to
fall back on.

Over the last four years she’s found a chosen family made up of friends and mentors. This
is the family she spends holidays with, goes grocery shopping with, calls when she has good/bad
news, cries with, celebrates with. They are the reason she survived graduate school. They will be
there when the time comes to defend her dissertation as she becomes part of the 6%°2 of Latinas
who hold a PhD in the U.S. She will be embraced by the other doctors in her chosen family
who’ve shown her unconditional love and support that’s been integral to her continuing her

education. It is because of them that she is here.

Esther

A senior in STEM, Esther calls a few different places home due to her family moving
around a bit when she was younger. Home is currently Texas where she lives with her two
parents; immigrants from Mexico who have tried to attain that American Dream and have fallen
short due to external factors that at times have left the family in financial distress. Home is also
the tight knit friends she’s made during her time here. These friends have filled in the gaps of
support that her family has inevitably left with her being first-generation. Home is not
necessarily this institution. It is a means to an end. Yet it is a space she has made a mission to
engage with in every possible way.

A piece of home was waiting for her when she started college. Esther is in the unique

position of attending this institution alongside her older brother. She has the biggest smile as she

8 According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), ~6% of non-professional doctorates (e.g. Doctor
of Medicine, Doctor of Dental Surgery, Doctor of Veterinary Medicine, Juris Doctor) were conferred to Latine
students in the 2021-22 academic year in the U.S.
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shares how fortunate she is to have had him here these past few years, and that smile quickly
turns into a frown as she reflects on what it’s meant for both of them to attend the same

university.

Since he's the first child, he's been experiencing a lot of pressure so he just worries about
me more, because he knows that I'm a very different kind of person than him. I'm very
emotional and he just wants to know that I'm okay. Whenever I leave the house my
parents tell him ‘take care of your sister’, but there'’s some times that I don t want to put

pressure on him. I want to have my own life. Plus, I dont want to worry him too much.

Nicholas

The counterpart to Esther; Nicholas is also a senior in STEM who at the time of this
interview was waiting to hear back from graduate programs he’d applied to. If you were to read
his applications you would find countless student leadership positions, such positions that he
undoubtedly prepared for through his role as an older brother. For him getting involved on
campus seemed obvious. From the very beginning he understood that students who were well
connected would get farther. Unfortunately for him, finding his community didn’t come as easily
as it did to his sister. It wasn’t until the end of his time at this institution that he was able to
confidently say he’d found his people; part of the reason was his never-ending workload.

Both Nicholas and Esther come from a low-income family and for both of them, the
leading cause to their enrollment at this university was the generous financial aid offered.
However, that financial aid only stretched so far, so from an early point both took it upon

themselves to get part-time jobs to help alleviate some of the financial pressure from their
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parents. It’s difficult for him to prioritize building interpersonal relationships with other students

when there are bigger worries on his mind.

All I'm thinking about is money, money, money and I understand it sounds bad, but it’s
just the way I grew up... Thank goodness that [other students] don 't have to think how I
think. They can enjoy life. They can do whatever they want. They can rely on their
parents... No, to answer your question, I don 't think they think about money the way we

do, but it’s not their fault.

Jennifer

Nearly 3,000 miles from her hometown, Jennifer found herself at this university by way
of her older sister who is a year older than her and graduating from her respective institution in a
few months. When she was first applying to college three years ago, her sister had shared with
her that private universities typically offered better financial aid and the east coast had more
privates than their home state of California. Months later Jennifer found herself making the move
to the other side of the country away from her family. The transition was made easier when she
learned that her sister’s school was roughly an hour away from her.

It has now become a routine that about once a month either of them will make the trek to
see each other. Neither have a car so this monthly trek includes taking a bus that has a limited
schedule due to the rural and smaller-sized city locations of each university. This bus ride is
worth it in her eyes though, because community was not easy to come across which was a stark

contrast for someone who had come from a predominantly Latine hometown.
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It makes it so much easier because I was really struggling. Now that I see her more often
1 feel grounded in a way... back home everyone is Latine and here it's not like that. It was

a huge change, especially because I'm so far away from home.

Kevin

For Kevin, home is split between two spaces. After his parents separated early on in his
childhood, home was California and Mexico. Throughout the years he has spent considerable
time in both places, feeling as though both are home in different ways regardless of the litany of
questions he’s received over the years making him feel as though he’s forced to pick one or the
other to claim as home. He reminds us that home is less of a physical space and more about who
inhabits that space.

Being an only child, his parents were a large part of his support system. Since starting
college he’s had to restructure what that support system looks like due to their limited knowledge
of higher education. Regardless of these limitations, he regularly checks in with his parents,
making sure that they’re still a part of this journey as much as possible. Due to the frequency in
moving between spaces, going away for college was an easier decision. What wasn’t as easy for

him was realizing how little his parents could support him once he started college.

1 think people sometimes don t understand what goes on in the first-generation college
experience. A lot of people here are either legacy students or their parents have already
gone to college... My dad didn t finish middle school because he had to drop out to work

in Mexico... My mom just finished high school. My parents couldn t really help me with a
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lot of questions I had. So my experience has been different in the sense that I have had to

figure out how to navigate higher education on my own.

Delia

Delia can count on one hand the number of classmates that chose to go to college out-of-
state from her high school. When it came time to split ways, most chose to stay close to home for
a few reasons; some didn’t have the financial means to go too far from home, others didn’t feel it
was possible for them to go to a four-year college and opted for the local community college.
Delia looked conflicted as she told me about having left some of her friends behind, knowing
deep inside that they too could leave if they were courageous enough to. She couldn’t stick
around to wait for them though.

Early on she knew that she wanted to go to a university outside of Texas; a state that has
become known for the numerous educational policies implemented during the four years she was
in high school. Such educational policies implemented in universities in Texas include Senate
Bill 17 that banned diversity, equity, and inclusion offices and Senate Bill 18 that fundamentally
changed the tenure process. Coming from a predominantly Latine neighborhood, she saw the
negative impacts of these policy changes firsthand and had a yearning to be in a position that
allowed her to educate her community on what was happening. That’s what led to Delia triple
majoring in hopes that she can curate a foundation of knowledge that is well-rounded, something

she feels she did not fully receive in her home state.

I knew, since I had a conscience, that I wanted to leave Texas. I knew that I was very
educationally suppressed. And I knew that I could do a lot more in other places and just

feel safer as a person.
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Christopher

Some families make the decision for you in where you go to college. In Christopher’s
case they heavily influenced his decision. Coming from a Latine household, it’s common
knowledge that within our culture families want to keep you close for as long as possible. They
want us around. Luckily for Christopher, he found a university that was within driving distance
that still met all of the criteria he was looking for. Keeping in line with some common truths of
our culture is that our families want us to be kept at arm's reach while simultaneously achieving
the impossible.

Christopher entered college as pre-med, a dream his parents had more than he did for
himself. That was short-lived once the realization struck that he didn’t see himself going through
an extra ten years of schooling. When it came time to have the conversation with his parents it
was hard and uncomfortable, but necessary. He understands the sacrifices his family has made to
make college possible for him. As a first-generation student, telling your parents that their dream
isn’t yours is filled with a mix of emotions; heartbreak in knowing that you won’t become their
idealized version of you, as well as freedom in knowing that you have released yourself from the
stresses of this idealized future. As he’s navigated his four years at this university, he’s been able
to do a lot of self-exploration that’s helped him see what he wants for himself in the future.

Within this self-exploration comes the realization that some emotions are at war with themselves.

1t felt like there was definitely a lot more responsibility because of the fact that my family
always had that pressure where they wanted to see me succeed. So it was more stressful

and kind of a more isolated experience where it’s like you had to figure it out and because
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you have this image to live up to... My culture plays a big role in why I'm here. I'm very

proud to be Latino, but at the same time, it also has provided me with a lot of challenges.

Max

Home for some is as close as a 10-minute walk across campus to where your brother’s
dorm is. Max started college with his twin brother by his side, having made the drive with his
parents and older brother following closely behind. As a unit they moved into campus four years
ago and are now nearing the end of their time at this institution. With four years of undergrad
nearly under his belt, Max reflects on what his time has looked like. A part of his reflection
involves looking back at the community he’s built for himself and the journey it took to getting
to a point where he can say he has a community here.

Max comes from a beautifully diverse neighborhood where he went to school with a lot
of students who looked just like him and had experiences similar to him. He knew coming in that
he was entering a PwI, but he didn’t anticipate how much of a culture shock it would be. He also
knew coming in that doing college with his twin right beside him would make things easier, but

he also didn’t anticipate just how helpful it would be.

It’s been such a blessing. I know college in general would have been a lot more of a scary
experience without him... I'm honestly eternally grateful to have him. I think a lot about
how different my university experience would have been without him... I don't know how

I would have done college without him.
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Leo

Born a few minutes later is Leo, the other half to Max. Growing up these two were a
packaged deal. From similar haircuts to clothes to shared friend groups, when people thought of
Max they also thought of Leo. It felt natural to most that they would choose the same university
when the time came, but if you were to ask both they would tell you that that wasn’t the main
factor. The university they ended up at had offered them a financial aid package that was too
generous to pass up, plus it was close to home. Being at the same university was simply an added
bonus.

Leo didn’t have to start college completely from scratch. He had his older brother to
guide him before he arrived for move-in week four years ago. Although both are considered first-
generation because their parents did not graduate from college, they are second to their older
brother in completing a college degree. Having an older sibling who’d gone through the process

before has been more helpful than Leo had imagined when he first started.

Since coming here I had my older brother, who was first in my family to go to college. He
was a huge help because he emphasized that he didn t want me and Max to struggle in
the same ways he did because he felt like he was really lost... If it wasn t for him [

probably wouldn 't have gotten through these four years and found what I wanted to do.

Alyssa

Alyssa is one of five daughters from Southern California. Being the youngest she grew
up watching her older sisters achieve these lofty dreams their parents set out for them. These

dreams were tethered to home though. Although college was something their parents dreamed for
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them, they wanted that dream to be within driving distance. The first three sisters did just that
and attended universities close to home. The fourth sister broke the mold though. She showed
Alyssa and the rest of them that it was possible to step outside of their comfort zone and chase
their own dreams.

Alyssa was in a way the one who broke the mold for others at her high school. She was
one of a few who went to a school out-of-state. Unfortunately when you have siblings you can
become a player in the comparison game whether you want to or not. It has continued during her
time away at college, making Alyssa hesitant to share certain accomplishments for fear of not
being fully celebrated. As grateful as she is for having the support and guidance from her older
sisters, having older siblings can be a mixed bag that only those of us with siblings can fully

understand.

It was hard because my sister above me, she's the superstar of the family, she achieved so
much. When it comes to parent support it’s something that from a young age I kind of
learned to let go of because of my sister. She achieved so much and I was always
compared to her... In high school I would tell them about something I'd be doing and
they’d say, ‘your sister did that too’ ... So that s kind of how support is with them and 1

don t really seek it anymore in the same ways.

Angel

Home is comprised of baconeggancheese sandwiches, weekly commutes on the train, and
boroughs filled with people that represent nearly every corner of the world. Home is filled with

the sounds of Celia Cruz, Elvis Costelo, and Vincente Fernandez wafting through the streets.
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When picking a college, Angel wanted to stay close to home but far enough that he’d be able to
expand what his world entailed. That, coupled with a generous financial aid package, made this
university the perfect fit for him.

In the three years since he’s been here his expectations of certain aspects of college have
been met, such as the prestige and rigor of his department. However there are some things we

can’t foresee that we learn through firsthand experience.

[ knew] going to a different university outside of the place I grew up would give me a
larger exposure to different communities and different people... It's just the right distance
away from home and close enough where I could definitely make it back in a shorter
period of time... I do feel like theres a gap in how much resources different groups have.
1 see it in white students, where they have more access to more funds from their family. In
my case, my family doesn t have that much money and so I always make sure that I never

overspend. I can only really buy what I need.

Susanna

When making big life decisions like choosing where to go to school, sometimes some of
us need as many options as possible. For Susanna that looked like applying to 20 schools. Out of
all of them there was one college that had a unique pro on the pro/con list that the others didn’t:
her boyfriend was a student there.

They met in high school as teenagers. Their love is the stuff made for fairytales. With a
year between them, he went off to college first, choosing one that was a perfect match for his

interests. That college happened to be over 600 miles away from Chicago and from her. This
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story usually ends with our love birds parting ways, hoping to cross paths once again sometime
down the road. That wasn’t the plot of this love story. They made long distance work and when it
came time for Susanna to apply to colleges she had heard enough about this university through

her boyfriend that she figured she should apply.

1 didn 't know for sure if [this university] was meant for me, but that was why I chose to
apply. And I didn t get in at first. I was waitlisted for a while. So I did plan on going to
another school, but my heart wasn t really in it. I realized I did want [this university] and
I waited. Eventually they told me that I was accepted... when I almost wasn t let in, that

was when [ knew that my heart was here.

Maria

Some people get all the luck. They get paired with the perfect roommate. They know
exactly what they want to major in from day one. They have the Hollywood version of their first
year of college. Maria wasn’t so lucky. The week her acceptance letter came in, she was
recovering from COVID. Her first-year roommate was far from becoming her best friend. The
first year of college did not look like what the movies show. But Maria had her mom. Being an
only child, Maria and her mother became tethered to one another. The world could be on fire and
so long as her mom was there she knew all would be right with the world.

So when that acceptance letter came during her isolation period, her mom was the first
person she called to celebrate. As Maria navigated the tense situation with her roommate, her

mom was on the other end of the phone supporting her from Maryland. College is hard for
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everyone, whether they admit it or not. What makes it easier is knowing you have those loved

ones back home to lean on when things get tough, because they inevitably will get tough.

My mom is the strongest person that I've ever known. She came to this country by herself
with nothing... it's bittersweet in a way because nothing feels better than her telling me
she s proud of me. This stuff sucks sometimes but it’s all worth it when my mom says,

You're doing great’.

Lizbeth

Then there are some who left home and don’t have a home to come back to. Home was
New Jersey, with her younger brothers and parents. Home was just a short drive from college.
Home is now the family Lizbeth has created in the three years she’s been here. Her chosen
family consists of friends, her boyfriend, and herself. Her new normal has taken some getting
used to and just when she thinks she’s overcome the emotions attached with losing your family,
she gets hit with little reminders. Little reminders that come around FAFSA season when you’re
asked to submit your parents tax records but you’re reminded you can’t because you haven’t
spoken to your parents since you were 18. You’re now in your 20’s and have learned how to get
around those questions while still being eligible for financial aid.

Lizbeth understands arguably more than most young adults the importance of having a
support system around you while in college. She’s had to experience what it’s been like to go
without the traditional support system, wincing whenever she’s asked ‘are you going home for

[insert academic break here]?”.
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1 had a falling out with my parents. From the very beginning they told me straight away
when I was applying to colleges that they were not going to support me in any way,
shape, or form, which really broke my heart because as parents you 're supposed to be

supportive of your children. Right? ... Your parents are supposed to be supportive of you.

What Lizbeth and all of the students have made abundantly clear is the important role
support plays as a college student, specifically a first-generation, Latine student attending a Pwl.
For first-generation, Latine students, going to college does not mean you’re leaving behind your
family. On the contrary, you are traveling with your family both metaphorically and literally. For
those of us fortunate enough to have our families drop us off at college or those of us who made
the trek here solo, you do not arrive here alone. With you comes generations of first-generation,
Latine scholars who also walked these halls timidly, who also struggled with having difficult
conversations with their families, who also worried endlessly about finances. This is not said to
normalize these experiences. There are some things that we simply do not need to experience in
order to understand. What these stories do for me, a fellow first-generation, Latina is they give
me comfort. Every time I returned to these stories I held them with such care. It felt like
returning to an old friend who was waiting for me with open arms. These stories validated my
own lived experiences and reminded me that I am not alone in some of the things I’ve witnessed
during my time as a college student. Regardless of how long you have been in college or
graduated from college, it’s easy for us to slip back into the mindset that we are the only ones
who struggle in these specific ways. The hope is that you find one or multiple students whose

story resonates with you which you can hold onto as you venture through the next chapter.
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Chapter 5 — Los Temas

Among the stories the students shared, much of their information shared commonalities
that led to the creation of themes. This chapter will explore the ways the themes address the
research questions through the knowledge shared by the students and existing literature
embedded to support their knowledge. The addition of existing literature is not meant to
invalidate the students’ stories but more so affirm them. The themes explored here will be
introduced by relevant, short excerpts from the students followed by the name of the themes
found on table 2 in chapter 3 for sake of consistency. In this chapter I aim to answer the
following research questions through the knowledge graciously shared by the students and my
own testimonios:

1. What does it look like to situate Latine undergraduate students as the knowledge
producers when asking them how Predominantly white Institutions can better serve them
in holistic ways?

2. In what ways are first-generation, Latine students receiving, or not receiving, meaningful
holistic support in higher education?

3. What does/should holistic support in higher education look like according to Latine
undergraduate students?

The following findings have been categorized through the final eight codes presented in
the prior chapter and organized into overall themes:

1. Cultural Implications for Success, College Experiences, Socioeconomic Status

2. Value of Comunidad through Friendships and Sibling Relationships

3. Value of Diverse Faculty and Staff

4. Self-Motivation and Family Motivation
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5. The Need for First-Generation and Latine Resources
6. Negative Encounters within Campus Climate with Student Services, Faculty, Students,
and for Disabled Students
7. Student-Empowered Supports
8. Positive Encounters within Campus Climate with Student Services, Faculty, Students,
and for Disabled Students
The findings presented below will be organized by research questions so as to address
each question through the eight themes. Research question 1 will be addressed in the following
chapter.
Research Question 2: In what ways are first-generation, Latine students receiving,

or not receiving, meaningful holistic support in higher education?

Negative Encounters within Campus Climate

“Communicating to the Office of Financial Aid is Always Stressful” — Kevin

Of the 13 students interviewed for this study, all identified as low income despite it not
being a part of the eligibility criteria. For low income students it’s much more common for them
to be familiar with the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and their institutions
Bursar’s Office or Office of Financial Aid than wealthier students. Unfortunately for the students
in this study, a majority of them shared negative encounters they had with these offices and

resources during their time at their institution.

My second year I had a death in my family... and my mom had to send money to them.

The school saw that when they were doing financial aid and were like, ‘that money didn 't
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go to us, so we have to take away your entire [financial aid] package’. So I was supposed

to figure that all out. — Maria

Maria was eventually able to recover part of her financial aid package, but not the
entirety of what had been initially offered. Being first-generation, it was that much more difficult
for her to explain to her mom what had happened while she was trying to wrap her head around
it too. It took Maria weeks of phone calls and emails to the Office of Financial Aid to get this
rectified and even more phone calls between her mom to translate what had exactly happened. As
a first-generation, Latine student you are not only learning these processes for yourself but for
your family as well. We are put in the position of translating the institutional jargon to our loved
ones as we’re simultaneously learning it ourselves. Maria shared that when she talked to
financial aid staff, they would make little effort to explain things in easy to understand terms. For
students who are not familiar with how financial aid works, it’s that much harder to learn when
the resources on campus don’t make it easily accessible. After she became more familiar with
these processes she then had to go through the mental gymnastics of explaining it to her family.
In this case, students are actively seeking the support they need from the institution, but aren’t

receiving it in ways that are accessible to them as first-generation, Latine students.

[Communicating to the Olffice of Financial Aid] is always stressful. I hate it because
everyone s trying to contact them through the phone... whenever something came up, I’d
have to call the Office of Financial Aid and it would be a 20-30 minute wait, or if I'm
unlucky, an hour wait on the line. And I would be stressed the whole time... sometimes

they’d add more stress because they just want to answer you as fast as possible and get
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through it. So if you don t know about the terms or what they 're talking about, it's extra

research that you have to do. — Kevin

Being from a divorced household, Kevin often plays the role of translator and mediator
between his parents. Neither speak fluent English nor have the time to go through the process of
calling so he finds himself being on the phone quite a bit; whether it’s with the Office of
Financial Aid or his parents. Unfortunately for him and many other students, a bulk of the time
spent on the phone is in a queue waiting to be helped. That help is seldom when the answers
you’re seeking aren’t broken down for you. Students in this population are already having to play
a game of telephone every time they have aid-related questions; that game goes into overtime
when they’re put on hold for extended periods of time. As first-generation students they rely
heavily on receiving support from these offices since they don’t have access to this type of

support through their families.

My parents didn t know what FAFSA was. So a lot of that I had to figure out how to fill
out on my own where I think a lot of people s parents can help them out or guide them in

the right direction. — Susanna

Susanna is one of many students who take on this added responsibility because of their
position as a first-generation student. Being the first in your family to go to college can be as
much of an accomplishment as it is a burden. For some this burden is shouldered alone. For
Lizbeth when it comes time to complete the FAFSA form, she not only experiences stress but

retraumatization.
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There's this question on FAFSA that always asks if you 're at risk of homelessness, and
this year it's no different... I don t live with my parents. I dont live with any family
members. I have been supporting myself and my education. So every year when I apply
for FAFSA, I check off that box because when I go home for winter, I don t have a home. 1
live in my boyfriend’s car, per say. And I had to prove to [this university] that [ am in
these conditions, that I am not lying, and it just tears away at me. I have to go out of my
way to ask people to write me letters to prove that this situation is very much real. But

you have to do what you have to do in the end... - Lizbeth

Lizbeth has been experiencing this retraumatization every year for the past four years.
There is already the emotional toll it takes on her to complete this form and reckon with the fact
that she receives no familial support, but to then be put in the position to prove her situation is
less than ideal. She tried to seek support retroactively from the Office of Financial Aid from her
financial aid advisor but there she hit a wall as well. As she retold her story for the umpteenth
time to her white, male advisor in hopes of receiving additional help and empathy, he said that
her family situation would rectify itself in a short matter of time. After all, he’d had arguments

with his parents during undergrad and they’d made up days or weeks later.

1 remember him telling me over Zoom to give it a month or two because sometimes these
issues resolve themselves. He tried to relate to me in that aspect and said he’d had a fight
with his dad and a day later they spoke again. He was like ‘maybe this is one of those

situations’. I was like, ‘it’s not, but okay, thank you for trying’. — Lizbeth
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Multiple students mentioned that they felt a disconnect with white faculty and staff as
well as their white classmates, in particular when it came to the ways they thought about
finances. Nicholas spoke about how often money is on his mind as a low income student and

wondered if they ever thought about it as much as he did.

I mean, they don 't have to think about what I think you know... I think that’s really how

you should live life as in no worries and just have fun. — Nicholas

Nicholas isn’t alone in feeling as though they’re alone in this outlook on finances.

1 feel like when I’ve spoken to peers, I was the only one communicating with my financial
aid counselor, and I would always hear, ‘I don't even know who mine is’ ... And I think
that for me, that has been the biggest difference in my experience with other students
because of the emotional toll that the Office of Financial Aid has created for me these
past three years. It s just something that I feel only first-generation and Latine students
really deal with — knowing who your financial aid counselor is, having the financial aid

number saved on my phone, etc. — Alyssa

Alyssa echoes much of what all participants feel. First-generation, Latine students’
college experiences are heavily impacted by their lower socioeconomic status as apparent by
finances constantly being at the forefront of their mind as well as regularly being in contact with

the Office of Financial Aid and the Bursar’s Office. There is an alienation felt for those who are
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constantly thinking about finances when attending a private Pwl with classmates who don’t have

to think twice about working a part-time job(s).

I am working every day. I have to be a [Resident Advisor], not because I want to but
because that’s how I pay for college. And it's frustrating when you can tell that a lot of
people haven t had to experience that in order to get to where they are today... [I'm]
working multiple campus jobs to make ends meet and I just have a lot of other

responsibilities that I have to take care of outside of the classroom. — Max

Max is just one of the students in this study who works a part-time job while being a full-
time student. These jobs range from 10-20 hours a week; this is the weekly cap at this institution
for on-campus jobs. Many shared that they worked multiple jobs at one point during their
undergraduate degree in order to help ease the financial weight off of their families’ shoulders.
However what these students earn typically goes straight to rent, utility bills or other costs of
living. They don’t have the financial stability to put money away and sometimes that impacts

their interactions with friends.

My friends will go out to eat a couple times a week and it’s just like, I can t do that and

they’ll be like ‘oh, why can't you come?’. They don t get it. I don 't have that ease. It's

different things like this that make me feel alienated sometimes. — Delia

Delia reminds us that these interactions that may seem insignificant to some, tend to stick

with those of us who hold marginalized identities. For her friends this conversation may not have
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stood out, but it’s one that serves as a stark reminder of the difference in financial stability.
Whether intentional or not, it caused a sense of othering, making it apparent that there is a clear
divide between those who worry about money and those who are fortunate enough to not have
those worries, at least to the same extent. These experiences are not unique to first-generation,
Latine students but they are amplified for students who hold these intersecting identities.

Finances are only part of the struggles these students deal with on a regular basis.

“There Are Hidden Struggles” — Angel

I would say there are hidden struggles that a lot of Latine and first-gen and low income

students face. - Angel

Current literature in education divides students by their varying identities rather than
viewing them as the sum of their intersectional identities. There is existing literature that looks at
students who are first-generation and Latine, but scarce literature on first-generation, Latine and
disabled students. Existing literature that does study students found at this intersection has
typically been done in K-12 settings, not higher education (Fraser et al., 2022; Gage et al., 2020;
Rodriguez et al., 2020; Tefera, 2019). Despite the lack of literature, this study shows that not
only are there students found at this intersection, they are aware of the ways their identities
influence one another. Angel is one of four students who shared they have a disability, being

found at the intersection of first-gen, Latine and disabled.

1 think I just didn t know how to really seek out the proper avenues to get support with my

ADHD. Like it was very clear to me that I had it, but it was very unfortunate that many
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times when I did present characteristics of ADHD, the common advice that I would get

would be, ‘try to go to the [Health Center] and see what they can offer’. — Angel

Angel was recently diagnosed with ADHD from a doctor back home. In waiting for a
diagnosis he sought support through the university but kept coming up against roadblocks. At the
university-level, support for disabled students often has to be accompanied with a diagnosis from
a physician. Obtaining a diagnosis is not a simple task and can be costly. Without one students
may find it more difficult to get the help they seek. Seeking help for some students is a roadblock

within itself.

I have ADHD. I have bipolar disorder, but I haven 't been able to get myself to actually
[seek help] because I don 't know — it s just that extra step that I haven't been able to take

of actually being able to seek out help. — Delia

Delia has struggled with various mental disabilities for much of her young adult life and
had an official diagnosis prior to coming to college. In theory this should have made it easier for
her to get the help she needed, but another factor to take into consideration when supporting
first-generation, Latine students are the cultural stigmas around disability. When these students

come to college, it might be the first time that they can actively explore their intersectionality.

We were talking about invisible and visible [disabilities] and I was just like wow, these

things have names for it. And it’s not only something that I have to push to the side. This

is my life. — Maria
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Maria became physically disabled during her first year in college. With her new disability
she began to quickly realize a number of things she hadn’t been privy to before. Her university is
nearly 1,000 acres, meaning that to get from one class to another can sometimes be a trek, even
for ablebodied students. Her disability made it harder for her to get around campus without pain
or discomfort so she reached out to the campus medical transport services to get her from
building to building for classes that were far from each other and was met with an unexpected

response.

I will say this university has so much money it’s sitting on and it needs to focus a lot of it
on the medical transport system... You're only allowed to and from your classes, so you
can't go to the library, they can't pick you up there. You have to walk home if you are at
the library [for them to pick you up]... I was on crutches... I felt isolated for so long. —

Maria

She continued to have similar experiences with medical transport, feeling as though her
experiences were exacerbated by her Latinidad. Whenever she communicated to the office staff
about these concerns, she was met with hostility that she felt was amplified by her marginalized
identity as a woman of color; specifically from the white staff members. Maria struggles with
mental health issues as well and has recognized since being away at college the ways in which

her cultural background has influenced the way she views these invisible disabilities.
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In Latine communities it’s kind of hard to grasp mental disability sometimes...I think

there's a stigma around it and it s really problematic. — Maria

When any student steps onto a college campus, they are also stepping away from cultural
norms, including stigmas around mental health. “Asian and Latinx students generally report
greater stigma about mental illness and mental health help-seeking behaviors compared with
non-Latinx white students,” (Zhou et al., 2022, p. 1327). Going to college gives students the
opportunity to expand their perspectives and challenge notions they’d grown up to accept

unwillingly.

“If She Can't Get Help Then I Can t Either” — Alyssa

The Association for University and College Counseling Center Directors (AUCCCD)
releases every year a comprehensive survey detailing the use, range of services, and
demographics of all counseling centers across the globe. Their most recent survey for the 2021-
2022 academic year reported that there are about 400 counseling centers out of the nearly 2,500
four-year, degree-granting® universities. The institution this study took place at has an entire
building dedicated to a health center that includes counseling and psychological services
(CAPS). This space is available to all current undergraduate and graduate students who have
physical and mental health needs. These services come at virtually no charge to the students, paid
through annual student fees, unless there is prescribed medication or certain health tests

conducted. This has been a big selling point of this university, found promoted on their website,

% The focus for this study is degree-granting institutions since the study took place at a degree-granting institution in
the U.S.
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campus tours, and other prospective student materials. However the experiences students have

had with the mental health counselors'® have not exactly been positive.

1 think the first therapy session that I went to I really felt like they 're kind of lying to me...
and that kind of really hurts me. [ feel like sometimes it’s the institution s fault because

not a lot of the staff at these different resources know what they 're doing. — Esther

Esther reflects on her first (and last) experience with CAPS, sharing how uncomfortable
it had been for her. The first session!! you typically have with a mental health counselor is an in-
take appointment meaning you spend time sharing a broad overview of what you are seeking
guidance on. During this in-take appointment you can anticipate talking a majority of the time as
opposed to volleying back and forth with the therapist as you might in a follow-up session.
During Esther’s in-take she recounts receiving guidance from her therapist that felt insulting
towards her culture rather than affirming of her experiences. She left the session feeling upset
with no intention of returning for a follow-up session. This session may have gone differently if
she had seen a therapist of color, someone who better understood her lived experiences or had
had someone who was more culturally aware. Having more therapists of color has been one of
the complaints from students all across BU and was a recent demand from campus protests in the
past five years. BU has a long-standing history with student activism that sometimes leads to
immediate institutional change and other times change seems to be stagnant, like the lack of

therapists of color continuing to be an issue five years after the last student protest. For her

19 Throughout this piece I will be using mental health counselor and therapist interchangeably.
" Throughout this piece I will be using session and appointment interchangeably.
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brother, Nicholas, he’s had slightly better experiences with CAPS and has gone so far as to not

only seek one-on-one counseling but couples counseling as well.

In my couples counseling experience we did have some person of color. [My girlfriend]
was more related to the counselor because they were both Asian. That did help in having

some similarity in backgrounds, obviously. — Nicholas

Both Nicholas and Esther have had the opportunity to experience what campus
counseling is like, but not all students have the flexibility in their schedule to do so. The campus
counseling center follows similar business hours as the rest of the university, so they’re limited to
offering appointments between the hours of 8-5 pm on most weekdays. Although in theory this
may make logical sense, it limits students who work or simply have packed days that interferes

with these hours.

I'’ve attempted a few times to get mental health support... but it would occur when I'm
deep in coursework, so either I don't have the time, I forget about it, or I'm already

drained throughout the week to set up a time to seek extra support. — Angel

Angel has yet to find an appointment time that works with his schedule. He is one of the
students who yearns to utilize this resource. Others aren’t as eager due to negative experiences
their friends or peers have had. Alyssa has yet to make an appointment because of stories she’s

been told by her friends.
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I had two or three of my friends who 've said that they had gone and had sought out help
and they were turned away after one or two meetings. They said ‘oh, we’ll help you find a
therapist, but we can 't help you after that’. I feel like that would be my last straw if [ was
trying to seek help... My friend was really struggling, sometimes worse than me, and 1

thought if she can 't get help then I can t either. — Alyssa

Talk travels fast among students and if one has had a bad experience, it can quickly deter
a number of other students. This is fast-tracked among students who rely so heavily on their
community of friends. Then there’s students who serve in leadership positions who hear similar
stories from peers, such as Christopher who has been a Resident Advisor (RA) for the past three

years.

What I have heard from residents who have tried to reach out is that there's long wait
lines and that they 're not always available when they need them. I know there’s a crisis
hotline but unless it’s an emergency, like somethings going on right now, it’s kind of like

you got to wait. — Christopher

But what if students can’t afford to wait? Some participants reported waiting as long as a
few months to be seen for their in-take appointment at this institution. For others, they decided
not to wait and seek counseling off-campus or not at all. The long wait times, lack of staff
therapists of color, and secondhand negative experiences shared with peers has led to a

predominantly negative outlook on counseling and psychological services on-campus. Waiting
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for the resources these students were in need of wasn’t an option any longer, so they took it upon
themselves to create resources for themselves and other first-generation, Latine students.
Research Question 3: What does/should holistic support in higher education look like

according to Latine undergraduate students?

Student-Empowered Supports

“I Was Raised That Way” — Delia

Community is not a noun for us, first-generation, Latine students. Community is a verb.
Community is something we are actively striving towards and co-creating. It becomes of even
greater importance when we find ourselves in spaces that are not as welcoming or are stark
contrasts from what we’re used to such as PwI’s. For many of us with a Latine background, it’s
been ingrained in us from an early age. Delia echoes the sentiments of most of the participants in

saying that the need to create and contribute to community came naturally to her.

I already have this privilege of being here and I feel like I can foster a place that's going

to be welcoming. I'm going to try to do that. [ was raised that way. — Delia

For Christopher, part of his motivation stemmed from wanting to create a community that

had not previously existed before him. He realized early on that he didn’t want that to be the case

for incoming first-generation, Latine students.

I wanted to create something where I felt like I could leave this community better than

when I found it... I thought ‘this is what the situation is since I’ve been here, so how do [

78



try to improve it’ for the person that comes after me so they don t feel as overwhelmed or

isolated as I did. — Christopher

And then there are students who not only lacked a sense of community entering college,
but had negative experiences that exacerbated feelings of isolation. This is part of what drives

Kevin’s motivation to co-create these spaces.

Now [’ve taken it up a bit as my mission to keep building this Mexican community as
much as possible. So the next student that first-gen that comes in doesn't have an
experience similar to mine where it s like ‘I can 't find my community’ because there's
already a set community... I had a pretty bad experience my first two years and now [
want to help other students to make sure they don t go through what I went through. —

Kevin

These students didn’t wait around for the institution to create the resources they needed,

they took it upon themselves to do the work.

“I Needed A Place I Loved Being In"" — Delia

This group of students isn’t the first to create resources they were in need of and
realistically they won’t be the last. Three years ago a number of these students saw a gap in the
resources their university provided and decided that with help from friends they could fill in

those gaps.
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I created the [organization*?] with some of my friends because I needed a place that I
loved being in... it'’s a space for Latine students to celebrate our culture and just take a

step back from school and just be a Latine student and dance and talk chisme. — Delia

Delia astutely points out that some students are genuinely surprised when they learn that
their university doesn’t have certain resources offered already. When she stepped onto this
campus three years ago, she was shocked to find out that there were little to no resources

specifically for first-generation and/or Latine students.

1t took me a while to find community; it wasn t until senior year and that was more so
because I kind of started a community through [this organization]... Theres not many
people here that share the same background as me... so I'm going to make this platform

so that we can bring people together. — Christopher

The organization Christopher founded was not a solo mission. With help from friends
who are also Latine, they created a space that felt like home because he realized that he wasn’t
the only one who was yearning for these kinds of spaces. Alyssa had a similar realization after

talking with her friends one day during their freshman year.

We all started to vent to each other about everything that had been happening to us. That
was my comfort group. I wasn t necessarily alone because I got to complain, well not

complain, but vent to them about what was happening... we realized that there was no

12 For the sake of anonymity, all names of the organizations the students started will not be used so as to preserve the
identities of the participants.
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group here for [Latine] students... so that's when we were like ‘why don t we start
[one]?’. There was this anticipation of creating this community, not just for me, but for

other people. — Alyssa

As Alyssa talks about the process of creating this student organization, she wavers
between a half smile and a frown because as she remembers what it took to get here, she
remembers that she was only a freshman. Her and her friends were about 18 years old at the time
of the founding of this student organization. That is when most of these students started their
own organizations. They were fresh out of high school, learning the ropes of college as first-

generation students, and had taken up the torch to do this work.

“You Can 't Do It All” — Max

I’'m the first to do a lot of different things and it’s not things out of the ordinary. When I
got here I thought there was already going to be [this kind of organization]. I was a
freshman when [ created this club. Once I took a leadership position I kind of understood

that this institution isn t made for people like me. - Delia

Delia is now a junior, a year away from graduating, and this realization from her first
year has shifted the way she engages with the university. She and other participants view their

leadership involvement as less of an extracurricular activity and more of an obligation.

Success as a college student is someone who can juggle successfully. You are not only
living an academic life of keeping track of your grades and making sure you have a

relationship with your professors and looking for internships, but at the same time you 're
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supposed to be very involved in your community. You have to have clubs and

organizations under your belt, not only just be in them but be leading them. — Nicholas

With this mindset, it’s no wonder Nicholas is known across campus by various faculty
and staff. From the very beginning he took it upon himself to be heavily involved in a number of
organizations because that’s what he’s been led to believe he’s had to do. It’s more than just the
pressure to succeed by institutional standards, it’s also the pressure he feels from his peers. This

pressure is similarly felt by Max.

It is a lot at times, because you feel as though you have to put on a mask... I am a rock
for my peers. For the people that look up to me on campus I have to uphold this image,

but you also realize you're human and you can 't do it all. — Max

Max serves as a student leader in a variety of ways ever since his first year. Through
culturally relevant programs, peer mentoring programs, student organizations, and on-campus
part-time jobs, he has carried this burden on his shoulders to be everything for everyone and in
that it meant losing part of himself. While working 10+ hours a week on top of being a Resident
Advisor (RA), Max found himself struggling to find time for himself where he could just be. He
sought a space where he could exist as himself and not as a student leader, RA, or peer mentor.
As a Latine student, these burdens aren’t presented to you when you first start college, they begin
long before you ever step foot on a campus. For as long as Christopher remembers, he’d been

told how much of his family’s success was riding on his success.

82



[My dad] always told me growing up that they 've sacrificed a lot to be here, so for me
that s what I tried to emulate... I want to succeed in part for myself, but also because 1
know that the people who came before me to allow me this opportunity went through a lot

to get me here. — Christopher

Christopher isn’t the only one who grew up trying to meet the expectations from family.

Alyssa’s understanding of success is heavily tied to how her family views her.

I associated success with achieving and not disappointing, or failing. That s the mindset
that I was in because that’s what my parents have thought. But then coming here that'’s
when [ was like, ‘no, sometimes failing and getting myself back up is also success’. —

Alyssa

Unfortunately not all students come to that realization as easily or quickly as Alyssa did.
Sometimes we need extra help from outside forces, like mass media. One night back home with

his family, Nicholas had been watching the movie Coco with his grandma.

Coco is funny. I mean no, it’s not funny, but I think it's funny because they talk about
generational trauma and it s the first time I've ever seen a movie that talks about that.
When my grandma saw it she said, ‘oh my’, and realized to the extent of how much all
that pressure actually affects us first-gen kids. But at the same time, it feels like you have

no choice. You don't have a choice to jump out. — Nicholas
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What isn’t seen on a daily basis are the internal pressures first-generation, Latine students
commonly feel that stem from their cultural upbringing. These pressures translate into feeling
responsible for younger generations of students, being cognizant that they most likely are also
struggling with similar internal messaging. These internalized ideals of success are evident in the
ways students view their (in)ability to talk openly with family. Susanna struggled to share with
me that a few semesters ago she was failing multiple classes. As she spoke her voice shook and

she began to let out some tears that she had been holding in for far too long.

I haven t told them yet. It s not really that big of a deal but I just don t want them to know
that I'm struggling. I know they Il still support me and that they know that I can do this
but I didn't want them to know that I'm failing. I just don t want them to worry about it or

to think that I'm not going to finish. I taught them to think highly of me and that I don't

struggle. — Susanna

Susanna has yet to tell her family about her academic struggles and that’s her

prerogative. And then there are some students who have confided in their families in the past

who regretted it.

I don t feel like I always talk to them about my grades and stuff because... maybe it s just
a Hispanic thing where they’ll talk to other family members and I'm just like, I would

want to talk to you about this but I don t want everyone else to know. — Leo

31 have yet to tell my family about the class I failed nearly ten years ago when I was an undergraduate student. I
suppose there’s no time like the present: I failed Intro to Botany!
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Leo wanted a safe space to share about his classes, but he couldn’t find that among his
own family. Even those who had siblings in college, they found they couldn’t confide in them in

the ways one would hope.

I’'m sure that my sisters all went through some sort of this too, but they just don't speak

about it. And part of me wants to ask them... - Alyssa

With three sisters who all went to college, Alyssa still feels as though she has no family
she can go to for support. Among her sisters she has yet to have a conversation where they’ve
shared with one another their honest experiences at PwI’s as Latinas. For these students who
don’t have family they can rely on as trustworthy outlets, they hold all of these emotions inside:

fear, overwhelm, anger, loneliness.

Value of Diverse Faculty & Staff

“It Gives Me A Little Hope” — Maria

When students can’t rely on their families for support, they turn to faculty and staff.
PwI’s are commonly staffed with predominantly white faculty and staff who, although are
supportive in their own ways, are limited in the support first-generation, Latine students are
seeking. Maria tells us that it’s not only about their capabilities to effectively teach, it’s also

about the level to which they can connect with students on a human level.

1 think that when you [get to be taught by] a person of color, the understanding is way

more complex and I think that s really important... It's nice to know that a person of
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authority can be relatable and understand these things. I also think that, you know, seeing

a woman of color in this position, it gives me a little hope. — Maria

At the time this study was conducted in 2024, this university had over 1,800 full and part-
time faculty. Of that total, 392 identified as members of minority groups according to
institutional data acquired. The university did not have data that was easily accessible that broke
down the demographics of faculty members further, but I was able to access** information on

staff.

Table 5. Blizzard University Staff & Faculty'® Demographics

Ethnicity Percentage of Staff
African American/Black 13.1

Asian American/Asian 2.7

Hispanic/Latinx 1.9

Middle Eastern/North African 0.1

Native American/Alaskan Native 0.1

Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 0.0

White 79.4
Multiracial/-ethnic: Two or More Selections 1.9

Preferred Response Not Listed 0.8

4 Demographic data collection from the university was intentionally only attempted through their public-facing
website so as to replicate what the public would be able to find if they weren’t a student or staff member at the
university. This was intentionally done to show how easy and/or difficult obtaining demographic data can be from
higher education institutions.

15 Note that this table displays staff demographics which includes faculty and staff members at the university. This
table reports data from Blizzard University’s research office from spring 2021.
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Unfortunately this leaves little room for Latine students to be taught by Latine professors
or have interactions with Latine staff. As Esther prepares to graduate this spring, she realizes that

she’s only had one Latine professor her entire time here.

1 feel like if we had more professors that were Hispanic, I think they’d get me... I feel like
having a white professor, they might not have a [culturally diverse] background... having

that professor who is Hispanic, they go over experiences that nobody ever knew. — Esther

During our conversation, Esther seemed to have a harder time outright naming
uncomfortable experiences with faculty, but her brother Nicholas felt inclined to share more on

her behalf.

I can tell you a story. My sister did have a problem with a professor... She was taking a
[class] and she did the thing I told her to do, which is to email the professor about the
costs of textbooks. Unfortunately she got an email from the professor that told her, ‘she
shouldn t have a problem purchasing a textbook because if she can attend [this
university], then she can buy a textbook.’ ... My sister got offended obviously and the
professor didn t know that we were first-gen students, that we can t afford these things.
That'’s definitely something that I bet occurs more often than not; professors might have

this mentality that we re just like everyone else and that’s simply not the case. — Nicholas

Having faculty and staff that share this commonality of cultural upbringing or are

culturally aware, are able to more easily build rapport with students that provides them support
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well beyond the classroom. This holistic support of being cognizant of external factors that may

impact a student’s ability to succeed is amplified when staff can relate on a personal level.

They kind of understand the struggles because they 've lived through it. Building a
connection with a professor in that way because maybe they speak Spanish, I think thats

very important because they know where the history is coming from. — Jennifer

As a junior in her second semester, Jennifer has yet to take a class taught by a Latine
professor. However she imagines what that experience would be like if given the opportunity and
can see the value in it. She isn’t the only one who hasn’t had a Latine professor. As Angel wraps

up his third year here, he also yearns for more diverse faculty and staff.

I look around and I try to see if there'’s someone from my culture or background who has

gone through the struggles that I've been through, but they re not around. — Angel

Maybe they’ll be fortunate to have this experience during their senior year like
Christopher. He might’ve had to fly halfway across the world, but while studying abroad he

finally got to experience what it was like to be taught by a Latine professor.

1 feel like I do remember those classes the most. I learned a lot because it was another
way for me to communicate with my professor. It was also like, theres some shared
characteristics and traits within Latine cultures. I could relate to her when talks about

certain things, certain foods, certain experiences. I felt a lot more comfortable in those
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classes. But I don 't think I'd be able to know if it was important for me because it wasn 't
something that I saw during my first three years here. It was also something I had to seek

out. I went to Spain® myself to meet them. — Christopher

For some students like Lizbeth, Latine professors seem to be unicorns.

When I joined [this student organization] and literally became a part of the executive
board, I didn 't even know Latine professors existed on this campus until I saw [this
professor]. I think if I had seen more of them around on campus, it definitely would have
been an experience or at least, it would have been more comfortable for me to go and

speak to them. — Lizbeth

Alyssa didn’t have to study abroad to find a Latine professor. She was able to find one

right here on her campus at a time where she really needed the support.

[Dr. X] was the only Latine professor that I ever had here at [this university] and when I
took [their] class the timing was right because it was at a time where it was really dark.
So [their] class was this ball of sunshine that I really needed at that time. When I was
coming into [this university] and then learning that it was a Pwl I didn t really expect to
have many Latine professors, let alone professors of color... As much as I would love to

have more professors of color, more Latine professors, I know that that’s something that 1

16 Students had a varying understanding of who was included under the Latine umbrella in terms of ethnicity. Here
Christopher demonstrates a more expansive definition of Latine by including a professor who was Spanish from
Spain.
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can t really hold onto very much. It’s just not the reality of being here at [this university].
So when I do get to be taught by a Latine professor, I cherish that class because I think as
a student of color at a Pwl it’s a lot, so I can only imagine how much it is on the professor

given that the majority of professors here are white. — Alyssa

Alyssa is not the only student who recognizes the double-edged sword that it is to be a
faculty or staff member of color at a Pwl. Although you are in theory filling a gap, you are also
risking putting yourself in an equally uncomfortable situation as students of color experience.
That is what partially leads to some staff of color internalizing harmful messages and reifying
them when interacting with students of color. Kevin is very invested in researching the political
landscapes of Latin American countries and his advisor had gotten him connected with a Latine

professor on campus that shared similar research interests.

I was super excited because I was like, ‘oh I'm finally going to find someone who's going
to understand’. I had all of these big ideas. The meeting came along and it was five
minutes. She was super uninterested and didn t seem like she wanted to hear anything
about it. She kept saying ‘just let me know if you need anything’ ... It was kind of like a
gut punch because I was expecting a one hour meeting where she’d ask me questions but
she didn 't care... There was an instructor here who's from [a university in Mexico], like
she did university there and all of that. So I emailed her because I met her at the [campus
event], no response... My perception with most Latine professors has not been positive

except for [Dr. X] ... Sometimes I think when people become academics they become a
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little bit elitist at times because academic elitism exists. So [ mean, I don 't blame them but

it really hurts me. — Kevin

Academic elitism is an issue in higher education that is commonly experienced more by
underrepresented students due to their identities that push back against the white norms of
academia. Although this professor may have been over inundated with other tasks, what felt like
a gut punch for the student was the way in which the professor communicated with them, or
rather the lack of. Students not only recognize what they need in terms of support, they’re also
mindful of the contexts that prevent universities from having more diverse faculty and staff, as
well as noting that a similarity in ethnic makeup doesn’t always lead to an automatic connection.

This is a complex population of students with complex, yet feasible needs that can be met.

Need for First-Generation and Latine Resources

Throughout the conversations had with students, each one of them had direct asks of the
university for ways they can be better supported or how the university can better support
incoming first-generation, Latine students. In the following sections these responses are
categorized based on what was most frequently asked of the university.

“It Comes Down to Getting My Basic Needs Met” — Angel

Pushing for more mental health support systems. That’ll pull Latine, first-gen, and low
income students to address and share their high levels of emotional distress. I think that’s
something that we carry a lot throughout college and it’s like, how much can you handle
before it breaks you? ... it comes down to getting my basic needs met, which isnt always

possible. - Angel
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Although the students recognize that they’re fortunate to have counseling services
available for free at their institution, they resonate with Angel’s recommendation that the services
currently provided need to be improved upon. At the time of this study at this institution, there is
one staff therapist for every 1,000 students; this includes both undergraduate and graduate
students. In hiring more staff therapists the counseling center will be able to serve more students
and contribute to them receiving holistic forms of support. Holistic support for underrepresented
students via mental health counseling is especially important because of the unique experiences

they have.

I’ve come to realize throughout my time here that I’ve been through some traumatic
things that I didn t really think about before I got here. And that impacts how I interact
with people, that impacts how I bond with people; just acknowledging that we all come
from a place where opportunities aren t always given to us, where we may feel like we
have to prove ourselves in this space. And on top of that, dealing with different trauma
you went through whether your father wasn t there for you, your mother wasnt there for

you. — Christopher

Christopher reminds us that our underrepresented students not only bring with them a
wealth of knowledge, but an inordinate amount of trauma with them as well due to their
intersecting identities. While the institution works towards strengthening their CAPS, students

have to rely on each other to receive this support.
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No wonder we connect, at that point we were all trauma bonding with each other. ‘This
was happening to me, oh, that happened to me too’. And we were all laughing, not
because it was funny, but because we were going through the same thing when we didn't
know it. And if only we told each other, we could have really been there for each other.
But we 're thankful not because whenever we do go through something that the institution

causes us to go through, we immediately go and share with each other. — Alyssa

Although Alyssa mentions that she has now found a community that she can go to for
support in this aspect, truthfully she shouldn’t have to. No student should have to create support
systems all while juggling being a full-time student, part-time employee, and full-time human
being. It’s not a sustainable way of being, which is why these supports need to be improved
upon. Admittedly there will inevitably still be students that do not utilize these supports, but not

because they’re not needed.

They referred me to counseling which was like ‘okay, sure I probably do need it’, but not

at this moment in my life when I’'m not even registered for classes. — Lizbeth

At the time, Lizbeth was having issues finding a way to pay for the semester which had

led to a temporary hold on her student account creating a barrier for her to register for courses.

I've attempted a few times to get mental support from [CAPS], but it would occur when

I’'m deep into coursework. So it’s either I don't have the time, I forget, or ['m already

drained throughout the week to set up a time to seek extra support. — Angel
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When Angel isn’t in classes, he’s working at his part-time job on campus to help alleviate
the financial burden from his parents’ shoulders. His free time is virtually nonexistent. In Angel
and Lizbeth’s cases, this is not an indicator that more attention shouldn’t be given to CAPS, but
that there are multiple factors at play that prevent students from accessing these resources, one of

them being financial stress.

“Its a Constant Battle” — Nicholas

1 still don t think I understand tax documents myself. So it was like, ‘alright, how do I do
it?’ And then you have the pressure from knowing that you can't mess it up because my
parents can't pay 70K a year. There's this looming threat that if you mess it up it's the

difference between you getting 30-40K in grants and scholarships or getting 20K. - Kevin

Being a first-generation student, Kevin, along with the rest of these students, still
struggles to understand the intricacies of completing FAFSA every year. He’d rather turn to the
Financial Aid Office, but unfortunately these students have not had the best experiences with

them.

1 guess they re busy and I understand that, but I just kind of wish I knew when things are

going to be taken care of. I think that [this university] can do a little bit better... I do

expect more from [the university] with that. — Susanna

Susanna is in her third year and still stresses out every time FAFSA comes around

because she doesn’t receive the support she would like around this process. It either doesn’t
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come in time or it causes her more stress than she’s already experiencing in trying to navigate

this process as a first-generation student.

It’s a constant battle of having to send information and communicate with both [the
Financial Aid Office and the Bursar s Office] because they request a lot of information.
And I understand that they need this information in order for us to gain financial support,
but sometimes it s just constant. Right now my sister has a balance of $1,000 and that
may not seem like a lot to someone else, but to us it’s a lot of money and I've been
helping her since winter break, having to communicate with financial aid, having to make
an appeal, going through all of these processes that I know dang well others don't. Other

students don 't even know where the Financial Aid Office is. — Nicholas

Nicholas already had a difficult time navigating financial aid and that only got
exacerbated when his sister started attending the same university. Oddly enough, the issues they
experience with financial aid are different despite coming from the same household with the
same family income. In an ideal world, Nicholas and other students wouldn’t have to rely on
each other for support on completing FAFSA or navigating financial aid in general, but until

then, they do.

Its time consuming, to say the least, having to go back and forth. Having to say, ‘oh what
is it that you needed?’ And to be honest, it was more of a live and learn process and I just
had to deal with it myself. Once I found out how to do it I made sure that when my sister
came I told her exactly what she needed to do... I now do it with my sister and my best

friend. We all do it together ... I definitely think I'm gonna still have these battles with the
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Bursar s Office and Financial Aid Office and now that I'm going into grad school, I don't

like it. I hate it. Being on the phone, the wait times; this stuff already hurts my head just

thinking about it. — Nicholas

It’s evident that some needs first-generation, Latine students have are also needs that all
college students have, but there are a myriad of needs that are first-generation-specific that the

participants give suggestions for in the following section.

“Everything is on You to Succeed” — Christopher

1 think people don t understand sometimes what goes on in the first-generation college
experience... As [ mentioned, my dad didn t finish middle school in Mexico and my mom
just finished high school in the U.S. My support system at that moment, which were my
parents, couldn t really help me with a lot of the questions I had. I came here being the
first in my family to attend a higher education institution and it became a thing where it
was like, okay, I have to navigate this myself which was something I hadn t really done
before... I'd have to understand it and also transmit it to my parents in a way where they

could understand it too... It was like being thrown into being an adult right away. — Kevin

At 18 years old, Kevin and other first-generation students are forced to mature much
faster than other students. Whereas other students may have family members to rely on to receive

answers to their questions, these students only have themselves and the community they find

when they arrive on campus.
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It really comes down to you making those connections. It’s on me to go talk to my
classmates and make friends with them. It’s on me to go to office hours. It’s on me to do
what successful students do to achieve success in classes... The thing is that there's
barriers to me doing all of that when I also have to worry about other responsibilities
such as working a job to sustain myself here... How do I manage working and being a
student? How do I manage being a friggin’ full blown adult at 18? How do I manage
figuring out what I want to do with my life? What's gonna make me the most money, but
also, what do I like to do? And these things you put on to an 18 year old? You may give
them the tools but how the hell am I gonna get there? I don t have someone to look up to,
to talk to, because my family is busy working or they haven t had those same experiences.
1ts not like they can tell me to do this and that'’s how I’ll succeed. Everything is on you to
succeed... It’s even more drastic when you come from a background like myself, where

historically we 've had those kinds of disadvantages. — Christopher

Christopher is the oldest in his family and with that comes an added level of

responsibility that tacks on additional stress. These are external factors that impact his academic

performance but are not seen on the surface to those who aren’t first-generation and/or Latine.

For those who aren’t familiar with the unique experiences of this population, it’s difficult to

create resources and therefore know how to best support these students. What these students are

suggesting is a space dedicated to first-generation students to assist in struggles experienced

outside of the classroom.

I genuinely feel like there should be at least a room... It would create a safe space for

people. Maybe they would understand our struggles more. — Jennifer
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Whether it’s a dedicated physical space or a weekly talking circle, what Jennifer is
recommending is simply a space where her and her peers can verbalize what they’re carrying on

their shoulders so as to relieve themselves of its pressures.

Having some type of monthly thing where we can see familiar faces, especially in a place
where you don t see a lot of familiar faces just really changes everything. It creates a
space where you can talk about how shitty classes are, how shitty a professor is, and how
you 're going through all of these extra things... I need a space that is going to give me

comfort. — Delia

The founder of a student organization, this is precisely why Delia created her club. She
wanted a space where she could meet more students like herself and openly talk about all of the

things that she carries on a daily basis.

1 feel like even just having this conversation with you is very helpful. It doesn t
necessarily have to be someone with a psychology degree trying to tell me what I have
and what I don t have. Just someone to hear us, to know that there's students out there

struggling. — Lizbeth

At the end of the day, what these students are yearning for is to be heard according to

Lizbeth.

“The Only Problem is it’s Far Away” — Kevin
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We’re all eating food, no one’s hiding their slang or how they talk. Were talking about
either something pretty important or we 're just relaxing. It’s laid back. And those are the

moments I cherish a lot. - Leo

What Leo describes here is a program he’s had the fortune of being a part of since he
started at this university. This program was made specifically for students of color, providing
them with professional development opportunities, networking opportunities, as well as a well-
established community. However programs like these typically require an application along with

a whole process to join.

1 feel like a lot of resources are kind of hidden or it takes a lot of applications to get in

and 1 wish there were less barriers. — Susanna

Although Susanna sees the value in selective programs, it frustrates her that in the
selectivity it excludes students who are very much still in need of those same resources. If it’s not

an application getting in the way of accessing support, then it’s lack of visibility.

1 think this university can do a better job of connecting students of color to readily
available resources. I know we obviously have engagement fairs and things of that
nature, but there's still a lot of students having to go out and find these resources for
themselves... I just hope to see the university implement more ways to get these resources
in students' faces rather than having these students have to get lucky or meet the right

people. — Max

99



This is coming from a student who had help from his older brother in getting into support
programs straight out of the gate. Max has been a part of said selective programs his entire
college career and sees the fault within offering solely these types of programs. Thankfully at
this university there is a cultural center for Latine students, the tricky part is that it’s not located

on campus.

I know there s [the cultural center] and I've been there a few times, the only problem is

it’s far away. So I haven t utilized it as much as I wish I did. — Kevin

The cultural center Kevin talks about is 2 miles away from the university, not within
walking distance and not easily accessible to get to via public transportation past certain hours.
The center is used more as a bridge to the broader, local community, leaving the students
virtually without a space to call their own. A number of the students have a history of
volunteering and attending events at this space, but they don’t feel a connection to it in the same
ways other underrepresented students do to their on-campus cultural centers. Students yearn for a
space that they can stop by in between classes, catch up with friends at, and further strengthen
their sense of community.

Summary

What students ask for is not unattainable. They are not unrealistic requests. They are not
outside of the parameters of what other populations of students seek and/or already receive.
From the stories shared by students, it’s clear that there has been a need for these resources for
quite some time. The issues that have been highlighted in this chapter are not new and pre-date
the participants enrollment at this university therefore there’s an elevated need for the

implementation and re-assessment of these resources. What these students ask for is an
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improvement on mental health services, more accessible financial aid resources, first-generation-
specific supports that are culturally relevant, and a more accessible physical space to further
foster community. The following chapter aims to affirm the students’ needs through relevant
existing literature, provide recommendations for the institution, and discuss limitations of this

study.
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Chapter 6 — La Discusion y Conclusion

The stories the students willingly shared were so that we as researchers and practitioners
in the field of education may learn from their lived experiences. Although the initial premise of
this study was holistic support, the stories shared ranged in topics from families to intrinsic
motivation to their perceptiveness. Arguably the expansion of these topics still falls in line with
holistic support approaches as we recognize that students are the sum of their parts and need to
be supported as such. Students are at all times a sibling, a friend, a leader, a human being. In
keeping that at the forefront of our minds, it allows us as educators/administrators/practitioners
to support our students in a holistic manner that attends to the variety of roles they hold and their
intersecting identities. Within this chapter I will present overarching themes that emerged from
the 13 interviews that were conducted, limitations of this study, and recommendations for

Predominantly white Institutions.

Overarching Themes

Familia Sobre Todo

Family was a central theme throughout all of the students’ interviews. Their families are a
part of some of their first college memories; being there to celebrate their college acceptances,
stuffing the car to the brim with moving boxes and suitcases, driving/flying with them to move
into their dorm. When the day came to hug and kiss their families for the last time before
Thanksgiving break, students, including myself, didn’t realize how hard it would be to say
goodbye. Which is why it was never a goodbye. Later that day we’d call to ask if they could mail
us that one sweater we forgot because we didn’t realize how cold it would be here. During that
first week of the semester we’d FaceTime them to show them what campus looked like with

students all around. Throughout our four years here we’d make weekly, sometimes daily, phone
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calls to our mom/dad/sister/brother/tia/tio/primo. Sometimes these phone calls would be us
telling them mundane things like what we ate for breakfast. Other times these phone calls would
be about everything we felt we couldn’t tell them, like that test we failed that we thought we’d
for sure pass.

And then there’d come a random weekend where the weather is oddly nice in October
and you’d realize home is only a few hours away by car. So you decide to make the drive back
home even though Thanksgiving break is a month away because the weather is nice and you’d
rather be enjoying the sunshine surrounded by the smells of your mama’s cooking instead of
dining hall food. For those of us who aren’t within driving distance from home, this might look
like hopping on the phone with family and staying on the phone for hours as you each do your
own thing, but together. During those hours long phone call you’re folding laundry as your papa
tells you about what’s happened throughout his week.

It’s within these small moments that we realize how central family has been throughout
our time here. Our families might not be able to help us with our class presentations or figure out
our calculus homework, but they provide us with a type of support that the university never
could. Then there are students who are fortunate enough to have their sibling(s) attend the same
university as them or attend college at the same time as them and they’re able to provide that
academic support too. Their sibling is there to listen to their rant about how stressed they are
over their upcoming exam and receive a certain level of understanding that is not accessible by
other family members who don’t have a higher education background. They understand that it’s
not “just some class”. They are able to empathize with their sibling and provide that empathy
back. That added level of understanding creates a sense of support that is integral for first-

generation, Latine students who benefit from the reminder that a// students struggle with classes,
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not just us. This is why it’s so difficult when we come from torn families. We see the
relationships that other students get to have with their families and yearn for those hours long
phone calls and homes to drive four hours to. For those of us who don’t have those families, we

rely on campus resources to fill that void.

Students Take Initiative (But They Shouldn 't Have to)

This study and researcher were fortunate enough to garner a sample group of nearly all
student leaders. Although this was unintentional, seeing as how being a student leader was not a
part of the eligibility criteria, it made me realize that [ was not alone in the way I approached
seeking support as a college student. For first-generation, Latine students, resources feel
abundant when it comes to meeting academic needs, but there’s a lot left to be desired outside of
that scope. We might have access to tutoring services that help bump our grade up froma Cto a
B, but what we don’t have is a space that makes us feel at home. For students who home is such
a key tenet to our being, to not have a space that mimics that can make campus feel that much
more lonely (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus & Chang, 2021; Takimoto et al., 2021). So, we
give the university the benefit of the doubt at first. We wait until the clubs fair rolls around to see
what they have to offer in terms of cultural support. We walk around campus to hopefully
stumble across a cultural center or office. We sit through our first week of classes in hopes of
seeing a Latine professor. But none of those things happen. You’re wrapping up your first
semester in college and have yet to find a space that you can call home. You see classmates
around you start to find places to call their own, faculty to lean on, people that have become their
people. You start to wonder if there’s any other first-generation, Latine students here or if you’re

one of a few.
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So you do what you’ve been raised to do: solve your own problems. You learn about the
process of creating a student organization. You talk to the 3-4 other first-generation, Latine
students you’ve been able to find and you all decide it’s time to create the spaces you’ve been
looking for. The first club meeting rolls around and you all anxiously wait to see if anyone will
show up. It’s five minutes past the hour and there’s maybe three other students; three is more
than you expected so you’re already filled with excitement. Then more slowly walk in and soon
enough the room is full of 30+ students. For the first time since being at this PwI you look
around the room and see nothing but brown skin, curly hair, and the sounds of Spanish filling the
air. It might’ve taken a semester (or more), but you have finally found that sense of home you’ve
been searching for.

Creating that sense of home through student organizations fills you with a sense of
fulfillment as much as it does exhaustion. Because as you were completing the paperwork to
establish this new club, you were also going to your five classes, working ten hours at your part-
time job, and making daily phone calls to your family. You have cultivated this sense of home
that you were yearning for, but now you’re realizing that you shouldn’t have had to do this work
in the first place. In an ideal world these resources would have already existed, or at the very
least you would have had help from faculty and staff. Therein lies another issue, you didn’t get

help from staff because there’s not much Latine staff to begin with.

Students Are More Perceptive Than You Think

We don’t give our undergraduate students enough credit for how much they know coming
into college. First-generation, Latine students are often viewed through a deficit-based lens
(Fonesca-Bolorin, 2022; Leo & Wilcox, 2023; Reyes & Duran, 2021) meaning we focus on all of

the things they lack rather than celebrating the different types of knowledge they bring to the
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table. However, what this study demonstrated over and over again is that these students are rich
in cultural capital (Yosso, 2005) which aids in their critical thinking skills. When these students
took it upon themselves to create their own supports, they were aware that receiving support
from Latine faculty and staff would alleviate some of the burden on them. What these students
were also aware of was the burdens that Latine staff already carry with them. For the participants
who did get a chance to be taught by a Latine professor or have positive encounters with Latine
staff, the students quickly became aware of how difficult it is to exist at a Pwl as a Latine person.
Whether you’re a student, faculty, or staftf member, you are not immune to experiencing
micro/macroaggressions, especially at a Pwl (Fernandez et al., 2023; Martinez et al., 2017;
Zambrana et al., 2016). These experiences are a real possibility for all of us.

For the students, it was difficult for them to fully admit/accept that a need for them was
more diverse faculty and staff because they recognized that in some ways it was unfair to ask
another marginalized body to exist on a campus that could be violent to them, having personally
experienced it themselves. Even when students were given the space to think big and ask for
anything at all, they still managed to be mindful of how their imagined requests could impact
others. That is the reality of working with first-generation, Latine students, they are never not
taking into consideration how their decisions may impact their communities. After all,

community is the main factor that pushes them towards completing their degrees.

Motivation Spans Academic Achievement

These students attributed many things to their academic success such as tutoring centers,
recitation sessions, office hours, but the biggest motivator for them wasn’t obtaining a 4.0 GPA
or even completing their degree. What keeps these students, and myself, motivated to push

through the adversities within higher education is much deeper than a diploma (Ojeda &
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Navarro, 2011; Trevino & DeFreitas, 2014). When students shared what success meant for them,

not a single one of them equated success with completing their bachelor’s degree.

I've never really been asked to define what success is to me... I think that to me it s just
the journey of it all... sometimes failing and getting myself back up is also success. —

Alyssa

1 think success is shaped by your gratitude which comes from the ways that my family has
struggled. My dad left during the Civil War and he tells me stuff he's seen... they always
bring me back down to earth whenever I feel bad about something. They say, look at what

you have. — Jennifer

You know those times when you re in your room and you re thinking of your dreams and
everythings coming together ... I see my dad at my graduation. I'm walking the stage,
they’re calling my name and I have the same name as him. Just seeing him see me

graduate. — Kevin

[ think success for me is thriving... Success is not having to worry about things, which

has been a big part of my life. — Esther

This is my version of happiness: my family is healthy, I'm healthy, ['m not stressed
financially. And I hope to retire my parents. That would be a major success point in my

life. — Leo
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To be happy. 1 feel like that’s all I can do at the end of the day... I hope to have a life with

people that I love around me and to be able to sustain that. — Delia

1 define success as just finding fulfillment and being happy. A lot of time being in these
business classes, they define success as making the most money or maintaining the most

connections, but ['ve always viewed business as a means to an end. — Max

Success is being happy, more specifically for me, I want to get my degree to have a nice

house and be able to help my parents and my sister. — Susanna

Oh man, I think its the fact that being first-gen means you 're the only person in your
family to go to college and maybe to others you don't have to go to college, you can do
something else, but unfortunately that is not the way a first-gen thinks. They think that
they need to be here, this needs to be done because you need to help out your family... I
can 't wait to see my family once they see what my sister and I have done. That's what

keeps me here. — Nicholas

It used to be holding onto a decent GPA. I was gradually losing that and as the semesters

came and went it became more about being able to accomplish smaller hobbies, you

know? Outside of engineering, outside of school. — Angel
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I understand that money's important but at the end of the day I also want to be doing
something I like and I think that took a while for me to learn because of what was pushed
onto me from so young... I realized that it’s not about just having a title but doing

something you want to do. — Christopher

1 think at this point in life, success looks like being alive and graduating... When I go
back home, high school classmates tell me that they re proud of me, people that I haven t
even talked to since high school... Sometimes it makes me wonder if all that I've been

through is worth it. — Lizbeth

Success is healing those around me... and healing myself after everything and being in
that type of peace... If I can be at peace with myself, and I can help others be at peace, |

would say that is success to me. — Maria

Limitations

This study aimed to capture the experiences of first-generation, Latine undergraduate

students at a Pwl. The study consisted of 13 in-person interviews which contained some

limitations. Starting with the recruitment process of participants; fliers were distributed via email

to campus offices and student organizations solely. Although this bolstered responses quickly, it

meant that students who did not use these resources or were a part of these organizations were

less likely to be aware of this study. The campus resources I targeted for recruitment were

primarily for Latine students, not considering AfroLatine students that could be found through

Black student organizations. Moreover, because | recruited primarily through campus resources,

nearly all of the participants were student leaders in said resources or organizations. These
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students are then more likely to be familiar with different campus resources because of their role
as student leaders. This study is skewed by the perspective of students who are more aware of
what’s available.

The design of the study was in-person, 60-90-minute-long interviews. The premise
behind solely offering these interviews in-person was to create rapport with the students easier,
but in doing so this created an unintentional barrier to students who could not participate in an
in-person interview. Due to time constraints of this study, the amount and depth of data collected
could have been more substantial if multiple interviews were offered and/or longer interviews.
The aim of this study was to capture a diverse set of experiences which was successfully done in
some ways, but in other ways it was not. Despite recruiting participants from a wide range of
Latine student organizations, there still remained an uneven distribution of ethnicities, class
standings, and socioeconomic backgrounds. This study did not capture perspectives from any
first-year students, perhaps because the recruitment process involved reaching out to resources
that first-year students may not be familiar with yet. In regards to the ethnic breakdown, as seen
on table 2, the participants largely self-identified as Mexican therefore this study is not

representative of all Latine ethnicities.

Recommendations

Research question 1: What does it look like to situate Latine undergraduate
students as the knowledge producers when asking them how Predominantly white
Institutions can better serve them in holistic ways?
Research question 1 largely guided this dissertation study. It informed every aspect of this
research because I aimed to design a study that consistently centered the students. From the

design of interview questions which took into consideration possible retraumatization that could
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be caused to intentionally choosing an in-person interview protocol to aid in establishing good
rapport. From the recruitment process allowing students full autonomy over whether they self-
identified as first-generation and Latine to following a semi-structured interview to allow
students to choose which questions they wanted to answer. Then having the last question of the
interview protocol be one where they could openly ask me any question they had. From start to
finish, in every step of this process, I tried my best to stay true to the premise of this study: how
do we center Latine students as the knowledge producers? This dissertation not only provides the
answer to this research question, but the dissertation itself is also part of the answer. It provides a
sort of roadmap for what research studies can look like when the researcher intentionally centers
the participants’ voices. I continue to answer this research question by providing
recommendations in the following section that stem solely from the students’ testimonios on

what holistic support can look like.

For Predominantly white Institution s

Reassess and/or Restructure Financial Aid Resources

Based on the number of negative encounters participants named with the Office of
Financial Aid and the Bursar’s Office, | recommend to Predominantly white Institutions (PwI’s)
that they reassess their office practices and ways they interact with students, particularly
underrepresented students. Reassessment is recommended to start with asking students what can
be improved upon before seeking feedback from staff or administrators. This is not to invalidate
their opinions, but more so to center the lived experiences of students who have had countless
negative encounters with these institutional spaces. There is a recommendation that current staff
perhaps take part in additional training that may aid in making them more culturally aware and

sensitive to the needs of underrepresented students; while also recognizing that more diversity,
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equity, and inclusion training isn’t meant to be a band aid solution but one to build off of. These
offices also need to work towards diversifying their staff which is not meant to then shift the
responsibility of this work solely onto staff of color but to add to the number of staff that can

personally relate to these students’ stories.

Reassess and/or Restructure CAPS & Disability Resources

Given the number of students who shared negative encounters with Counseling &
Psychological Services (CAPS) and disability resources, there is room for improvement in both
of these spaces. The main recommendation given here is the need to hire more staft overall.
Considering how uneven the ratio of staff therapists to students is, Blizzard University (BU) is
being recommended to prioritize funding these two resources so that they are better equipped to
serve all students, not just underrepresented students. In hiring more staff, students ask that more
diverse staff therapists are also hired so as, again, to provide students with people that can more
easily relate and understand their lived experiences. Students seek disability resources that are
just as plentiful and more easily accessible which is not the case currently due to low staff and
predominantly white staff members. For the current white staff members in both of these spaces,
it’s recommended that they become more familiar with the unique obstacles underrepresented
students experience in these contexts and ways in which their marginalized identities amplify
certain obstacles unlike their white counterparts. Through further professional development for
white staff members, they will hopefully be better equipped to support underrepresented students
in the ways they need. In better preparing staff, diversifying, and hiring more staff in both spaces
this will ideally lead to more use from underrepresented students and better overall experiences

for all.
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Create and/or Expand First-Generation-Specific Resources

These first-generation, Latine students named the need for first-generation-specific
resources, calling our attention to already existing programs such as TRIOY. For some of our
participants, they have had the pleasure of being involved in said state programs, however these
programs are federally funded and therefore are limited in how many students they can serve.
Students within and outside of these programs ask that the university consider creating similar
resources for first-generation students that provides them personalized support in relation to their
identity of being first-generation, ideally by staff who also identify as first-generation. Alongside
the creation of this potential support, students ask that the university make active efforts to host
more first-generation-specific events and programming. Universities across the country already
have week-long programming for First-Generation College Celebration'® which the participants
cited as having positive experiences with that programming, but they want events that go beyond
just that one week in the fall semester. They want more regularly scheduled opportunities to
connect with other first-generation students and staff. They want to see themselves more readily

reflected in the campus population.

Create On-Campus Latine Cultural Center

At BU a Latine cultural center already exists, however the problem named by the
students is that it is located off-campus and is less for students and more for the community. With
the cultural center being off-campus and not within walking distance, the students find it difficult

to take full advantage of this space as it was originally intended to be. On top of that, students

7 TRIO is a group of 8 federally funded programs that are aimed to support disadvantaged students, specifically
targeting low-income, first-generation, and disabled students.
'8 First-Generation College Celebration (FGCC) is a nationally recognized celebration that annually takes place on

November 8 in recognition of President Lyndon B. Johnson signing the Higher Education Act in 1965. Through this
act federally funded programs were created to support students’ education.
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view this current center as a bridge between the university and the community rather than a space
dedicated to the development of the students’ sense of belonging. Many of the participants
regularly volunteer at this cultural center, being heavily involved with the youth afterschool
programs, and see the benefit of this space existing. What the students ask for is a separate space,
located on-campus, that is just for students; similar to the cultural spaces already established for

other marginalized groups.

Raise Institutional Support for Cultural Student Organizations

A throughline of this study was the unintentional, heavy representation of student leaders.
Nearly all of these students who participated in this study were either a founding member or
executive board member of one or more cultural student organizations. They named multiple
times the sense of responsibility to create these spaces for themselves and their peers, feeling a
great sense of fulfillment being in these leadership positions. However, there is a cycle that
emerges from these cultural student organizations. The cycle is that students enter their
respective university, see a gap in support, create clubs in an attempt to fill that gap, and once
they graduate these organizations slowly dismantle. Their founding members are no longer
students at the university and more often than not younger students could not be identified to
carry on the torch. A final recommendation for BU is to provide institutional support for these
cultural student organizations to aid in their sustainability. Institutional support may look like
base funding being funneled into these student organizations, perhaps having the organizational
faculty/staff liaisons assist more in locating new board members before the current one’s
graduate, and having administrators engage more the organizations to communicate to the
campus the value of cultural student organizations and bring further recognition of them. As

already named, these students take on an insurmountable burden when (re)creating these
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supports, so to be able to receive institutional support that allows the continuation of these
organizations will lessen the burden of these students. It will also communicate to the students
that the institution is invested in the success of underrepresented students because of the
sustainability of these organizations geared towards supporting them.

These recommendations were easy to conceptualize in large part thanks to the students
whose testimonios centered institutional and systemic oppression. Their interviews mainly
focused on systemic issues rather than isolated incidents which allowed me to reach these

institutional recommendations.

For Further Study & Research

Due to the study’s limitations and this being the first iteration of this study, there are a
few recommendations for those who wish to expand upon this research and for my own future
work as well. The goal of this study overall was really to continue a conversation around how to
best support underrepresented students, specifically first-generation, Latine students. This
conversation will continue to be added to by myself and I imagine other students who feel drawn
to advocating for younger generations in hopes that they don’t have as many negative
experiences as we did during our time in college. In future expansions of this study, I believe it
would be worthwhile to expand the number of participants to collect a more diverse set of
experiences given that the ethnic groups and age ranges were limited. I imagine that recreating
this study with multiple sets of interviews rather than just one would also yield more
information. I wonder what a longitudinal study would look like if students were interviewed
after their first year of college and then during their final semester of college. In future renditions

of this study the researcher would also ideally have a more dynamic recruitment process to
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ensure that a more diverse pool was pulled that would provide a better glimpse into Latine
undergraduate students.

Although this study was cognizant of the complex history behind the key terminology
used (i.e. first-generation, holistic, Latine), there is value in conducting future studies that further
analyze these terms individually. Given that these terms carry such different meaning to each
person, it would be an interesting project to explore what these terms mean to each person and
why it is they self-identify with either or term. Despite this study having focused on
undergraduate experiences, this was not intended to assume that similar issues do not persist in
graduate studies. In conducting this study with graduate students researchers will be able to add
to the growing, existing literature on Latine graduate student experiences (Espino, 2014; Trent et
al., 2021; Ramirez, 2017). Through this we as researchers may also be able to assess how student
support differs for different levels of study in the U.S. This study did not include any
international students, this was not intentional, but if this study were to be replicated that may be
another route to take seeing as how there are campus resources available specifically for
international students.

Lastly, in my own expansion of this research I aim to continue to do hands-on research
with underrepresented undergraduate students to continue to seek ways to better support them at
the institutional level. My professional work deals with this population of students therefore I
already do this work on a daily basis which is a motivator for me. As I complete this doctoral
degree I must remind myself to keep up with current research in order to be the best advocate
possible for my students. In continuing to conduct research [ will also be able to grow in my

communication style with my students to ensure that I am actively listening to them and
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implementing their suggestions in the work we do together. This work is done in unison with one
another after all.

There is value in this work having been done. This work was not simply done to
complete my doctoral degree, it was done because I recognized there was a need for it. This

recognition was validated by the students through final remarks they shared.

1t s very nice to hear from someone who's on the other side of this. It's nice to hear that
you 're now doing this study for students like me. I guess it'’s nice knowing that there's

people out there that care. — Maria

1t was emotional for sure, like even thinking about it I tear up, but it was nice talking to

someone about this. It was oddly therapeutic, a reflection of everything. — Kevin

I really wanted to say thank you for allowing me to share this information. I really hope
that you find a way to help kids like me because it is very, very stressful. I'm severely
underrepresented, without a doubt. I hope you get to make sure that we get our voices

heard. — Nicholas

Closing Statement

This study aimed to answer three research questions presented in the beginning chapters

of this dissertation:

117



1. What does it look like to situate Latine undergraduate students as the knowledge
producers when asking them how Predominantly white Institutions can better serve them
in holistic ways?

2. In what ways are first-generation, Latine students receiving, or not receiving, meaningful
holistic support in higher education?

3. What does/should holistic support in higher education look like according to Latine
undergraduate students?

At the end of this dissertation, through the voices of 13 first-generation, Latine
undergraduate students, I believe we have collectively answered these questions and more. We
have provided a plethora of excerpts from our personal lived experiences through testimonios in
hopes of communicating to Predominantly white Institutions how to better support us through
the already existing resources and ones they should consider implementing. This dissertation was
a demonstration of strength, courage, fear, and trauma. Although I do not advocate for the
narrative that we should praise and expect underrepresented students to be resilient, these stories
that were carefully entrusted to me reminded me how strong our students are. We will never fully
know all of the battles they are fighting silently and that is not our goal as educators. The goal as
responsible educators is to make ourselves available and provide them with the necessary
resources to feel heard and cared for and comfortable enough to share if they so choose.

Education is an act of love, and thus an act of courage. — Paulo Freire
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Appendix A — Informed Consent Form

Protocol Title: Las Voces Poderosas: Valuing Latine Undergraduate Perspectives When
Re-Assessing Student Supports at Predominantly White Institutions

Dr. Gretchen Lopez (she/her/hers) will be the Principal Investigator for this research
project in partial completion of Cassaundra Guzman’s (she/her/hers) doctoral degree. Dr.
Lopez is a faculty member in the Cultural Foundations of Education department, whereas
Cassaundra is a doctoral student. To contact Dr. Lopez please email her at

To contact Cassaundra Guzman please email her at ||| NG

Introduction:

The purpose of this form is to provide you with information about participation in a
research study and offer you the opportunity to decide whether you wish to participate.
You can take as much time as you wish to decide and can ask any questions you may
have now, during or after the research is complete. Your participation is voluntary.

What is the purpose for this research study?

This proposed research project will inevitably help predominantly white institutions to
better comprehend how to holistically support first-generation, Latine undergraduate
students attending said institutions. This work will fill in gaps within current academic
work that highlights how institutions support this student population. Currently higher
education excels in supporting students academically by providing them with academic
advisors, faculty members, tutoring centers, and other support systems. However, there
is a gap in where students can seek and receive non-academic support within higher
education. During the global pandemic specifically, it became apparent how needed
these holistic supports were needed. As we return to traditional ways of learning
institutions are recognizing that said gap exists, yet there is not enough existing
literature on what this may look like. This research will demonstrate that not only is there
a gap in support but there is also a great need for this prioritization before and now after
this global pandemic.

What will | be asked to do?

Participants will be first-generation Latine undergraduate students. They will be taking
part in 60 to 90-minute-long interviews that will occur one-on-one between myself and
the student. These students will be answering pre-determined questions during these
one-on-one interviews which will take place solely in person in a secured, private area to
ensure confidentiality.

What are the possible risks of participation in this research study?

Some potential risks to the participants may include emotional re-traumatization due to
the sensitive subject matter that will be discussed during the interviews. Participants will
be revisiting situations and memories that they may not be fond of. As well as possibly
negative backlash from the campus community dependent on how they view the premise
of this research project.

What are the possible benefits of participation in this research study?

I |
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The ways participants may benefit are the ability to name and fully understand what
they've experienced on a predominantly white campus, the knowledge that they are
supported emotionally and otherwise, and that there is work actively being done to
ensure better experiences for their peers. The ways society at large may benefit are the
addition of this much-needed research and the access to information that supports this
student population that will assist in further support within higher education.

How will my privacy be protected?

o Data will be stored on an external hard drive that is password protected in a
secured home office. Dr. Gretchen Lopez and Cassaundra Guzman will have direct
access to said data.

e Because this research will be conducted in a library setting, there are limitations
to the protection of your privacy and the confidentiality of the data collected.

How will my data be maintained to ensure confidentiality?

e Data collected will be coded and each participant will be given a pseudonym to
protect confidentiality. The coding key will be available to Dr. Gretchen Lopez and
Cassaundra Guzman.

Will photographs, audio, video, or film recording be used?
¢ |l understand the interview will be audio recorded. [ ] Yes [_] No

What are my rights as a research participant?
e Your participation is voluntary.
* You may skip and/or refuse to answer any question for any reason.
e You are free to withdraw from this research study at any time without penalty.

Whom may | contact with questions now, during, or after the research is complete?

* For questions, concerns or more information regarding this research you may
contact the Principal InvestiiatorI Dr. Gretchen Lopez, atﬁor

Cassaundra Guzman at

¢ If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research participant, you
may contact the

All of my questions have been answered, | am 18 years of age or older, and by signing
this consent form, | agree to participate in this research study. | have received a copy of
this form for my personal records.

Date:

Printed Name of the Participant

Signature of the Participant

Date:

Printed Name of the Researcher

Signature of the Researcher
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Appendix B — Recruitment Email Template

Good afternoon, [University Office/Student Organization]!

My name is Cassie Guzman and I am a doctoral candidate in Cultural Foundations of Ed. here at
Syracuse University. I am reaching out because I am beginning my study and would love your
help & participation!

My study aims to look at how [Blizzard] University can better support first-gen, Latine
undergraduate students. Through my findings I hope to be to communicate to the university the
various ways they can improve in hopes of raising the retention & success rates of Latine
students.

If you are interested, please complete the form linked here. If you would like to spread the
word, please share the attached flyer.

I have CC'd [NAME], your Advisor, to ensure all communication is transparent. Thank you in
advance for your participation and/or help in promoting this study.

Con carino,
CVG
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Appendix C — Recruitment Flyer

RESEARCH QUESTION: HOW CAN || GG 51

SUPPORT FIRST-GEN, LATINE UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS?
=

SEEKING FIRST-GEN, LATINE
STUDENTS BETWEEN 18-22 YEARS OLD
FOR 60 TO 90-MIN INTERVIEWS

ITAM A PHD CANDIDATE WHO IDENTIFIES AS A
3 FIRST-GEN, LATINE STUDENT.

SRl OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL I SPEND TIME FINDING THE
\ A BEST PLACES TO EAT IN CNY!

ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEWS WILL TAKE PLACE ON CAMPUS
AT 2 \D AUDIO WILL BE RECORDED

INFORMATION WILL BE COLLECTED IN PARTIAL COMPLETIONOFAPHDIN
CULTURAL FOUNDATIONS OF EDUCATION
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