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Family Dynamics of First-Generation Latino/a College Students 

Academic success and engagement are major goals for higher education.  While this may 

come easily for some students, others may struggle to succeed in college and reach high levels of 

engagement in various capacities.  Research has shown that first-generation Latino students in 

particular may encounter barriers to meeting these goals (Nunez, 2011; Dennis, Phinney, & 

Chuateco, 2005; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Mina, Cabrales, Juarez Rodriguez-Vasquez, 2004).  While 

in college, Latino students can face family, financial, and social barriers (Saunders & Serna, 

2004; Mina et al., 2004; Jimenez-Silva, Hernandez, Luevanos, Jimenez, Jimenez, 2009; Pike & 

Kuh, 2005; Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 2005; Leyva, 2011). These barriers along with others 

can prevent first-generation Latino students from graduating, becoming involved on campus, or 

finding a sense of community at their university.  

Family Influence 

           The connection between academic success and engagement is evident for many Latino 

students attending college.  Many Latino students are first-generation students who do not have 

support or guidance from their parents; making the college transition challenging.  Even when 

families without a college education desire to be supportive, they have less factual information to 

give, which can cause the students to feel misguided (Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco, 

2005).  Their families may not be able to help students find answers to their questions or point 

them in the right direction when they are looking to change majors.  This can be both frustrating 

and challenging to students who do not know where to find resources at their universities.  

           According to London (1989) there are three different types of familial separation.  These 

parental needs are transactional modes that are binding, delegating, and expelling.  Binding 

refers to when a parent wants the child to stay connected with the family by being demanding 
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and controlling.  Parents’ transactional modes are passed down from generation to generation 

and may include more than one mode.  For students who have parents that are binding, they may 

try to get the student to quit school and come home every weekend to help with the family, 

which sends conflicting messages, and prevents the student from reaching autonomy.  

Delegating parents want their children to represent them and/or fulfill their own, personal 

dreams of attending college.  These students feel an immense amount of pressure from their 

parents and can experience tension with their parents, because they want to become their own 

person (London, 1989; Nunez, 2009).  An expelled student experiences their parents completely 

letting go of them and pushing them away.  For some students this can be negative, because they 

still need the nurturance and guidance from their parents to grow. These students do not have the 

emotional and moral support from their parents, and students need emotional and moral support 

in order to feel included on campus and succeed (Boden, 2011; Nunez, 2009; Dennis et al., 

2005).  These transactional modes can be seen in first-generation students’ relationships with 

their families, which in turn affects academic success and engagement in college.   

Additionally, many Latino students find it extremely difficult for their families to 

understand the responsibility that is associated with going to college; this is due to majority of 

the Latino students being first generation students. Parents may not understand why their student 

is asking to go meet with a study group at night time, for a group assignment, for the majority of 

students this is a frustrating issue (Torres, 2004; Kinney, 1999).  There is a tension between 

“fulfill[ing] obligations to the family” and “college responsibilities” (Dennis et al., 2005; Leyva, 

2011). Because of all of this, first-generation students can experience higher chances of 

depression and less life satisfaction than non first generation students (Jenkins, 2013).  While this 
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tension has been acknowledged in research, there is a need to find ways for higher education 

professionals to address these issues.   

Research has shown that including families in the process of higher education can assist 

with minimizing the tensions that students experience (Mina et al., 2004; Reisberg, 1999).  One 

student shared how a staff member at her university “took the time to get to know [her] family 

quite well” and how “his effort to get involved with them helped [her] parents to support the 

decisions [she] made” (Mina et al., 2004). Simply having faculty and staff show care and interest 

in students’ families can help with academic success and engagement.  If parents feel connected 

with the university, they prove to be more supportive of their students’ experience and 

investment in higher education.   

Social Support 

           In addition to family support, social support and self-beliefs are predictors of Latina 

college students’ academic persistence.  Social support can be either friend or family support 

(Bordes-Edgar, Arredondo, Kurpius, & Rund, 2011; Dennis et al., 2005; Mina et al., 2004; Pike 

& Kuh, 2005;).  Friend support is slightly stronger than familial support, but familial 

encouragement predicts college persistence. Friend support is slightly stronger than familial 

support, because friends can understand what you are going through when sometimes parents do 

not understand or cannot relate.  Some parents may not even want to understand. 

Persistence/Academic Success 

Encountering family dynamics as a barrier to academic success and engagement is only 

one part of the equation.  Studies show that first generation Latino students complete college at a 

lower level than other racial/ ethnic groups (Nunez, 2011; Dennis et al., 2005; Pike & Kuh, 2005; 

Nunez, 2009).  Based upon information from 2004, Hispanic Americans are at 10% for having 
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received a four-year college and university degree (Saunders & Serna, 2004).  This information 

has most definitely changed since then, but certainly not enough.  When it comes to grade point 

averages first generation students are less academically and socially involved in college than 

other students, and complete college at lower rates (Nunez, 2011).  Clearly there is a need to 

understand why this is taking place and how to combat these statistics.   

The first year of college is the year where most students of color drop out (Nunez, A., 

2009).  Latinos are the largest population of students of color and have the lowest educational 

completion rates.  They are underrepresented in four-year institutions, but are overrepresented in 

the community colleges.  This could be explained by the fact that most first-generation students 

usually have a hard time fitting in on campus or finding where they feel at home.  Jimenez-Silva, 

et al. (2009) shares how for the Jimenez family, they were able to attend four-year institutions 

right out of high school and were able to find ways that they felt included and fit it on campus 

which prevented them from dropping out.   Their successes can help other students succeed and 

fit in on campus.  For the oldest child it was finding people who are were similar to her and 

getting together every night to talk about their struggles and her academic advisor.  For the 

second oldest child it was learning how to adapt to the climate of a primarily white Lutheran 

campus and changing who she was.  For the only boy in the family, he found a club that included 

not only Latinos but also students from his major.  Another daughter who went far away became 

heavily involved on campus and off campus and was able to find a sense of community and 

passion. The youngest went to diverse campus and had the support of her brothers and sisters to 

find clubs and organizations. 

Potential Solutions 
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Research has provided some ways that first-generation Latino students have found 

academic engagement and success including mentors and strong high school academic 

achievement. Having a mentor for Latino college students is the most important variable in 

retention rates.  A mentor of similar ethnic background made no difference to academic success 

of the student or the mentor relationship (Bordes-Edgar, Arredondo, Kurpius, & Rund, 

2011).  For Latino college students, the most important factor in obtaining a degree is high 

school GPA.  Therefore, students who did well in the K-12 system will do well in college.  GPA 

in high school is a strong predictor because it shows academic performance, persistence 

decisions, and commitment.  They have a drive to stay in school and achieve their goals just like 

they did in high school.  This is one solution to assisting first-generation, Latino students during 

their college experience.   

In addition to mentors and strong high school academic preparation, Chicano studies 

courses are able to help connect Latino students with their community background. This course 

also helps indigenous heritage of Mexican American people (Nunez, 2011). Chicano studies 

courses improve Latino students’ learning environment by limiting feelings, prejudice, and 

experiences of discrimination in college (Nunez, 2011). Research found that taking courses with 

material on ethnic, gender, and/ or socioeconomic diversity is related to an increased sense of 

belonging and academic self confidence among Latino college students (Nunez, 2011). First 

generation Latino students that take Chicano studies courses during their first two years of their 

college career may contribute to a supportive academic and social environment during a time 

when they are most likely to drop out of college (Nunez, 2011). 

Need for Research 
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Since there is still such a need for improvement with academic success and engagement 

with first-generation students, more research should be conducted in order to gain more insights 

into the barriers these students face.  While the literature demonstrates that first generation, 

Latino students’ college experience is influenced by their family, there is a need for more 

research on the specifics of how family impacts first generation Latino students’ engagement and 

academic success in higher education.  This study seeks to answer this question and provide 

further research by conducting focus groups and interviews with first-generation Latino students. 

Additionally, this study will look to find ways that first-generation Latino students can overcome 

these barriers with the help and support of higher education faculty and staff.  

Methods 

The primary method for data collection included a first generation Latino focus group 

along with three interviews conducted during the fall semester 2013 at a public Southern 

California Community College.   

Participants 

Among 14 students who participated, 4 were male and 10 were female and the mean age 

was 21. Their GPA's ranged from approximately 2.4 to 4.0 and the mean GPA was 3.2. Twelve 

of the students reported their marital status as single, while two participants were married. Three 

of the students were in their first year of college and 8 were in their second year while three of 

the students did not specify. Five of the students claimed to be Hispanic or Latino, two students 

identified as Mexican-American, one student claimed Hispanic/Italian, another student was 

Chinese, another Chicana, one African American, another Chinese African American and two 

students did not identify with an ethnicity. Most participants identified as some type of Latin 

ethnicity but a few of them reported a different nationality. This is due to the Puente club 
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welcoming all types of nationalities who are first generation students. The Puente club focuses 

on Chicano studies but the club is not limited to just Latino students. The Puente program's 

mission was to increase the number of Mexican American/Latino students transferring to four-

year colleges and universities and now has expanded to first generation students from various 

ethnicities. This provided a more diverse sample. 

Materials 

 The focus group consisted of one moderator and one note taker. The focus group was 

conducted in an informal setting with pre-written questions based on our findings from initial 

research. The three interviews consisted of one interviewer and three different interviewees with 

pre written questions based off the same questions provided at the focus group. The following 

questions were provided during the focus group and three separate interviews: 

 Describe your first year in college? 

 How many of you live with your parents still? 

 How do you feel connected with this institution? (Involvement, community, with faculty 

and staff) 

 What are the positive experiences you have had being a part of the Puente Program? 

 Do you have a mentor on or off campus? 

 Describe what that relationship looks like? 

 What are the expectations that your family have on you to help the whole family? 

 How does the role in your family affect your academic success? 

 Do you feel like you are able to meet those needs? 

 Are the responsibilities different for guys and girls in your household? 

 Is your spouse or significant other supportive of your choice to attend college? 

 How supportive of is your family with you going to college? 

 Do they feel like you are abandoning the family? 

 Describe your transition into college? 

 What things have made your academic adjustment college easier? 

 What were the biggest issues you encountered academically? 

 What are some issues that you face with your family because of your choice to attend 

college? 

 How did that affect your college experience? 

Procedure 
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Prospective participants were identified through the President of the Puente Club. First, 

the researcher reached out to the president of the club via email to connect with first generation 

students. The president then asked the club if they were interested in being a part of a study 

based on first generation students. If students were willing to participate in the study, the 

president then informed them to attend the focus group held on campus. 

The focus group was held in a classroom on campus, which was reserved for an hour for the 

study. As a token of appreciation, the researchers brought pizza and drinks for the students 

during the focus group. The room was set up in a relaxed atmosphere with the food and drinks at 

the front of the room and seats set up in a circular formation with the researchers in the midst of 

the circle. 

The main goal of the focus group was to understand how family dynamics affect first 

generation Latino student’s academic success and involvement in school. The focus group was 

held for 50 minutes. The first 10 minutes were spent with the researchers introducing themselves 

while the students ate. In the remaining 40 minutes of the focus group one researcher asked the 

questions provided in the material section. During the conversations between researcher 1 and 

the students, researcher 2 took notes on the dynamics of the dialogue such as body language, 

emotion, silences, and over all climate of the discussion. 

 The second phase of data collection included three interviews. Researcher 1 contacted the 

director of the Puente program to connect to three first generation students who were in the 

Puente program but not in the Puente club. The director set up interview times for the students 

and researcher one. Researcher one interviewed each student with the same questions that were 

used in the focus group. The focus group was instrumental in providing input on clarity of 

questions as well of the effectiveness of each question. 
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Data Analysis 

For this study, researchers looked for themes that emerged from the focus group and one on one 

interviews from participates' responses to help develop our findings. All interviews for this study 

were recorded with the participates knowledge. Once, all the interviews were recorded the 

research group transcribed word- for- word everything that was recorded from the interviews and 

focus group. Second, our research group used the method of unitizing and categorizing to collect 

our findings from the transcripts. Third, the researchers transcribed and then analyzed the 

transcripts individually. Several themes were identified in the transcripts from the researchers 

own understanding. Lastly, the constant comparative method produced a total of 44 themes; four 

categories were produced from those 44 themes. Through further discussion those 44 themes, 

became four categories that were: Hardship, Family Dynamics, Academic Tenacity, and Positive 

Impacts of the Puente Program. These four primary themes make up our research finding, as 

described below.  

Results 

There were five themes that were identified out of our research that had a noteworthy 

impact on family dynamics of first generation Latina/o college students. Those five themes were 

hardship, family dynamics, academic tenacity, financial stress, and positive impacts of Puente 

Program. Only two of the five themes contain sub themes, however each theme provided a 

significant amount of details to support our research. The five themes as stated above are 

arranged in no particular order. Social, financial, and family barriers were major themes as 

described by Nunez (2011) Dennis, Phinney, & Chuateco (2005); Pike & Kuh (2005) and Mina, 

Cabrales, Juarez Rodriguez-Vasquez (2004) in the focus group and interviews. Latino students 

felt more socially accepted because of the Puente program, but felt if they were not involved 
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with the specialized group of students, they would feel out of place and alone. Many students felt 

the pressures of working in order to pay for school. Others felt resistance and even jealousy from 

family due to the student’s commitment to pursing their education. 

Hardship 

A sizeable amount of the Latino students that we interviewed spoke on having hardships 

throughout their college experiences. Hardships for the students that we interviewed came from 

different areas such as having to balance having a job while going to school, feeling a sense of 

being overwhelmed with the course load of college courses, and feeling the need to have to 

sacrifice their jobs to get an education. The majority of our participants were first generation 

students, having experienced college for the first time compared to their parents, with that being 

said, many students had no knowledge of how to maintain a healthy work life balance. For some 

students this comes from parents not sharing or having had a college experience where the parent 

can tell the young adult, "Do not take so many classes, get familiar with the course work first and 

then add more classes later". Richard (names have been changed) describes his feelings of 

having a lot of classes and of being overwhelmed his first year in college: 

Uh yes, my first year was kind of overwhelming mainly because I 

thought I could take on all these classes at one time, um I didn't 

figure it out oh I don't have to...I really don't have the time...I set 

up my schedule to have classes back to back, no time or break 

between and stuff so I had to learn that you kind of need that break 

time to relieve yourself, cause I had five classes...I had six classes 

at one point...and I was just to overwhelmed. 

The majority of the Latino students in this study described experiencing some sense of hardship 

in more than one way. For some others, hardship came from feeling the need to get a job, while 

not quite understanding how to balance maintaining an education and having a job at the same 
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time. Melissa shares her experience with being more connected the prior year when she did not 

have a job:  

Um...I was more connected last year cause I didn't have a job. 

Now, this year I have a job, so it's hard, because you have to be 

working, and you can but you may have free time to be going to 

events, or participating in school activities, it's hard. 

In terms of commonality, Melissa and a few other students identified as having to work and go to 

school. Some students expressed that being involved on campus helped them have a better 

experience. Hardships were a common theme throughout our research.  

Academic Tenacity 

The second theme that became obvious in our research is academic tenacity. Participants 

identified the same supportive experiences shared in academic tenacity, in terms of academics 

when it came to their first years and current years in college.  

Academic support is the first sub-theme for academic tenacity. In terms of academic 

support, Yesenia shares that having a mentor made her road to succeeding in college easier. 

Yesenia decides her experience, 

I am taking a class with my mentor right now, and I do go to 

him...with him to talk to him in his office sometimes not just able 

class but with some other things, because he graduated from UCI. 

So, I was asking him questions about UCI, and he is very helpful 

and he gave me different websites and he helped me figure out if I 

wanted to do TAB at UCI and he helped me look for a place that I 

can volunteer, so he is always there like I feel like I can always ask 

him for something and he will help, he helped me in my job, I had 

to put references and I put his name he was like whatever you need 

just let me know. Even though, the program is done, I feel like we 

still have that relationship, like he didn't stop being my mentor just 

because the program is over, like we still have our mentor 

relationship. 
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For Yesenia and other Latino students, having a mentor helped them feel more comfortable when 

discussing potentially transferring to other institutions. Another item that made this academic 

support even more of a benefit to Latino students was that the mentor was provided to them 

through the Puente Program. In terms of the student being able to relate to their mentors, some 

students identified their mentor as being from a Latino descent as well. The students enjoyed that 

when they had questions about school or life in general that they had professional mentors that 

they could turn too.  

The second sub-theme within academic tenacity was academic challenges, which were a 

challenge for more than one student in our research, many of the participants faced challenges 

when it came to registering for classes in particular. Students acknowledged many different 

reasons for the challenges they faced. For example, being at a community college many courses 

such as Biology have a lack of instructors, which, means a lack of classes. Lack of classes mean 

that only a certain number of students get into the per semester, which also means that students 

can fall behind in terms of transferring to four year colleges while waiting to get courses that 

they may need for the transfer.  Anthony discusses his experiences with academic challenges,  

Registering for classes, it’s like a rat race. It’s so hard to get what 

you need; I mean I have two classes once a week one of them 

doesn’t end until 10 at night. And it’s really hard to just, and now 

they are closing the café, which is where I used to sit, and waiting 

for my classes to start and they close that early and it’s getting 

cold. (Laughs) but it’s registering for classes is the hardest thing 

for me cause all my classes are in the afternoon and it’s hard to get 

up and get going to a class that late in the day when you don’t 

work. So if I didn’t come here all day I mean I didn’t have any gas 

recently so I just had to sit in my house and wait for my class to 

start and it’s just its’ horrible and I wish I had morning class to get 

up and get going and such, so it’s just been really difficult for me. 
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The academic challenge for Anthony does not just affect him trying to register for classes; it 

affects him having to drive back and forth to school due to the cafeteria being closed at a certain 

time at night. Students identify that if there are classes at certain times at night, then the students 

should have some where warm to sit and wait until their classes start.   

A significant number of Latino students agreed that tuition cost had some type of affect 

on their academics. This brings our research to the third sub-theme: academic financial stress. 

Due to tuition, costs increasing, many students are left with having to pay a considerable amount 

of money to continue their education. Two students in particular voiced their experience about 

having to deal with tuition personally. The first student, Elizabeth, shares having to take care of 

her payments herself. The second student, Stephanie, explains how at first she did not know that 

she qualified for the Dream Act, which she was having to pay money out of her pocket to cover 

school cost, but later she found that she did actually qualify for the Dream Act which she then 

applied for.  Elizabeth’s words describe her academic financial stress,  

Tuition too was very hard. Like, the first, I know this year they 

have the payment plan, but last year was really hard to come up 

with $900 and pay your classes. I don’t have $900 to pay it all at 

once, so that was very tough.  

 

Stephanie’s words describe her academic financial stress,  

I should have said that I had to pay the $900 like you too, but I 

found that I actually didn’t qualify for the Dream Act and then 

Rachel told me, but oh...I thought she was talking about, the 

deferred actually, but then she told me to apply again for the 

Dream Act, and that’s how I got everything paid. Like everything 

happened at the right time. 

 

Some students from our research identified as being in the Puente Program and as being a 

student who applied for the California Dream Act. Stephanie, like many students in California, is 
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a student that is AB-540 and is exempt from paying non-resident enrollment fees, which also 

means that she is receiving some financial assistance from different sources. Academic tenacity 

had different influences on each student.  

Positive Impacts of the Puente Program 

The third theme that became apparent in our research was the: positive impacts of the 

Puente Program. All of the students that participated in our research had something positive to 

say about the Puente Program. Each Latino student shared a different experience that they have 

been through or are going through within the Puente Program. One student specifically shared 

about how they were having a difficult time getting classes and how later the Puente Program 

Coordinator gave her some helpful information. Karla recounted her experience with how she 

was first introduced to the Puente Program, 

For me, um I hadn’t gotten any classes too. And it was like the 

second or the first day of school, and I was trying to get into 

classes. And I just gave up and said I’m just gonna go talk to a 

counselor and see if I can um, work something out for next 

semester, because I had already tried that the previous semester 

and now it was... I was in the same situation that semester. And I 

talked to Rachel, but she didn’t tell me nothing... like she just told 

me, “I’m sorry you didn’t get any classes. You should, you’re 

gonna have to wait for fast track.” And when I was about to walk 

out of her office, like I asked her um, if I had to reapply for the 

AB540 program, and she looked at me and was like “You’re an 

AB540?” She was like kinda surprised and she’s like, “Where are 

you from?” I was like, “I’m from Mexico.” And she’s like, 

“Really?” And that’s when she told me about Puente, and she told 

me that she had one more spot if I wanted to take it and I did. Like 

I was very, I was very grateful to her for that she gave me two 

classes, because I wouldn’t have been in school. 

 

Like Karla, many students shared that they do not know where they would have been if it were 

not for the Puente Program existing. Many students struggled with getting classes and feeling 
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like giving up due to pure frustration of having to be waitlisted for certain classes, or from not 

being able to get any classes.  

Daniel describes his impact on Puente Programs,  

Me, myself, um to touch on the last one, I probably wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for the 

Puente, I probably wouldn’t be doing this, I’d probably be working somewhere, I don’t 

know as a managerial position or something like that. But um, like I knew I wanted to do 

school, right, even though I’m older. I came and I registered and I tried to get summer 

classes, it wasn’t working out. So I went to the global career center, so I was like ok, I 

could find, maybe find a better job. I was doing landscaping at the time, and I was like, “I 

don’t wanna do that”. And um, I met a counselor there. And she told me about the Puente 

program. She referred me to Rachel. I went to Rachel and I spoke to her, and she kinda 

broke down what the program was about. And she’s like, “Ya, you’ll get English classes 

for sure.” So I was like, “All right, you know, try these couple classes”. And just grew 

from there. 

If programs like the Puente Program were not around for students, many students described that 

they would be left with the bill from receiving an education. Students explained that they would 

not have a mentor or a professional, fellow Latino that they could relate to if it was not for the 

Puente Program. Latino students shared that the Puente Programs have helped them to feel like 

they belonged on campus and that the program gave them a sense of pride and community. The 

majority of participants from our research made it clear that they had intentions to transfer to a 

four-year university once they were finished at the community college. The program mission was 

to increase the number of Mexican American/Latino students transferring to four-year colleges 

and universities. A few students shared about attending conferences and field trips to four-year 

universities, where some of the Puente students would have never had the opportunity to visit 

prior to enrolling in the Puente Program. The Puente Program at this institution had a positive 

impact on Latino students and their education.   

Family Dynamics 
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The fourth theme identified in our research was family dynamics. Latino families have a 

large influence on their students in college (Torres, 2004). The vast majority of the college 

students that were a part of our research spoke on family influences in more than one way. We 

found that out of the 14 participants, six of them still had a curfew while the remaining eight did 

not. The theme of family dynamics involved four solid sub-themes: family expectations, gender 

roles, family tension, and family support systems. Torres (2004) and Kinney (1999) express the 

frustration the researchers heard in their dialogue with students at Chaffey College. Many parents 

of the first generation students do not understand the amount of study time they must commit to 

as well as the necessity of meeting in groups for various study times and assignments. As Dennis 

(2005) and Leyva (2011) mentioned these students, feel major tensions with their responsibilities 

to their family as well as their dedication to school. We found that eleven out of the fourteen 

students in our interviews stated that they still live at home with parents. A student by the name 

of Alyssa explained the relationship between her mother and herself, and how she is treated 

because of her decision to attend college. The tone in Alyssa’s voice was that of someone who 

seemed hurt by the family pressures to help out financially.   

Alyssa explains, 

My mom expects me to help out financially, like she is a bus driver 

and she never had to go to school...Like she drop out in junior 

high...and so she doesn't understand the pressures that come with 

being a full time student and being an A student on top of 

that...cause in in high school I was a D and C student, so it was 

easy then (Alyssa Laughs) so like she is a lot harder on me now, 

like your just in school, why don't you get a job, why don't you do 

this, so fortunately my husband works very hard so we can pay a 

little bit of rent and food and stuff so I can be an A student and go 

to school full time not having to worry about that...but that is 

all...pretty much my mom is...just wants some money... (Alyssa 

Laughs)  It actually is...it hurts sometimes too because I already 

have a car payment, I have gas I mean, we live in Lytle Creek, I 
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don't know if anyone has been there but it is like a gallon of gas 

per week and I have a 24 per gallon car so it's a lot of money I am 

already using for myself and she always wants food and my little 

sister's kids are living there so they eat a lot of the food too so it's 

like I am supporting them too, in a way that I can't even support 

myself sometimes, so it's really hard and it really hurts that she 

doesn't understand how hard it is on me too so... 

 

Alyssa's statement about her mother highlights the pressure that many of the students in our 

research experienced.  

Another common theme used throughout our research in terms of family dynamics brings 

us to our first sub-theme in this section: family expectations. The majority of our college students 

shared that their families all had some type of expectations for their college student, either while 

the student is in college or when the students graduates. Mya shares,  

My parents expect that once I am done with my degree I will buy 

them a house. Yeah, no pressure (being sarcastic)... I am like no I 

don't think so...they think that because they are doing a sacrifice 

for me that I should be able to give them a better life.  

 

Mya shared that her parents feel that because she is not working and she is living with them, they 

are sacrificing to make sure she gets an education. This means that when she graduates and starts 

her career, she will need to take care of her parents. A large amount of our respondents related 

some type of financial expectance from their families. Many of the Latino students expressed a 

lack of understanding from family that the student going to school is to better their own lives and 

not their families. Family expectations were seen often throughout our study from different 

students, and each family had different expectations for their student.  

The second sub-theme is gender roles. Gender roles looked different for each student's 

family. Some students recognized themselves as coming from a single parent household, in 

which the mother carried on the role as the mother and father. In some cases, we found that the 
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mother figure tended to be more dominant because of the absence of the father in the household. 

Few male, Latino students shared that they were the ones that picked little siblings up from 

school, and that they maintain household chores too. This may be due to the lack of the father in 

the home. However, there was one student that shared a familiar gender role that tends to be 

associated in a two-parent household. Zack describes his gender role description in his 

household, 

Yea the guys have to clean car and do the...um... what is it called? 

The patio, they have to clean that and girls have to do the dishes 

and use the brush. So many things but my mother…she try to make 

balance between my brother and me so we can do the same but at 

the same time the Latino culture say men go to work and woman 

stay in house. My mother take different perspective since she raise 

us alone. So I think woman has strong power. 

 

In some ways in single parent household, chores might be evenly be disbursed throughout the 

family. Financially, some of the female Latina students were responsible for helping to pay bills 

and buy groceries in their single mother households. It was difficult to find a commonality 

amongst Latino students and gender roles.   

The third sub-theme in this study: family tension. The majority of our students in our 

study had experienced some type of tension in their family due to their choice to attend college. 

Family tension was seen from immediate family members such as mothers and from distant 

family members. A large amount of the tension that was identified came from a lack of 

understanding from parents. One student shared an argument that she had with her mother. Lisa 

described this tension in the following way:  

My mom’s very jealous actually. Me and my half little sister are 

both in school and my mom feels like she never had the 

opportunities that we have right now so there’s a lot of like 

arguments, when I like told her I was in the Puente club, she told 

me uh, “well you never had to struggle in your life, you never had 
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to do a thing.” I was like, “Yes, but when I was in high school they 

just saw me as another you know Hispanic woman who probably 

wasn’t going to amount to much, so they pushed me away kind of. 

She’d say, “You never had to do that. I was like “How can you 

deny that?” and she argued but at the same time she knows that I 

was right. But it’s just the fact that she wanted to go to college and 

she wanted to have a career and a future and she feels like it was 

stopped because she has four kids. And I am encouraging her to go 

to college but she um will sometimes insult me for it. Saying that 

I... she.... she doesn’t.... you know that uh she can’t be lazy like I 

can be and such like that, so it really is damaging my relationship 

with my mother right now. 

 

Jealousy was a common word used by students to describe their family tension. Lisa discussed 

this tension with her mother as being something that is damaging their relationship. Lisa even 

tried to encourage her mother to go back to school, but her mother even turned that conversation 

into an argument. Jessica, another student who is a part of the Puente Program, explains how her 

family tension is coming from distant relatives:  

I would say, not from like my family, but from my cousins and 

aunts, like there’s jealousy sometimes. Cause their kids aren’t all 

going to school, so they’re kinda like jealous. And they don’t 

really; they try to do mean things to us, like say “oh how do know 

she’s at school? She could be with a boy, you don’t even know”. 

And I'm like, “seriously?” like its just jealousy from my far side of 

the family. 

 

There were a few other students who did not receive tension from their parents but from aunts, 

uncles, or cousins. It is interesting to see that when relatives do not have children in college that 

they verbally abuse the relatives that are in college, instead of choosing to encourage the student.  

Lastly, the fourth sub-theme found in this study: family support systems. Although, 

students had identified some family tension throughout the study in this section, a good amount 

of students received support from either parents and or spouses. Two women in our study 

identified their spouses as being the main person working to financially support their household 
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while they are in school. One student by the name of Camillia shares that her husband does not 

just support her financially but that he is also encouraging her to study. Camillia explains how 

her husband helps her with her schoolwork and how he does not want her to drop classes or drop 

out of school.  

Camillia shares about the support she receives from her spouse,  

Well he always encourages me, like to keep on studying not to like 

be in school because he already finished his career. So he’s like 

you need to keep on going and like don’t just say oh I’m gonna 

drop out or drop outta class. Like and he’s always helping me out 

with my math homework (laughing) at my house, so he is very 

helpful. 

 

Support for many students came in different forms. Another student expressed that her support 

came from her mother. It was interesting to hear the number of students that did not receive 

support from their families; however, it was encouraging for the other students to hear that there 

are Latino families that are supportive of their students going to college. Bethany, describes her 

experience,  

What helped me is that my mom is actually the opposite; she’s 

like, really supportive. She’s like, “I don’t care if you don’t go to 

your niece's birthday party. I don’t care if you have to miss 

something”. She’s like, “school’s a priority". Even though she 

wants me to cook or clean sometimes if I can’t, I’ll do she’ll say 

she understands. So that’s what helps me, and my little sister she’s 

really supportive and my brother is really supportive but 

sometimes he gives me a guilt trip. But my niece, she’s only 5 but 

she gives me, she breaks my heart she’s like “you're always in 

school” and I don’t get to see you like, but like my main family is 

very supportive with school. 

 

It is important to Bethany's mother that she focuses on her education. Her mother seems to be 

very understanding of her daughter receiving an education. Bethany shares that her mother 

expects her to help out only when she can. When students have a supportive family, it helps their 
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stress level stay down, because they are not overwhelmed with family pressures. A supportive 

family to a first generation Latino student helps them to succeed in college.  

Discussion 

 The current study attempted to answer the research question of how do family dynamics 

effect first-generation Latino/a college student’s academic engagement and academic success. 

The five themes that emerged from our interviews and focus group were hardship, academic 

tenacity (academic support, academic challenges, and academic financial stress), positive 

impacts of the Puente program, and family dynamics (family expectations, gender roles, family 

tension, and family support systems). These themes help to answer our research questions and 

will be addressed below. These findings are not to be generalized with every first-generation 

Latino/a college students due to small sample size and qualitative nature of the study.   

 A majority of the students in the study described having hardships that related to work 

life balance or school life balance and how this negatively effected their college experience. The 

balance of work, life, and school does not come easily and can be even harder for first-generation 

students (Jimenez-Silva, 2009). A majority of the students described having a job and how this 

can often pull them into two different directions while they are attending college. This can be 

due to coming from a low-income family because their parents do not have college degrees and 

do not make very much money and their parents cannot afford to send them to school or even 

support them. This makes things difficult for any student to support himself or herself while 

trying to earn an education. These hardships could be decreased if a parent had experienced the 

same situation, but because the parents of these students did not attend college, they cannot share 

wisdom or support in most cases (Dennis, Phinney, &Chuateco, 2005). 
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 Having a mentor provided priceless academic support for the students in the current 

study. These mentors were provided as part of the mentor program and helped guide the students 

through difficult situations and gave the students someone who could relate. Student who had a 

connection with their mentor after the Puente Program could have benefited from this 

relationship because having support from someone other than friends and family creates a sense 

of willpower that cannot be found in other social areas.  This is because the student can connect 

with someone whom has gone through similar circumstances and has completed their goals. 

These students may have felt a greater connection to the college by having a mentor and 

increased their academic tenacity. The finding of having a mentor supports our literature 

findings. A mentor can assist any type of student and make a more fulfilling academic 

experience regardless of ethnicity or race similarity (Jimenez-Silva et al. 2009; Bordes-Edgar et 

al. 2011).   

An academic challenge that students faced and affected their academic tenacity, but did 

not stop them from pursuing a college degree was trouble-getting classes. Failure to get classes 

can mean that students are not enrolled full-time and at the community college, it takes longer to 

graduate and transfer. This can put students in a tight situation where they are trying to better 

their lives by attending college but are not able to get the classes they need for their particular 

major, and are working to pay bills. It seems like a rather vicious cycle where they are trying to 

better themselves, but are weighed down by the stressed of registration and graduation, finding a 

balanced life, and paying for college.   

 The Puente program had many positive impacts on the students in the study whom were a 

part of the program. The program gave students early enrollment in popular courses, a mentor, 

financial help, and opportunities to transfer, and most importantly a sense of belonging on 
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campus. These students may feel positively towards the program not just because of the material 

or academic benefits, but also because of the sense of community. For most first-generation 

Latino/a student's finding their place on campus can be hard when you do not have support from 

anywhere else (Jimenez-Silva et al., 2009). These students met other students who were 

experiencing the same situation and it made them feel more at home and/or comfortable knowing 

that they were not the only ones. The positive effects of the Puente Program can be applied to 

other universities that are having issues with retention of first-generation Latino/a college 

students. 

 The current study focused on the family dynamics and the effect it has on first-generation 

college students. We found both positive and negative effects. Most families expect their 

children to help out the family financially while they attending college and after they have 

graduated. The pressures from parents to be there for the family in a multitude of ways can be 

stressful and hard to cope with (Dennis et al., 2005; Leyva, 2011). This leads to the student not 

wanting to be home or have some animosity against their families as our participants shared. 

Some students shared that either one or two of their family members wanted them to quit school 

to take care of the family. This supports the research of London (1989) of the binding stage 

where a parent does not want to let go of the child and is demanding and controlling. The 

students who shared their stories of this type of familial separation often were emotional when 

sharing. It is harder for students with parents who are trying to control their child and the child is 

pulling away.   

Another subtheme we found was within family dynamics were gender roles. Gender roles 

for the Latino/a population differ than other cultural populations (Roche, Caughy, Schuster, 

Bogart, Dittus, Franzini, 2013). Gender differences can also occur within Latino/a culture as 
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well. These students expressed that men usually do more outside chores and are expected to have 

a job and women generally have inside chores and are to get married and focus on family while 

men are supposed to provide. However, this does not mean that everyone student in the study 

shared this. Some students shared that everyone is to provide or that men are supposed to go to 

school while women do not. The main commonality promotes that first-generation college 

students have distinct gender roles and that the stress of attending college regardless of gender is 

equal. In our study, students reported family tensions arose from immediate and close family 

members. Some family members were jealous and verbally abusive or mean.  This can cause 

students to want to drop out or to not feel included in their family. This leaves students with a 

fallen sense of belonging in their family and if they do not feel a sense of belonging at their 

institution, where are they to fit in? This can lead to students feeling depressed and supports 

Jenkins (2013) findings. Students need the support of their families rather than unsupportive or 

mean family members in order to succeed (Boden, 2011; Nunez, 2009; Dennis et al., 2005). 

Despite all of the negative family dynamics that have occurred for the first-generation college, 

students in this study there are some positive family dynamics. Some students experienced 

support from their family and/or spouses. These students had a more positive outlook on 

academic persistence and knew that having someone in their corner, so to speak, was extremely 

helpful. Most often, the supportive family member would encourage the student to do their 

homework and that it was okay to miss family events. These few students show the success of 

what a positive family bond can look like. These students will most likely have a more positive 

attitude about school and towards their parents in the future. These students may also obtain 

degrees higher than a bachelor’s degree.   

Recommendations for practice 
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Recommendations for practice include an admissions counselor coming to high school 

campuses to share about the college experience to parents of first-generation college students 

and/or parents with questions about the college experience. This would include current parents of 

first-generation college students, admissions counselors, and a panel of first-generation college 

students. There would be a short presentation of what the application process looks like, what the 

college experience entails, students becoming involved on campus, and a question and answer 

session for parents to ask specific questions. This experience would help put parents' minds at 

ease, help them become more comfortable with the college process, and can help the parents help 

their children. This can even been done at the college level for parents of any student.   

 Another recommendation is to have a special orientation for first-generation college 

student. This orientation would be an information setting where students get to learn about 

federal work study, resources offered on campus, clubs they can join, connecting them with 

people who went through similar circumstances, and creating a place to talk about fears. After 

the students have completed their first year they can take a survey to find out what information 

worked well for the students, what was not helpful, and what they think would be helpful for 

new incoming students. 

 Additionally, many of our subjects did not know about the Puente program until they met 

with a counselor. The recommendation that the researchers have for the Southern California 

Community College would be to include this program in the orientation process and market it 

around the campus for current students to know about the program. This program has helped the 

students that were interviewed and without this program, some would not be in college. It is vital 

that students are aware of the program.   

Limitations 
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 The current study does pose some current limitations.  The first limitation is the small 

sample size. If the sample size were larger, we would have a more solid foundation to our current 

findings. Second, the sample included some students who did not identify as Latino/a and 

therefore, may skew our findings in a different direction or show different cultural differences 

than were expecting from this specific population. Third, we only interviewed first-generation 

college students from a Southern California Community College, which does not reflect all 

opinions and experiences that other first-generation Latino/a college students.  

Future studies 

For future studies there should be a bigger sample size to ensure validity in the themes 

and from other universities across the nation.  There is need for more information on the family 

dynamics that first-generation Latino/a college students’ experience.  Focusing on the hardships 

that are placed on this population and how to overcome them will benefit students struggling 

with the same issues.  Studies have shown that the success of others can help promote a sense of 

belonging and inspiration in the student (Jimenez-Silva, 2009).  The Puente program was a 

success for many students in the current study and further research should be conducted on the 

Puente program.  This research would explore the positive impacts of the Puente program in 

more detail and share what part of the program benefits students the most.   

 In conclusion, the current study shows the experiences and family dynamics of 15 first-

generation community college students in a Southern California Community College and how it 

effects their academic success and academic engagement.  Students who had mentors, positive 

family support, were a part of the Puente Program, and had achieved a work, life, and school 

balance were more likely to be engaged in school and were more likely to succeed in the future 

compared to student who did not have these.  
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