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ABSTRACT 

Adult learners and first generation students are less likely to persist to graduation than 

their traditional counterparts, however, some do manage to succeed in college and graduate 

(McCall et al., 2018; Means & Pyne, 2017). Studies indicate that while both group persist at 

lower rates, those who have gone on to graduate often cite having resources and personal support 

to help them achieve their academic goals (Zacharakis et al., 2011). Using narrative inquiry, this 

study explored the lived experiences of six first generation adult learners who graduated from a 

public research university. Bridging and bonding social capital was used to examine the stories 

of three white first generation adult learners. Community cultural wealth offered a useful 

framework for examining the stories of first generation adult learner students of color. 

Their stories were unique in many aspects, yet they shared some themes from childhood 

to graduation. These themes include struggles growing up; doing academically well in both high 

school and college; difficult life situations; troubles paying for college; and a tenacious attitude 

toward graduation. The first generation adult learner graduates relied less on bridging social 

capital than they did on bonding social capital. First generation adult learner students of color 

used their community cultural wealth in different ways to persist to graduation. Implications for 

university practitioners include having in depth conversations with students. Implications for 

university leadership includes a shift away from the university focus on finances to caring about 

the student. Implications for students include helping students understand their strengths that 

might not be recognized as such. Developing a strength based test, using the tenants of cultural 

community wealth for first generation adult learner students of color, could help those students 

see the strengths they possess and thus, empower them to not only graduate, but be successful 

students as well. 
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CHAPTER 1 

An adult learner, also sometimes referred to as a non-traditional student, is defined as 

someone who is 24 years or older pursuing a baccalaureate degree.  It is also defined as a student 

who has “family and work responsibilities as well as other life circumstances that can interfere 

with successful completion of educational objectives” (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2017, para 1).  The term adult learner applies to those who are going to college for the first time, 

as well as those who started a college degree and then returned to finish after a period of time.  

Although age is often used as the most defining characteristic, further attributes of an 

adult learner include working full time and living off campus (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2018a). Adult learners are typically compared with the traditional college student. A 

traditional student is defined as one who enters college immediately after graduating from high 

school, is under the age of 24, and does not work full time while taking classes (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2018b). In 2018, The National Center for Education Statistics projected 

more than half of undergraduate college students, 7.6 million students, will be 25 years old and 

over, whereas traditional students (under age 25) come in at 12.3 million.  

Adult learners are also more likely to be first generation college students (Redford, 

2017). The United States Department of Education (2011) defined a first generation college 

student as an individual whose single parent or both parents did not complete a baccalaureate 

degree. Using the above definition, first generation students account for more than half (56%) of 

all college students in the United States (RTI, 2019). The majority of first-generation college 

students are White, followed by Hispanic, Black, students of other races, and Asian (Redford, 

2017). Both adult learners and first generation students are at risk for non-completion of their 

college degrees.  
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 Numerous studies, as well as literature reviews, focus on the barriers adult learners and 

first generation students confront as they attempt to obtain a college degree. The studies most 

often contain suggestions or recommendations often called best practices for institutions on how 

to best help these populations. However, many of the studies focusing on adult learners and first 

generation students, are done from the perspective of the institution, rather than the students. 

This study used two versions of social capital theory as a dual framework for analysis. The first, 

bridging and bonding social capital, which posits an individual acquires resources through 

relationships, served as a framework for understanding the experiences of white first generation 

adult learners who completed a bachelor’s degree (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000). Bridging and 

bonding and other forms of social capital theory have been critiqued for their assumptions of 

middle-class white norms and values and deficit views of those who do not fit them (Yosso, 

2005). Thus, a different theory was needed to help understand the experiences of students of 

color. Therefore, this study also used community cultural capital wealth which maintains persons 

of color possess other forms of capital not valued or considered within white middle-class 

versions (Liou et al., 2009; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995; Yosso, 2005). Narrative 

inquiry, a qualitative method used to tell stories from the participants’ perspective, was utilized 

to capture the accounts of first generation adult learners (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Using 

narrative inquiry gave first generation adult learners a voice and helped tell what social capital 

they have and how they used it to persist to graduation. 

Research Problem 

As their presence on college campuses continues to grow, adult learners taking college 

classes are becoming the new norm (McCall et al., 2018). The number of adult learners is 

predicted to increase and by the year 2024, adult learners enrolled in U.S. colleges and 
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universities is expected to be 24 million, an increase of 7 million or 30% (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2017). Persistence, according to the National Student Clearinghouse (2018), 

means a student returns to any college or university for a second year, while retention refers to 

the student returning to the same college or university for a second year.  Persistence to the 

second year is important as it increases the likelihood that one will finish the degree (Stewart et 

al., 2015).  

Adult learners usually pursue a college degree to transition from one stage in life to 

another, for example, a life circumstance such as a loss of a job, divorce, or death of a spouse 

(Compton et al., 2006). Often for adult learners, whether attending for the first time or returning 

to finish a degree started previously, circumstances such as a job, illness, or raising a family 

divert them from finishing their degree (Alhassan, 2012). When some adults return to college, 

their goal is to complete the degree they started years ago, and they are resolute to finish the 

second time because they now understand how important it is to have a college degree (Genco, 

2007). Other adult learners are hesitant to come back to college, as their first experience as a 

traditional student may not have been a positive one. Sometimes, adult learners are embarrassed 

about their past grade point average, because as a traditional student, their focus was not on 

academics (Kimmel et al., 2014b). They are sometimes intimidated when enrolling at a college 

or university because many students are younger than they are (Zacharakis et al., 2011). 

Several national organizations and programs have been established in response to the 

growing number of adult learners to provide them with financial support and other forms of 

assistance. In 2000, the Bernard Osher Foundation established Osher Lifelong Learner Institutes 

(OLLI) at colleges and universities throughout the country. They provide scholarships for adult 

learners in the United States. Alpha Sigma Lambda (ASL) began in 1946 and became committed 
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to advocating for adult learners in 1981. It is a fraternal organization dedicated to honoring high 

achieving adult learners enrolled in colleges and universities throughout the United States (Alpha 

Sigma Lambda, 2017). Some colleges and universities across the United States also have 

organizations and offices dedicated to the advancement of adult learners (Gast, 2013). Despite 

their good intentions, determination to finish, and the support offered to them, adult learners are 

still less likely to persist to graduation than their traditional counterparts. Another population of 

undergraduate students who are less likely to persist to graduation are first generation students. 

Many adult learners have parents and grandparents who never graduated from a four-year 

institution, thus making them first generation students.  

First generation students have experiences similar to adult learners, as they also are often 

caring for children and/or elderly parents and may be working full-time, among myriad other 

complexities that affect their pursuit of a college degree (Gast, 2013; Shepherd & Nelson, 2012). 

More than 25% of first generation students discontinue their educational pursuit after their first 

year (Education Advisory Board, 2016, p. 6). After three years, their dropout rate is 33% 

compared to continuing generation students whose dropout rate after three years is only 14% 

(Cataldi et al., 2018). Many first generation students are proud to be the first in their family to 

even attempt college and they are determined to graduate (Luzeckyj et al., 2017). First 

generation adult learners may also identify as students of color and thus, carry with them 

multiple identities. Nonetheless, the data indicate for various reasons, many of these students do 

not persist to graduation.  

First generation students have received support from the Federal Government via TRIO 

Offices since 1964. Although always capitalized and reads like an acronym, TRIO was named as 

such because it originally referred to three (now eight) federal programs designed to give 



5 
 

economically disadvantaged students increased access to higher education.  TRIO funds 

organizations such as Student Support Services and other programs, which provides low income, 

and/or first generation students with resources such as tutoring. In 2016, the Education Activity 

Board released a report to help colleges and universities provide support for first generation 

students. In spite of efforts to provide them with support services, first generation students and 

adult learners persist to graduation at lower levels than traditional college students (Education 

Advisory Board, 2016; National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2018).  

However, some adult learners and some first generation students do manage to succeed in 

college and go on to graduate (McCall et al., 2018; Means & Pyne, 2017). Studies indicate that 

while both groups, adult learners and first generation students, persist at lower rates, those who 

have gone on to graduate often cite having resources and personal support to help them achieve 

their academic goals (Zacharakis et al., 2011). Persistence for adult learners requires respect and 

understanding from their instructors as well as an institution’s ability to reward them with credit 

for prior learning (McCall et al., 2018). While literature will often cite being married as a barrier 

to degree completion, some adult learners claim their partner has taken on household chores such 

as watching the kids and providing meals for the family while they study and go to class 

(Kimmel et al., 2014b). Other adult learners have reported the institutions they attended had 

specific programs in place they utilized in order to keep them from feeling isolated and therefore, 

persevering to graduation (Goings, 2018).  

For first generation students, resources that resulted in persistence to graduation were 

need based scholarships, faculty who supported them, and programs such as study abroad 

(Means & Pyne, 2017). For some first generation students, the ability to see a connection 

between their degree and a future job propelled them to graduation (Rios-Aguilar & Deil-Amen, 
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2012). First generation students report wanting to have a better life than their parents and believe 

a college degree is the way to do so (Stephens et al., 2012). One study reported finding a sense of 

belonging on campus was crucial to first generation student success (Means & Pyne, 2017). 

While a picture is emerging of what helps adult learners and first generation students 

successfully attain a degree, what is less known is the persistence of those who are both first 

generation and adult learners.  

First generation adult learners may go on to persist to graduation because someone or 

perhaps even a group of people have provided support and encouragement that made it possible.  

Sometimes when an adult learner is motivated to get a college degree, it is because of 

relationships they have acquired. First generation students may be encouraged by parents who 

want their children to go on to college because they did not have the opportunity (Orbe, 2004). 

Often, adult learners have more life experiences than traditional age students, which can affect 

their college experience (Moschetti & Hudley, 2014). Adult learners and first generation students 

have various relationships with others which may influence or enhance their college experience 

(Bozic, 2013). These relationships may include someone such as a spouse or significant other, a 

boss, or a close friend. Other relationships with those whom the individual knows, but may not 

be as close include colleagues, members of organizations to which they belong, such as a parent 

teacher organization and perhaps other relationships not yet acquired by traditional aged students 

(Alhassan, 2012). This study will help fill the gap by telling the stories of first generation adult 

learners and analyzing those stories to determine how they were able to succeed to graduation. 
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Theoretical Frameworks  

Bridging and Bonding Social Capital, and Cultural Community Wealth 

Two theories, bridging and bonding social capital, and community cultural wealth offered 

a useful dual framework for examining the phenomenon of first generation adult learners who 

persisted to graduation. Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as the resources an individual 

acquires through relationships, which is sometimes developed via belonging to a group, and 

therefore may become a credit, or a form of capital. Putnam (2000) later advanced the idea that 

social capital can be divided into two distinct forms, what he called bridging and bonding, in 

which he described bridging as weak ties to individuals and bonding as strong ties to individuals. 

Community cultural wealth is a critique of social capital theory and posits a shift away from a 

deficit based model to a strength based model of what constitutes social capital (Yosso, 2005). 

Community cultural wealth uses the skills often possessed by students of color who bring unique 

abilities, not recognized in traditional social capital theory, with them from their homes and their 

cultures into the classroom.  

Bridging and Bonding Social Capital 

Bridging social capital are those formal and informal connections made by relations with 

members in social groups who share the same identity (Jensen & Jetten, 2015; Woolcock & 

Narayan, 2000). Examples of bridging social capital for first generation adult students are peers 

who are studying the same major. They may take several classes together and thus get to know 

each other, perhaps even study together. These students may not share a significant bond but 

have nevertheless made a connection. Those connections tend to be weak, yet also help first 

generation adult college students navigate in an unfamiliar setting by providing them with 
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advice, important information, and emotional support (Moschetti & Hudley, 2014; Zhang et al., 

2011).  

Bonding social capital arises from those connections made from belonging to a family 

and/or close, personal relationships (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). The ties of bonding social capital 

tend to be stronger and are often thought to help people get by (Zhang et al., 2011). Sometimes 

getting by means sharing resources such as a car or borrowing money until pay day (Briggs, 

1998). Figure 1 is a visual representation of how bridging and bonding fall under the umbrella of 

social capital theory. The following sections define what the constructs mean and provide 

examples of each form.  

Figure 1 

Visual Representation of Bridging and Bonding Social Capital Theory 

Bridging social capital is acquired from the supports or networks a person obtains usually 

outside of family and close friends (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). It is often understood as having the 

characteristics of weak or heterogeneous ties (Zhang et al., 2011). Weak ties are those 

connections that do not have a strong bond or relationship to that individual (Zhang et al., 2011). 

Social 
Capital

Bridging

Weak Ties

Heterogeneous Univeristy 
Organizations
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Bridging interactions do not necessarily come from likeminded people, and thus can lead to the 

development of new ideas and new relationships which may not have been possible (Jensen & 

Jetten, 2015). For example, a first generation adult learner whose background is rural and mainly 

consists of strong family ties, may not have any professional connections. A first generation 

adult learner may acquire professional connections via weak ties of bridging capital while 

pursuing an education and thus form new relationships with students, faculty, and staff that may 

not have been possible had they not taken classes (Means & Pyne, 2017).  

As a detractor, social capital acquired by family background can have a deleterious effect 

on their ability to achieve success in institutions of higher learning when it comes to both 

preparation and retention (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). Social capital encourages a deficit perspective 

which means it also does not acknowledge the strengths that families bring to the situation. 

Community cultural wealth counteracts that by arguing social capital does not account for 

strengths often possessed by persons of color (Yosso, 2005). Some students are encouraged by 

their family members to get a college degree believing the student’s life will be better because of 

the college education they receive. Others may draw upon skills taught in the home, such as 

being bilingual to help obtain scholarships. Social capital theory would argue that by definition, 

first generation adult learners’ parents have little to no experience in a university setting, 

therefore they have no one to rely on for the preparation or guidance needed for obtaining a 

college degree. However, family members may have taught them characteristics such as 

perseverance or the ability to remain hopeful, even when current circumstances may seem 

preventive of obtaining a college degree.   
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Community Cultural Wealth 

Community cultural wealth is a counter theory intended to correct the shortsightedness of 

bridging and bonding social capital. Students of color bring different forms of social capital to 

the classroom than what are found in traditional social capital. To understand what those 

different forms are and how students of color may possess them, Community cultural wealth 

(Yosso, 2005) offers six forms of capital not found in more traditional versions of social capital 

theory. Those six forms include aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, and 

resistant capital. Aspirational capital is the ability to dream of a better life, despite the 

circumstances a person may find themselves in. In an educational setting, an example of this 

would be getting a college degree, despite not having the resources to do so. Linguistic capital is 

to use one’s ability to speak more than one language to one’s advantage. It can also include the 

ability to use different registers in the language, both verbal (such as whisper) and non-verbal 

(such as hand gestures) to tell a story. Students often bring this to the classroom by being 

bilingual or having unique story telling capabilities. Familial capital includes the capacity to 

carry on the cultural experiences that include a sense of history shared within the community. It 

can include not only immediate family members such as parents and siblings, but also aunts, 

uncles, grandparents as well as deceased family members and close friends who although not 

related, are considered family. Social capital, which is similar to how Bourdieu and Putnam 

described it, in this context is defined as, “Networks of people and community resources” (p. 

79). Students have at times, used social capital to obtain scholarships to pay for college by 

securing a scholarship from someone they might know. Navigational capital is possessing the 

skills to navigate through systems, especially those systems not specifically created for persons 

of color. This was also referred to a person’s ability to do well even in the midst of turmoil in 
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their lives. Resistant capital is defined as the skills and know how that have been created by 

opposing discrimination and from not being treated fairly. Others have described resistant capital 

as challenging the status quo.   

Figure 2 

Visual Representation of Community Cultural Welath 

 

Community cultural wealth takes into consideration the strengths students of color often 

bring to the classroom. These strengths can be used in myriad ways to help students succeed and 

thus, matriculate. This study will determine how first generation adult learners, who are also 

students of color, used the different tenants of community cultural wealth to graduate with a four 

year college degree. Using community cultural wealth, I identified how the participants of color 

in this study, drew upon these tenets to persist to graduation. 

Purpose of the Study 

For some adult learners, the added consequence of being a first generation student may 

make persisting to graduation more difficult than college students who are not first generation or 

adult learners. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to learn and understand from first 
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generation adult learners who have persisted to graduation, what their college and life experience 

was like. In particular, this study sought to gather information from white first generation adult 

learners who graduated from college to learn what forms of bridging and bonding social capital 

these students had access to and how they factored in persisting to graduation. It also sought to 

gather information from first generation adult learners who were students of color, what forms of 

community cultural wealth they had access to, and how they factored in persisting to graduation. 

Moreover, this study adds to the understanding and helps fill the gap of knowledge of how first 

generation adult learners who persist and make it to graduation succeed. 

Research Questions 

1. How do first generation adult learners who have completed a bachelor’s degree describe 

their college experiences? 

2. What bridging social capital did white first generation adult learners develop and how did 

they use it to persist to graduation? 

3. What bonding social capital did white first generation adult learners use to persist to 

graduation? 

4. What community cultural wealth did first generation adult learners who are students of 

color, access and how did they use it to persist to graduation? 
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CHAPTER 2  

Review of the Literature 

This chapter presents a review of the literature relevant to students who are considered 

adult learners and for those who are considered first generation. This will give the reader a better 

understanding of what it means to be both an adult learner and a first generation student. It 

begins with a discussion of adult learners in order to provide an explicit definition and what it 

means to be an adult learner and why they return to school. It will then examine the barriers they 

may confront to degree completion including institutional, situational, and dispositional barriers 

along with the ways institutions may address those barriers. It will then examine the support 

available for adult learners. Next, the literature review will use a parallel structure and give a 

definition of first generation students and what that means. It will then examine the barriers first 

generation students may encounter, the ways institutions may address those barriers, and the 

support available for first generation students. The review will conclude by comparing the 

similarities and differences between the literature on adult learners and first generation students’ 

lives and experiences.  

Adult Learners 

Someone obtaining a four-year bachelor’s degree, often brings to mind a recent high 

school graduate between the ages of 18-23, known in literature as a traditional college student. 

However, students 24 and older, known as adult learners, constitute a little more than 25% of the 

undergraduate population (Blumenstyk, 2018). For the purpose of this study, adult learners will 

be defined as any student, 24 years or older, who has not yet obtained a bachelor’s degree 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2018a). Other definitions or criteria of adult learners 

include students who are serving in the military, have children, and at some institutions those 
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who declare themselves as independent on financial aid forms are also considered adult learners. 

Other terms used to denote adult learners include non-traditional students, re-entry, second 

chance, and lifelong learners (Carlson et al., 2018). Characteristics of adult learners, which 

differentiate them from traditional college students, typically include working full time, having 

children at home, and caring for older parents (Cercone, 2008). They also spend significantly 

less time on campus than traditional students, as their time is spent juggling multiple 

responsibilities (Osam et al., 2017).  

Life circumstances for adult learners can include working part-time, if not full-time, and 

they may face more on the job demands than traditional students because many adult learners 

have more responsibilities at a job than their younger counterparts (Chen, 2017). Unlike 

traditional students, many adult learners are caring for their families which may include children 

(sometimes of college age) and may also include elderly parents (Kimmel et al., 2012).  The 

authors posited adult learners are much more likely to take a class, leave, and only return to 

campus the next time they have class. Adult learners may belong to organizations such as a 

parent teacher association at their child’s school or a professional organization relating to their 

career, which may require them to attend meetings on top of other responsibilities. Adult learners 

are also more likely to be involved in their community than traditional students (Wax & 

Wertheim, 2015). Although adult learners are not a homogenous group, one factor unites them 

claims Blumenstyk (2018), and that is the belief that obtaining a college degree will leave them 

better off than without one. 
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Why Adult Learners Return to School 

There are several reasons adults return to college to obtain a degree. Oftentimes adult 

learners return to school because of a job loss or they decide to pursue a different type of career 

(Kimmel et al., 2012; Osam et al., 2017). Related to job loss and career change is the fact that 

many adults want to reach a higher socioeconomic status and be more marketable so they can 

better provide for their families (Luke & Justice, 2016). In one study utilizing a cross sectional 

survey, researchers wanted to determine the motivations behind adult learners majoring in the 

business field (Luke & Justice, 2016). They found the adult learners in their study returned to 

school in order to advance in their field, earn more income, have greater job security, and be 

fulfilled personally. In another study, Duffy et al. (2014), conducted six focus groups consisting 

of 41 registered nurses who were pursuing a four-year degree. They found in order to keep their 

jobs or to advance, Registered Nurses (RN) needed to obtain a Bachelor of Science in nursing 

(BSN) degree, whereas in the past, all they needed was an associate’s degree. Thus, many RNs 

return to school to earn their bachelor’s degree. A literature review posited because of a shift in 

societal norms from women being expected to stay at home to women being expected to 

contribute to the household income, they are seeking a college credential to pursue a professional 

career (Osam et al., 2017). However, some adults desire a college degree for the sake of personal 

achievement and being a role model to their children who are in school (Kimmel et al., 2014a). 

In an effort to synthesize empirical findings on adult learners, scholars (Hostetler et al., 

2007) reviewed both qualitative and quantitative studies in which they offered possible solutions 

for adult learners to overcome barriers adult learners encounter. The authors posited that some 

adult learners may view barriers they previously encountered as mere interruptions to their 

efforts to pursue a college degree. They see these barriers as not impossible to surmount, but 



16 
 

rather as catalysts for returning to school. That is, these adult learners are more determined than 

ever to rise above their circumstances in order to pursue and complete their college degree.  

Barriers to Adult Learner College Degree Completion 

Adult learners are far from being a homogenous population, but face many of the same 

barriers to degree completion, obstacles that traditional college students do not (Caffarella & 

Daffron, 2013; Osam et al., 2017). Ekstrom (1972) identified that barriers for adult learners fell 

into three categories: institutional, situational, and dispositional. Although Ekstrom first used 

these categories for women who sought higher education, they also apply to adult learners and 

have since been used by other scholars (e.g., Osam, et al., 2017). Each of these barriers is 

explicated in the sections that follow.  

Institutional Barriers  

Institutional barriers are higher education practices that hinder an adult learner’s success 

in obtaining a degree (Osam et al., 2017). The main institutional barriers adult learners encounter 

are the university operating hours and an environment that caters to traditional college students 

who are between 18 to 23 years of age.  

Many university offices are open during traditional business hours which creates 

challenges for adult learners. Most universities limit their operating hours to Monday through 

Friday, 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., making it difficult for adult students to attend to non-class related 

business such as accessing campus personnel who can assist them with financial aid.  In a mixed 

method study consisting of surveys and interviews with 308 students from five institutions found 

adult learners may need to speak to someone about financial aid, but need to do so outside of 

normal business hours when many financial aid offices are closed (Dumais et al., 2013). One 

study based on interviews with 23 students from two different research universities found 
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university operating hours to be a problem for adult learners (Kasworm, 2010). This study sought 

to understand how adult learners described their involvement at a research university and how 

they engaged in learning while in class. Adult learners noted they were the oldest student in the 

class, and they were at a “youth-oriented” university with schedules and operating hours that 

catered to traditional students.  

Universities and colleges often hold classes during hours that conflict with adults’ work 

schedules (Kasworm, 2010). A study where authors conducted in-depth interviews with students 

who were re-entering community colleges after being out for more than 10 years, also found 

working can be a barrier. Some colleges made it almost impossible for an adult working full time 

to get to class due to classes being offered during the day when adults are usually working 

(Genco, 2007). If classes are not offered at times when students can attend, graduation will be 

nearly impossible.  

A second institutional barrier adult learners confront is a campus learning environment 

that tends to cater to the traditional student. College campuses are designed for the traditional 

students, who often live on campus, are involved in clubs, activities, and who attend happenings 

such as sporting events (Blumenstyk, 2018). In one study, an interview with a student revealed at 

an orientation the dean of students told the audience they were now adults and they had to be 

responsible (Kasworm, 2010). The adult learner went on to say that she was probably the only 

student with a family and children, that she was the only one over 30 and thus, she felt out of 

place.  

Not only can adult learners feel out of place at a university because they are oriented to 

traditional students, but they may also feel out of place because the goals of classes are not 

always apparent to them, and most adult learners are goal-oriented. In an analysis of evidence 
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based strategies in education and library science instruction, the authors emphasized 

acknowledging the experience adult learners often bring to the classroom and concluded that 

course instructors do not always communicate to their adult learners how the classes are relevant 

to their current and future goals. This becomes problematic as most adult learners want to know 

why they are learning what is being taught and how the content they are learning connects to 

their day to day tasks (Carlson et al., 2018). If the goals of classes are not evident or explicit, 

adult learners may feel their time is being wasted, and thus may not perform at a satisfactory 

level or may not even attend. 

Addressing Institutional Barriers   

Adult learners need to be able to speak to university staff and conduct business with the 

university other than the typical business hours of Monday through Friday, 8:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m. 

Offering services, such as being able to speak to someone in financial aid at times when working 

adults can use them, meaning other than typical business hours, may enable them to more readily 

access services (Dumais et al., 2013). Adult learners also need access to flexible scheduling 

which could be in the form of online support services such as an online math lab or an online 

writing center (Compton et al., 2006). Having online services means adult learners can access the 

help they need, when they need it, which may be outside typical business hours. Providing adult 

learners with flexibility such as online options may allow them to attend class more easily. 

Having classes at times such as after 5:00 p.m. or on weekends is another way to ensure adult 

learners can get to class, and thus, persist to graduation.  

One author suggested offering orientations specifically for adult learners because their 

needs differ so drastically from those of the traditional student who lives and spends much more 

time on campus (Blumenstyk, 2018). Having orientations especially for adult learners would 
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help them find their peers and alleviate the problem of feeling out of place. Finally, learning 

environments need to be structured in a way that makes sense to students, that are practical 

(useful and relevant) and collaborative. Adult learners need to be informed explicitly on how the 

course works, and how course objectives will be met. Ensuring the relevance of classes are 

communicated to adult learners or providing specific reasons why classes are taught, may help 

retain this population. 

Situational Barriers  

Situational barriers are personal factors that arise from adult learners’ personal and 

professional responsibilities (Osam et al., 2017). Situational barriers adult learners may confront 

are finances, family obligations, work obligations, and transportation.  

For many adult learners, finances are a barrier to degree completion. In an effort to 

determine the differences between students who persist and those who drop out of online 

courses, researchers (Park & Choi, 2009) surveyed 147 adult learners who either finished or 

dropped out of one of three online job-related courses. They found the cost of obtaining a college 

degree for some adult learners is a challenge because oftentimes they are using their income to 

support their families. For adult learners, supporting their families often includes owning a home, 

which can be costly and time consuming, leaving less money for the pursuit of higher education 

(Osam et al., 2017). When adult learners have older children, they may be paying for the child’s 

college education in addition to their own (Park & Choi, 2009).  

Many adult learners have obligations to family members such as a spouse and/or 

children. Because they are frequently married and/or have children, adult students regularly 

report family commitments as a hurdle to degree completion (Kimmel et al., 2016). Family may 

be seen as a barrier because of the time constraint. That is, an adult student who has children, 
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especially younger ones, often needs to spend time with them, helping them with their homework 

instead of doing their own, attending their children’s activities, or caring for them when they are 

ill (Zacharakis et al., 2011). Adult learners are sometimes termed the sandwich generation as 

they may be not only caring for their children, but for their elderly parents as well. Alhassan 

(2012) used systems theory to analyze factors that influenced adult learners to persist. Adult 

students reported not receiving emotional support from their spouses or partners, making it even 

more difficult to attend classes and finish homework. Adult learners also spend less time on 

campus because they are with their children and/or spouses, making it difficult to get the college 

experience (Osam et al., 2017).  

Most adult learners are either working part-time or holding down a full time job while 

they are attending college classes (Osam et al., 2017). If students are working and attending 

classes, finding time to prepare for class and do the assigned work can be difficult. A student 

who is working may not be able to spend much time on campus. This not only makes accessing 

services difficult, but also means they will most likely not be as connected or obtain the entire 

college experience traditional students get (Gast, 2013). Other adult learners have careers that do 

not allow them to attend classes (Shepherd & Nelson, 2012).    

Few adult learners live in campus housing, therefore not having reliable transportation to 

and from school is another situational barrier some adult learners may confront. In a 

phenomenological study with three female adult students, transportation was identified as a 

barrier that interfered with their pursuit of a college degree. Adults who rely on public 

transportation may have difficulty traveling to campus to attend classes (Shepherd & Nelson, 

2012). In another study to determine various barriers to adult learners in 13 European countries, 

transportation was noted as a barrier for some (Saar et al., 2014). Using data from the survey, 
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Adult Learners in Formal Education (ALFiE) 3,943 respondents identified perceived barriers to 

their pursuit of further education. The authors noted that respondents who lived in Austria and 

the Czech Republic were more likely to cite transportation as a barrier than those who lived in 

England and Scotland. Although this study was conducted in Europe, a similar situation could be 

present in the U.S. as transportation is often a bigger issue in some places versus others. 

Addressing Situational Barriers   

Adult learners often need help with their personal situations such as finances, family 

obligations, work obligations, and transportation in order to persist to graduation. Scholarships or 

grants, specifically designed for adult learners, such as those awarded by the Osher Foundation, 

can help them offset the multiple financial demands they face on a day to day basis. McCall et 

al., (2018) suggested higher education institutions give adult learners credit for experience 

gained while working, often referred to as credit for prior learning.  Rewarding credit for prior 

learning can help offset the cost of their education, helping to relieve a little of the financial 

burden.  

Adult learners have need for support services to help with time management because 

having children and/or caring for elderly parents means less time for homework and studying 

than traditional students have. They need specialized services to help with balancing time for 

work, family, and studies; and financial advice and assistance (Blumenstyk, 2018). For adult 

learners navigating a university tailored for traditional students on top of stressors such as having 

children and/or caring for elderly parents, being able to utilize services such as a peer mentoring 

program where they can talk with other adult learners may empower them. According to a survey 

conducted at five private institutions and one public university, adult learners persisted at higher 

rates when institutions offered classes at convenient times and other services such as day care 
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(Kimmel et al., 2012). Orientations, mentoring opportunities, and classes specifically for adult 

learners are just some of the examples of programs developed and implemented in universities to 

help adult learners cope with stressors such as working and caring for others (Kasworm, 2010). 

Although adult learners are less likely to be involved in campus extracurricular activities, they 

are more likely to join an organization that caters specifically to adult learners (Gast, 2013).   

Dispositional Barriers 

Dispositional barriers are personal characteristics adult learners exhibit that interfere with 

their ability to complete their degrees (Osam et al., 2017). Although only one dispositional 

barrier, that of low confidence, was found in the literature to be a barrier to adult learners, it is a 

major barrier many adult learners face (Zacharakis et al., 2011). A relationship exists between 

students’ level of confidence and academic success, as those students who have high self-

confidence perform better than those with poor self-confidence (Chartrand, 1990). One of the 

reasons adult students suffer from low self-confidence is the feeling they have been away from 

school too long or have forgotten what they learned (Osam et al., 2017). Adult learners also may 

need more reassurance than traditional students as they do not have parental guidance when it 

comes to making decisions about college (Williams, 2016).  According to one study, these 

dispositional barriers, which are also considered psychological barriers, may be the least 

understood and most ignored by educators (Goto & Martin, 2009).   

Addressing Dispositional Barriers 

Recommendations by experts in the field have been suggested to help adult learners 

overcome their low confidence. Adult learners, although sometimes lacking in confidence, are 

often highly self-motivated to be successful. Unlike traditional students who typically attend 

college right after high school graduation, adults may be externally motivated to continue their 



23 
 

education as a requirement for their job or career (Merriam, 1993). An adult learner may decide 

to get their degree and may be excited to do so, but may also find they are apprehensive about 

their ability, as Kasworm (2010) found in a multisite case study.  The study, conducted in two 

different states, examined the perception of adult learners at a research university. Data were 

collected by conducting interviews with 23 participants. The authors reported adult learners often 

had different motivations for attending than did traditional students. One adult learner noted she 

felt traditional students were at the university because their parents made them attend. She said 

her motivation for attending was for herself and for her family. The study also put forth the 

notion that identity of a student as an adult learner is multi-layered, that it evolves as the student 

progresses. and is at times even paradoxical. Some adult learners admitted having concerns of 

lacking the knowledge they needed to be in the classroom. At the same time, many of the adult 

learners in the study also acknowledged their maturity and the ways they were able to be 

engaged gave them an advantage over traditional students. The study advanced the idea that 

increased self-confidence may be achieved by helping adult learners realize the importance of 

their experience and how it helps them achieve their goals. They concluded that institutional 

support for adult learners, which can increase persistence, may also come from staff and faculty 

who stimulated adult learners’ self-confidence (Rothes et al., 2017). Faculty and staff who can 

demonstrate how the content students are learning can help them in their careers and/or personal 

life may make the difference of an adult learner persisting to graduation.  

 Because they have multiple demands on their time, for adult learners to persist to 

graduation they need programs tailored specifically for them. Programs that teach strategies for 

dealing with an aging parent and dealing with teenagers may be beneficial for increasing adult 

learners’ confidence (Caffarella & Daffron, 2013). Empowering adult learners by providing them 
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with the tools to be successful in other areas of their lives, increases their confidence to know 

they have the capacity to succeed with college academics.  

Support Available to Adult Learners 

 Many organizations offer support and resources for not only adult learners, but also for 

the colleges and universities whose students include adult learners. Some organizations provide 

training for those who work with adult learners, while other organizations recognize high 

achieving adult learns and provide scholarships specifically for them.  

National Organizations   

There are enough adult learners in the United States that several organizations have been 

created to help further adult students’ progress. One is the Council for Adult and Experiential 

Learning (CAEL), which is a nonprofit that works with both public and private entities to 

improve the educational lives of adult learners (Council for Adult and Experiental Learning, 

2017). Another notable organization, Stamats, claims their mission is to help all students, 

regardless of age, to enroll and graduate from college. They host a conference to provide 

colleges and universities with resources to recruit, retain, and support adult learners at their 

institutions (Stamats, 2017). Alpha Sigma Lambda (ASL) is an organization based out of 

Charleston, Illinois dedicated to honoring high achieving adult learners enrolled in universities 

and colleges throughout the United States (Alpha Sigma Lambda, 2017). ASL also annually 

awards scholarships to adult learners for their efforts in coming back to school (Alpha Sigma 

Lambda, 2017). The Bernard Osher Foundation helps support the needs of adult learners by 

offering scholarships across the United States. Scholarships are provided to students who are 

seeking their first undergraduate degree, meet the criteria of having experienced a cumulative 
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five year gap in their education, show financial need, and demonstrate a commitment to 

completing their degree (Osher, 2005).  

Higher Education   

Many colleges and universities across the United States now have organizations and 

offices dedicated to the advancement of adult learners (Gast, 2013). Much of the literature cited 

by experts on the needs of adult learners comes from literature reviews and surveys in which the 

adult learners are given a chance to respond to what they might need to succeed. A content 

analysis of eight focus groups consisting of 104 students from 25 adult learner centers sought to 

understand their experiences (Zacharakis et al., 2011). That study revealed institutions which 

provide services to help adult learners with career growth and employment prospects have a 

greater possibility of retaining them. The authors also noted that not only did the study add to the 

growing body of literature surrounding adult learners, but the findings could be used to provide 

strategic and programmatic changes to centers who provide services for adult learners. Some of 

the changes they recommended are offering childcare to single parents, having mentors 

specifically for adult learners, and courses in study skills.   

Students of Color Experiences 

Little information exists in the literature about adult learners of color. The majority of 

adult learners are White, followed by Black, Hispanic, Asian, and students of other races 

(Blumenstyk, 2018). Although there is little Information about adult learners who are students of 

color, literature on how students of color navigate academia does exist. Patricia Gandara (1982) 

has studied Latino families and have found that despite low educational outcomes, they still hold 

high hopes for their offspring. Gandara studied 17 Mexican American women who came from 

low socioeconomic circumstances, yet successfully completed doctorate degrees. This study 
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found the majority of these women came from families who held high aspirations for their 

education and thus counters the dominant narrative that Latinx people do not value education. 

Drawing on information obtained from interviews, observations, and artifacts such as 

pamphlets, a researcher examined parental involvement in a predominantly black neighborhood 

(Morris, 1999). What he found was that schools in predominantly African American 

neighborhoods are a reflection of the community and its strong familial bonds. In another study, 

researchers examined how Black parents perceived their children’s academic performance in a 

private, predominantly white school, using cultural community wealth (Bolgartz et al., 2020). 

This study revealed Black parents often took the initiative to advocate for a tutor instead of 

relying on or depending upon school officials to do so. 

Using individual interviews, a researcher examined five migrant families to understand 

their perception of parental involvement of education (Lopez, 2003). The findings of the study 

contain within it a counter notion of the traditional thinking that there are just a few ways parents 

can be involved with their children’s education. This study maintains that Latino families model 

that counter notion with such behaviors as compassion, managing difficult circumstances, and 

even providing education. A 1991 study of African American women who raised their daughters 

to be resistant, showed they did so through both verbal and non-verbal gestures and also taught 

them to be assertive (Robinson & Ward, 1991). 

First Generation Students 

As with the definition of an adult learner, how a first-generation college student is 

defined differs as well. Some institutions define first generation as those students whose parents 

have not received a 4-year degree, meaning either or both parents could have started college, 

received an associate’s degree but never finished a baccalaureate degree (Feldman, 2017). For 
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this study, first generation will be defined as a student whose parents did not receive a 4-year 

degree. Although many of the characteristics of first generation students and the challenges they 

face are the same as adult learners, most of the literature either focuses on first generation 

students who are of traditional college age and not adult learners or does not make an age 

distinction. The review of literature on first generation students resembles the format of the 

review of the literature on adult learners. It will first examine the literature concerning barriers 

first generation students encounter, which include institutional, situational, and dispositional 

barriers. The suggested recommendations for remedying those barriers will be discussed after the 

barriers are examined. It will be followed by the literature that surrounds national support for 

first generation students, and finally will transition to the support of this population in higher 

education. The literature includes empirical studies and analyses of literature reviews.  

Barriers to First Generation Student Degree Completion 

Like adult learners, first generation students may face barriers traditional continuing 

generation students do not. For students whose parents did not graduate from a four year college 

or university, higher education can be a daunting place. Although they persist at a higher rate 

than adult learners, about 50%, they too, fall below the persistence rate of traditional students 

(Quinn et al., 2019). Not unlike adult learners, the barriers they perceive may feel 

unsurmountable to them. The barriers can be divided into three distinct categories of 

institutional, situational, and dispositional.  

Institutional Barriers   

Institutional barriers are higher education practices that may hinder a first generation 

student’s success in obtaining a degree (Osam et al., 2017). Some of the institutional obstacles 

first generation students face are comprehending and navigating the university system and 
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understanding the language or jargon. For some first generation students, the university can be a 

confusing and intimidating place because of its unfamiliarity. A study surveyed 688 students, 

53% of whom were first generation, to determine their feelings of stress, ability to cope, and 

academic progress. Study results indicated first generation students may face barriers such as not 

comprehending the university system and lack of knowledge about supportive programs 

(Garriott & Nisle, 2018).  A qualitative study followed 10 first generation, low income students 

to explore their perception of sense of belonging and support of their institution. Results 

indicated many of those students did not comprehend how a university works. The researchers 

discovered when students do not understand the university system or do not know about the 

programs in place to support them, they may not persist to graduation (Means & Pyne, 2017).  

Navigating a university not only includes the ability to know where to turn for answers but also 

being aware there are programs or resources available. A survey of Louisiana adult learner 

college students, both first and continuing generation, examined perceptions of their ability to 

succeed, the barriers they encountered, and support they received from their institutions. The 

study reported first generation students can find navigating a college or university difficult as 

they may not possess the “taken-for-granted” knowledge about universities continuing 

generation students may have (Dumais et al., 2013).  

Sometimes a first generation student is hearing some of the terms commonly used at a 

university for the first time and thus, may not know what those words mean. The language used 

in academia can sound foreign to students who have never heard terms such as syllabus, credit 

hour, office hours, and pre-requisite, meaning students may not understand everything they are 

being told (Redford, 2017). When students do not understand the language of the university, it 

becomes more difficult for them to navigate and succeed. If students do not understand what a 
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syllabus is or what it means when a professor has office hours, they may become frustrated and 

unsuccessful. 

Addressing Institutional Barriers   

One method to help first generation students to work through institutional barriers and 

persist is to assign them a mentor who can help them understand and navigate the university. A 

Pell Institute report maintained that because first generation students do not have family 

members to confide in when discussing school matters such as professors and homework, they 

also need to have at least one mentor (Engle & Tinto, 2008). Mentoring, in order to be effective, 

should come from faculty or peers. Having institutional support, such as staff who help with 

college preparation, reduces first generation college students’ stress (Garriott & Nisle, 2018). 

Faculty and peers who can serve as mentors to first generation students can help by pointing out 

resources available to them and being a go to person when a student has questions or does not 

understand the language of academia. Another method which could help first generation students 

understand the jargon used in academia, would be to have a glossary or dictionary of academic 

terms perhaps published on a website or provide a link for common terms (Education Advisory 

Board, 2016). One other suggestion is to change terms such as office hours to student hours, so 

students understand when a professor is in their office, those are the times the student is able to 

meet with the professor without an appointment.  

Situational Barriers   

Situational barriers are personal factors that interfere with first generation students’ 

pursuit of a college degree (Osam et al., 2017). For first generation students these may come 

from responsibilities such as family and financial obligations. Other personal factors include not 

having a sense of community on campus and from feeling they do not belong at a college or 



30 
 

university. Quinn et al., (2019) posited first generation students are at an academic disadvantage 

as they are likely to be under or unprepared because their high school counselors did not discuss 

college as a possibility for them. First generation students entering college often do not 

understand processes such as filling out financial aid forms, searching for a degree, and applying 

for admission to a college or university (Redford, 2017).  

Work and family obligations meant first generation students were less likely to be 

involved in campus activities. They are often working when they are not in class (Petty, 2014). 

Unlike traditional students who may not be working, many first generation students have off 

campus jobs and thus have to spend time traveling to and from work and school. When first 

generation students have to work, this also means less time for studying or attending on campus 

events. First generation students are also often expected to help with family matters, such as 

babysitting a younger sibling and, in some cases, even contributing to the income of the family 

(Petty, 2014).  

Although many students find the cost of college prohibitive, 54% of first generation 

students cited finances as a reason for discontinuing their education as compared to 45% of 

continuing generation students (Redford, 2017). Students may drop out because their parents are 

unable to contribute any money while they are in college, and they can make more money by 

working full time instead of going to class. Petty (2014) argued not only do these students drop 

out at a higher rate, they may not understand the benefits of graduating from college, either. First 

generation college students may not know that by having a college degree, their chances of 

earning more money over time are greater than if they do not have a college degree. 

Along with not understanding how a college degree can help them earn more money over 

time, first generation students may not understand how colleges and universities operate. Orbe 
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(2004) discovered through his analysis of 79 first generation college students’ narratives, a lack 

of understanding how colleges and universities work can lead to frustration and a feeling they do 

not belong at a university. Through this analysis, he found first generation college students do 

not seem to have a sense of community with other first generation college students. He further 

noted they are more likely to talk about their experiences with other first generation college 

students, but such conversations did not happen as often as he had expected. A report published 

on how to best serve first generation students notes first generation students are not as visible or 

easily identifiable such as historically underrepresented minorities, international students, or 

those who are athletes, making it difficult for them to connect with each other (Education 

Advisory Board, 2016).   

Addressing Situational Barriers  

First generation students may need help filling out forms and understanding the processes 

associated with pursuing a degree at a college or university. A case study with a first generation 

high school junior pointed out that helping first generation students with applying to college can 

make the difference between success and failure when it comes to completing a degree (Gibbons 

& Shoffner, 2004). Even before applying for admission to a college or university, they may need 

help searching for a degree best suited for them (Redford, 2017).  

Colleges and universities can design activities to include the family members of first 

generation students to educate family members about the importance of familial support and how 

to provide said support (Quinn et al., 2019). They also maintained this could help students 

balance family and school responsibilities. By providing first generation students and their 

families with such resources, being on a college campus can become a better experience, thus 

improving their chances of graduation. Providing scholarships specifically for first generation 
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students can help alleviate some of the financial burdens they encounter. Ensuring students know 

the return on investment for a college education may help them understand the importance of 

persisting to graduation.  

Another method to addressing persistence for first generation students is to provide more 

opportunities for tutoring. A study in which university administrators across the United States 

were interviewed, found first generation college students might need more tutoring because they 

typically attend high schools which are lower quality than students who are not first generation 

(Stephens et al., 2012). It is important to note, however, rather than having students identify their 

own needs, this study relied on university administration to identify what first generation college 

students need. Some colleges and universities across the United States have begun to develop 

programs aimed at empowering first generation students by providing them with resources such 

as peer tutoring (Means & Pyne, 2017). Colleges and universities with programs specifically for 

first generation students can help these students find their peers, thus alleviating the problem of 

making it difficult for them to connect with one another (Education Advisory Board, 2016). If 

first generation students can connect with one another, a sense of community on campus can be 

made and thus, help them feel as if they belong at a college or university. Finding others who are 

in the same situation, and knowing others are having the same feelings and fears can provide a 

sense of relief knowing others are struggling in the same way.  

Dispositional Barriers   

Dispositional barriers are personal characteristics first generation students exhibit that 

interfere with their ability to complete their degrees (Osam et al., 2017). Students who are the 

first in their families to attend college may consider dropping out because of guilt, as they feel 

they are pursuing a luxury that was never afforded their parents (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). 
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Latino first generation students were the most likely to experience this kind of guilt, while Latino 

continuing generation students reported feeling guilty when they did not excel in their classes 

(Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). Petty (2014) argued first generation students experience feelings 

of guilt because they must exist in two worlds, the culture at home and the culture of education, 

which may contradict each other at times. At school, first generation students often feel 

pressured to do well and to attend on campus activities, but their family may expect them to 

contribute at home and attend family functions. Quinn et al., (2019) posited first generation 

students are often apprehensive about the transition from high school and worry about the 

barriers they may face in college. Because their parents do not have the experience of attending 

college, first generation students do not hear from their parents what college is like or what they 

can expect once they get there.  

Addressing Dispositional Barriers   

First generation students may encounter psychological issues that can deter them from 

their studies. The Education Advisory Board (EAB) (2016) studies best-practices and partners 

with educational leaders from K-12, universities and colleges to impart the research they have 

conducted. The EAB encourages colleges and universities to not only recognize, but to celebrate 

first-generation status so that students view being the first person to go to college as a point of 

pride in their lives. Because a sense of belonging is something most humans desire, first 

generation students need to feel they belong on a college campus (Means & Pyne, 2017). 

Colleges and universities across the United States have begun to support first generation students 

by having events specifically for them. Efforts include making first generation students aware of 

the staff and faculty on campus who were first generation students when they attended college. 
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Kuh (2016) maintains the academic success of first generation students is reliant upon colleges 

and universities who offer services specifically for them. 

Programs and Supports for First Generation Students 

 Many organizations offer programs and support for not only first generation students, but 

also for the colleges and universities who serve them. Like the support for adult learners, it often 

varies from institution to institution, but the end goal for first generation students is the same as it 

for adult learners, to retain and graduate.  

National Organizations Providing Support  

Although first generation students have been recognized as a group since the inception of 

the Federal TRIO programs over 50 years ago, there has been a recent increase in support for 

them because they may lack resources traditional students often possess (Means & Pyne, 2017). 

The first Federal TRIO program was established through the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 

(United States Department of Education, 2019). According to their website, The Federal TRIO 

program consists of eight programs which are designed to assist and serve first generation 

students who are also low-income individuals, and students with disabilities to progress all the 

way through middle school and on to post baccalaureate degrees (United States Department of 

Education, 2019). Although TRIO has been operating in universities across the United States for 

five decades, a relatively new initiative targeting first generation students is being embraced in 

academia. In 2016, the Education Activity Board released a publication which provides 

techniques and resources to help colleges and universities better serve first generation students. 

In the publication, John Austin, the executive director of student affairs at Ryerson University 

stated, “We are at a boiling point now. In a few years, everyone in higher education will be 
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talking about the critical need to serve first generation and related populations” (Education 

Advisory Board, 2016, p. 6) . 

Higher Education Supports and Programs   

As support for first generation students becomes more prevalent, the need to determine 

what methods work best becomes necessary. Stitt and Winsor (2014) used a case study and a 

narrative inquiry approach to examine six first generation college students in their freshman year 

to determine how they navigated college. They found first generation students often turned to 

staff and faculty for help navigating the academic system. Garrio and Nisle (2018), surveyed 363 

first generation and 325 continuing generation college students for stress and coping factors in 

perceived academic goal progress. They discovered institutions who provided a way for first 

generation students to find other students who “looked like them” reported less stress and greater 

academic success than those who did not.  

Although adult learners and first generation students share many similarities, the 

literature on students who are both adult learners and first generation is sparse. In reviewing the 

literature of the two populations separately, more similarities appeared than did differences 

among the two. Table 1 demonstrates the similarities and the differences between adult learners 

and first generation students.  

Table 1 

Similarities and Differences Between Adult Learners and First Generation Students 

Characteristics Adult Learner First Generation 

Difficulty navigating the university system Yes Yes 
Easily identifiable No No 
Understanding the language of the university Yes Yes 
Feelings of guilt for pursuing a degree Yes Yes 
Maybe caring for family members Yes Yes 
Inconvenient class times  Yes No 
Financial burdens Yes Yes 
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No family support Yes Yes 
Lack self-confidence Yes Yes 

Many adult learners are also first generation students, however, little research has been 

conducted on this population (Williams, 2016). Sometimes the only difference between the two 

populations may be that adult students might find having classes at traditional times an 

inconvenience, 8:00-5:00 Monday through Friday, whereas first generation students may not. 

Although the information on first generation adult learners is limited, as this table indicates, adult 

learners and first generation students have many traits in common.  

Social Capital and Community Cultural Wealth 

 Students who can identify as being both first generation and an adult learner, may face a 

number of situations that can make matriculation more difficult than a continuing generation, 

traditional aged college student. Some of those resources are from relationships and can be 

explained by social capital theory and by community cultural wealth, a critique of and an 

alternative to social capital theory.   

Social Capital 

Social capital theory has been used in a number of studies to analyze the experience of 

either adult learners or first generation students, but not first generation adult learners.  One 

study, which examined the social capital of first generation college students found they are less 

likely to attend and also less likely to graduate than those students who are continuing generation 

students (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). The authors found first generation students’ family background 

was not always compatible with attending college or a university. Schools often mimic and 

promote the lifestyle and social class of the community it surrounds, thus offering the same 

social capital found in the community (Stephens et al., 2012). For example, a study which 

examined how students from a rural high school fared in college, most of whom were first 
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generation, found continuing generation students may have different sources of social capital 

available than first generation students (Nelson, 2016). The study asserts the average rural family 

has a lower income and fewer parents who graduated from college. Also, rural students have 

fewer high school classes and fewer extra-circular activities to choose from, thus providing fewer 

sources of social capital than their suburban counterparts.  

Although social capital did not have its beginnings in education, many scholars have 

written how it effects students. Coleman (1988), who wrote intensively about social capital, was 

interested in how educational achievement was influenced by social inequality. Coleman 

maintained without social capital, the desired outcomes of a person’s actions could not be 

achieved, and some people have more social capital than others. He also maintained students 

who had more access to social capital outside of school were less likely to drop out than those 

students with less access to social capital.  Theorists also argued social capital varies, depending 

on person and situation, in its nature and use.  

Social capital does not only vary depending on person and situation, but in the different 

types one may possess, such as bridging and bonding. Bridging is often referred to as having 

weak ties and bonding is often referred to as having strong ties. One study which examined 

bridging and bonding social capital in college students found students felt their social 

interactions among their peers were not giving them sufficient bonding capital and therefore did 

not allow them to successfully develop and build an academic identity (Jensen & Jetten, 2015). 

The authors interviewed 27 students from Australia and Danish universities about their ability to 

develop both bridging and bonding social capital and their academic and professional identity. 

The researchers asserted that attainment of both bridging and bonding social capital is a 

continuous process which helps form a student’s identity throughout their college experience.  
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The authors concluded providing opportunities for students to connect with faculty was 

important because doing so created an opportunity for students to gain bridging capital which in 

turn, helped them develop their professional identity.  

Jensen and Jetten (2015) are not the only researchers to argue the benefits of both 

bridging and bonding social capital.  Although Woolcock and Narayan’s (2000) paper did not 

specifically include educational implications, it did examine how bridging and bonding social 

capital effects economic development. They argued it is important to have a combination of 

bridging and bonding social capital to achieve optimal success and the combination of the two 

changes over time. Bonding social capital, per Woolcock and Narayan, is important for the close 

relationships associated with it, while bridging social capital is important for the connections that 

are often associated with getting jobs and/or promotions. Thus, having access to both forms of 

social capital is optimal. Zhang et al. (2011) was also interested in the effect bridging and 

bonding social capital can affect people economically. They performed a longitudinal study in 

which they interviewed and surveyed 3,198 people over a period of seven years. By comparing 

income, and income-to-need ratios and by giving numerical scores to both bridging and bonding 

social capital, they scored participants based on that criterion. They concluded bridging social 

capital was more effective than bonding social capital for helping people advance economically. 

Although this proposed study does not seek to determine the effect of bridging and bonding 

social capital has economically, it examined bridging and bonding social capital as it pertained to 

the first generation adult learner’s success in college.  

Community Cultural Wealth 

 Many empirical studies have been conducted using community cultural wealth, arguing 

that social capital often reproduces inequality (Liou et al., 2009; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 
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1995; Yosso, 2005). These studies have found that students of color are able to draw upon skills 

learned at home and in their communities, and thus, draw from what Moll (1992) terms, “funds 

of knowledge” which provide a realistic and a positive view of cognitive resources. 

Aspirational Capital  

 Aspirational capital is the ability for those, who do not seem to have the resources, to 

have goals or dreams despite the perceived or sometimes very real barriers they may have in 

front of them. It is a form of resiliency that is possessed either by the parent and/or the children 

that allows them to look beyond the barriers and foresee a better life for themselves. A study 

using mixed methods, employing focus groups and individual interviews of school and 

community members was conducted (Liou et al., 2009). This study performed at two high 

schools in low-income Latino area schools found 98% of those students wanted to go to college 

and 82% of their parents expected them to graduate.  

Linguistic Capital 

 The idea that students of color often arrive at school with another set of linguistic skills 

than do white children is the premise of linguistic capital (Yosso, 2005). Not only does it include 

being bilingual, but it also includes the concept that students of color often have a set of story-

telling abilities that can include hand gestures, tone, and pitch of voice, along with the 

capabilities to memorize and retell stories that were once told to them. In an ethnographic study 

of 18 young students who were bilingual in Spanish and English, researchers combed through 

journal entries and transcripts to determine what skills students used to serve as translators for 

their parents (Faulstich et al., 2003). They found students who served as interpreters for their 

parents had other skills that included mathematical competencies and abilities such as those 

needed for being able to teach and tutor others. 
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Familial Capital 

 This form of cultural capital is embodied in the knowledge one accumulates through 

families (Yosso, 2005). Families, in this sense can include, but may not be limited to immediate 

family members such as parents and siblings, but often includes extended family and can often 

encompass close friends as well. Familial capital is also based on the works of that study and 

other studies like it that have examined how the African American community works with 

schools in their communities. A phenomenological approach was used to study the college 

aspirations of 59 Black males who attended three different colleges (Brooms & Davis, 2017). 

This study found that those students gained familial capital through family members such as 

grandmothers who encouraged them to go to college and graduate with a four-year degree.  

Social Capital 

 The idea of social capital within the cultural community wealth framework is described 

as the resources found in a community and the people in them (Yosso, 2005). It is also 

exemplified through the actions of a student not only seeking help with the application process of 

college, but also in receiving the emotional support of knowing they are not going at the process 

entirely by themselves. Using focus groups and analyzing the life history of Chicana college 

students, one study revealed that Hispanic students often succeeded by using the social networks 

created by their communities they grew up in (Bernal, 2001). Another example is the social 

capital found in the motto of the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs, “lifting as we 

climb” (Guinier et al., 1997).  

Navigational Capital 

 The ability to successfully navigate, or successfully maneuver through social institutions 

such as universities is referred to as navigational capital (Yosso, 2005). It can also be thought of 
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the skills students of color often exhibit when they are not only able to get through, but to be 

highly successful even after extremely stressful occasions. Examples of this include navigating 

through racially hostile university campuses and places that have created inequality through 

racism. In a study that used focus groups, critical race theory was used to examine the ways 

microaggressions occurred in both social and academic spaces (Solorzano et al., 2000). That 

study allowed the researchers to document microaggressions from African America student 

athletes’ perspective, and how they navigated through them at their institutions.  

Resistant Capital 

 Skills obtained through opposing inequality are referred to as resistant capital (Yosso, 

2005). Researchers used qualitative inquiry and counter-storytelling to examine student 

resistance as a construct. They studied those who took part in either the1968 East Los Angeles 

high school walkouts or 1993 UCLA student hunger strike for Chicana and Chicano studies 

(Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). They found that students who took part in these strikes were able to 

find empowerment in using their resistance.  

This literature review demonstrates the uniqueness and similarities adult learners, and 

first generation students share. Both adult learners and first generation students possess unique 

needs such as more convenient class times for adults and the need to fit in for first generation 

students. There are also numerous national organizations which support these special populations 

including the Osher Foundation for adult learners and TRIO organizations for first generation 

students, as well as resources in higher education. The literature for both populations is also well 

documented with barriers to completion including institutional, situational, and dispositional 

barriers. Finally, empirical studies employing social capital theory and community cultural 

wealth were examined as they relate to research in higher education 
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CHAPTER 3 

Research Design and Methodology 

This study was conducted using narrative inquiry, which seeks to illustrate the stories told 

by people in their own words, which for this study, was first generation adult learners who 

successfully matriculated with a bachelor’s degree. Narrative inquiry studies, because of the 

depth required in story-telling, unlike more traditional forms of qualitative research, often have 

few participants (Lapan et al., 2012). Clark and Creswell (2015) asserted using narrative research 

can be an attractive method, as story-telling is a familiar format to a majority of people.  

Narrative Inquiry 

This study lent itself to narrative inquiry because to learn how first generation adult 

learners succeeded, their stories must first be captured and understood. Retelling the story using 

narrative inquiry helped to put the lives of first generation adult learners in a format that 

highlights their lives as such. Because the lives of first generation adult learners’ stretch 

throughout a longer period of time than traditional students, hearing their stories is paramount to 

understanding how they persisted to graduation. By diving into the lives of first generation adult 

learners and asking questions about their experiences in college, a story emerged that helped 

explain how they were able to succeed. As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) pointed out, narrative 

inquiry studies people in their life continuum.  

Stories have an influential impact on peoples’ thinking and in turn, the way they 

understand or interpret the phenomenon (Lapan et al., 2012). According to Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) these stories can be described as having a three-dimensional space. One 

dimension is temporality, the second is along a personal and social dimension, with the third 

dimension being place. Temporality refers to the timeline in which the stories are told, which for 
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this study the timeframe was the first generation adult learners’ life before, during, and after 

being a student. The personal and social dimension focused on their relationships and networks, 

otherwise known as social capital or community cultural wealth. And finally, the place was not 

only the place or places they studied, but also the places important to them.  

Since the overall objective of this study was to understand the experiences of first 

generation adult learner college graduates and how they were successful, other forms of research 

would not suffice. Only by understanding the circumstances surrounding the first generation 

adult learner, can one determine how they were successful. In order to understand those 

circumstances, one must dig deep and carefully examine past events to determine how the events 

unfolded. Narrative inquiry thus becomes the only process to answer the research questions. 

Lapan, Quartorli and Riemer (2012) justify the use of narrative inquiry,  

When conducted in a reflexive manner, narrative inquiry provides the possibility of 

reaching across the divide between researchers and the researched, giving marginalized 

communities the ability to take part in telling their own stories. In these cases, narrative 

research serves as a conduit across static boundaries and objective notions of researchers 

gaining unmitigated access to the lives and experiences of their participants. (p. 230)  

Narrative inquiry allows the stories of first generation adult learners to be told so they can be 

understood by the reader and so that readers can get an inside look as to how the participants 

lived their lives.  

Narrative inquiry was chosen over other methods because so much of what humans 

understand about lived experience is through stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Important to 

note, is that narrative inquiry is not useful for studies analyzing large groups of people or 

faceless subjects (Riessman, 1983). Narrative inquiry uses various methods to analyze the stories 
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in order to help understand and retell participants’ lived experiences by identifying themes and 

telling them in a logical manner (Clark & Creswell, 2015).  By employing narrative inquiry, 

stories that were once neglected from research can be told and interpreted by the reader (Lapan et 

al., 2012). This type of research allows the chance to not only get to know first generation adult 

learners intensely, but also to get into their worlds and understand their lives. As Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000, p. 30) wrote,  

We take for granted that people, at any point in time, are in a process of personal change 

and that from an educational point of view, it is important to be able to narrate the person 

in terms of the process.   

First generation adult learners experience a dramatic change when entering a college classroom, 

either in the traditional brick and mortar format, or even by logging online to a class. They are 

interrupting their lives to take classes in order to pursue their educational goals. 

Narrative inquiry allowed me to understand the experience of first generation adult 

learners by first listening to their stories and observing whatever I could about their experiences. 

Second, retelling their stories in a linear fashion helped me to understand how they persevered to 

graduation. Finally, having the students read and provide feedback on their stories was a way of 

member checking that allowed me to ensure I told the stories in a manner that reflects their 

reality. The stories they told gave guidance to comprehend new knowledge or enrich existing 

knowledge about their lives as first generation adult learners (Lapan et al., 2012).  

 Other methods fall short because only narrative inquiry allows the reader to interpret the 

participant’s story they are reading. Using the quotes in the stories told by the participants gave 

more insight than any interpretation. Having the participant as the person telling the story gives 
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the reader their the chance to interpret the story, rather than the researcher telling their 

interpretation (Lapan et al., 2012).  

Participants and Sampling 

This study included six adult learners who were identified as being first generation 

students. Participants were four women and two men, all of whom earned a bachelor’s degree 

from a public, four year university in a midwestern state within the last five years. Three of the 

participants were white, one was Black/African American, one was Latinx, and one identified as 

Native American. The state’s public universities were chosen, as adult learners generally prefer 

brick and mortar institutions and while they like the flexibility of online classes, they also want 

to take some classes in a traditional setting (Gast, 2013). Other reasons adult learners choose 

state universities is they are often close to where they live and the cost is reasonable when 

compared to smaller, private institutions (Alhassan, 2012). I also had contacts at each of these 

universities who had expressed a willingness to provide me with statistical data and names of 

potential participants. A mix of race and gender among the participants similar to the national 

demographics of adult learners was the most desirable. The majority of adult learners are White, 

followed by Black, Latinx, Asian, and students of other races (Blumenstyk, 2018). To that end, I 

asked colleagues at their universities to provide the names and contact information of a diverse 

group of five to ten first generation adult learners who graduated from their institution. Keeping 

in mind that larger, research extensive institutions are more likely to have more student diversity 

compared to the state’s smaller regional universities. Participants were recruited from emails 

solicited to colleagues at these universities. Two first generation adult learner graduates from 

each of the universities were invited to participate in the study. The six participants were invited 

to the study via email and when they agree to be interviewed, a date and time was agreed upon 
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by both parties. The text of the email invitation can be found in Appendix A. Interviews were 

conducted and recorded with the participants’ consent. Participants signed an informed consent 

form prior to being interviewed. The informed consent form is contained in Appendix B. Since 

the six participants come from three different universities from the same state, information about 

each university is also provided. 

Granite University (GU) has an annual enrollment of approximately 15,000 students. In 

2019, GU reported an undergraduate enrollment of 12,780 with 3,706 being adult learners. With 

fewer than 4,500 students on the main campus, most of the students either study online. 

Dolomite State is a land grant institution is and is part of a four campus system, and the newest 

campus is located south of main campus, the Polytechnic campus is located in the middle region 

of the state, and the global campus serves online students. Dolomite State in 2019 reported an 

enrollment of approximately 22,000 students, with 17,210 undergraduate students and of those 

undergraduate students, 1,376 are considered adult learners. Obsidian State is the flagship 

university, and is the largest state university with five campuses, including a satellite campus, 

and medical campuses in three different cities. In the Fall of 2019, it reported 27,552 total 

students and 19,667 undergraduates, with 1,573 being adult learners.   

It is important to note first generation status is not a data point collected nationally and 

thus, not all universities report how many first generation students are enrolled at their 

institution. However, the age of students is a data point collected, and was found by going to 

each individual university’s website and looking for the common data set. While the number of 

undergraduate students was found, only the percentage was given of those students 25 and over. 

By going to the website of each university and searching for the common data set, the percentage 

of adult learners was multiplied by the number of undergraduate students at that university. 



47 
 

Although the focus of this study was on graduates, these data give a sense of the numbers of 

adult learners at each institution.  

Table 2 is a visual representation of the most recent Common Data Set available for use 

at each university. It demonstrates the total number of students enrolled for the academic year the 

data was collected, the total number of undergraduate students enrolled, and the number of adult 

learners enrolled. It also demonstrates if an institution reported whether they collected 

information on first generation students enrolled at their university.  

Table 2 

Enrollments at State Universities 

Institution Common 
Data Set 

Year 

Total 
Enrollment 

Undergraduate 
Enrollment 

Adult 
Learner 

Enrollment 

Collects 
First Gen. 

Data 
Obsidian State 
Dolomite State 
Granite University 

2019-20 
2019-20 
2018-19 

27,552 
21,719 
15,523 

19,667 
17,210 
12,780 

1,573 
1,376 
3,706 

Y 
Y 
Y 

 

The next section will discuss in detail, how the information about the six participants was 

collected using qualitative methods. It also explains why these methods were used and why they 

were appropriate for this study.  

Data Collection Plan 

For this study, field texts, the narrative inquiry term for data, were collected using 

narrative qualitative methods. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) referred to data as field texts 

because they are not found, nor are they discovered, but rather they are created. They list 

possible field texts as “stories; autobiographical writing; journal writing; field notes; letters; 

conversation; research interviews; family stories; documents; photographs; memory boxes; and 

other personal-family-social artifacts; and life experience – all which can make valued field 

texts” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, pp. 92-93). All these items, plus any others were considered 
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as field texts for this study. Field texts are also useful for noting what is not being said or what is 

not being noticed. Many people keep different materials as they go through their lives such as 

photographs and awards. 

 In order to gather information relevant to the research questions, interviews were used to 

allow me the opportunity to collect extensive, detailed data. Using in-depth interviews also 

provides information rich data concerning first generation adult learners (Patton, 2014). 

Documents and artifacts relevant to participants college experience were also collected (Lapan et 

al., 2012). These methods were used because the stories the first generation adult learners told 

helped to reveal how they used their various forms of social capital and community cultural 

wealth to persist to graduation.  

Narrative Interviews 

Narrative interviews focus on a specific topic and usually take approximately one to two 

hours and may consist of up to three interviews for each participant (Lapan et al., 2012). In-

depth, narrative interviews with six first generation adult learners were the primary source of 

data for whose stories I told. The purpose of the interviews was to gather the participant’s 

experiences of being a first generation adult learner thus they were extensive, semi-structured in-

depth interviews. In-depth interviews helped produce details that were later used to form a 

cohesive, coherent story. Each interview lasted about two hours, and three interviews were 

conducted with each participant. Because the study was conducted during the COVID 19 

pandemic which precluded in person data collection, interviews were conducted via the Zoom 

videoconferencing platform. More than one interview per graduate was necessary to completely 

understand and tell their story. The interview protocol is contained in Appendix C.  



49 
 

Documents and Artifacts 

Documents and artifacts are a second form of field texts collected when conducting 

narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Huber, 2002). I asked participants to share materials related to 

their degree completion that were significant to them. Reviewing these field texts were important 

as they contained information the adult learner may have forgotten. These field texts can also 

give further details which will help flesh out the story (Lapan et al., 2012). Most of what the 

participants shared with me was about celebrating the end of their journey or pride in the 

progress they were making toward achieving their goal of finishing the degree.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

A 13 inch Apple laptop was used to record both the audio and the video of the interviews. 

An iPad was also used to record the audio as well, as a secondary method in case the recording 

from the laptop failed. Interviews were processed in an iterative procedure. An iterative approach 

requires each interview to be listened to and read a number of times and allows one interview to 

inform another and thus, influence how the stories are collectively told (Webster & Mertova, 

2007). Clandinin and Connelly (2000)  asserted that reading and rereading the interviews ensures 

the researcher knows the contents of them. Meticulous attention was taken to ensure the voice 

and language used by the person telling the story was captured and retold accurately. As 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted, the process of developing findings and conclusions is not 

simple. It is not just retelling a person’s story along with comments from the researcher. It took 

many hours of reading and listening to interviews, analyzing documents, and putting them all 

together in a cohesive, coherent, chronological story. My goal was to tell each person’s story 

from beginning to end, although the participant may not tell their story in a linear fashion. 
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Operationalizing Methodology 

After the interviews were recorded to the laptop, they were immediately uploaded to the 

online transcribing service, Sonix. After Sonix delivered them via email, I exported them to a 

Word document. Each interview was then manually read to ensure the transcription was done 

correctly and fix any inaccuracies. As I listened to the recording a second time, I read the 

transcription at the same time, to ensure the transcription’s accuracy. For example, one 

participant used the phrase “wet behind the ears.” The transcription service transcribed it as “left 

behind the ears,” so errors similar to those were fixed. After accuracy was ensured, the 

transcripts were reread to help understand the participant’s story. As I reread the stories, I began 

to put them in order chronologically. I read them after they were put in chronological order, to 

ensure they made sense. The stories were then sent back to the participant to ensure the story was 

told correctly. If the participants noted any inaccuracies, those were corrected. This process 

allowed for accurate and careful organization of the data (Lapan et al., 2012). The data was then 

interpreted to develop findings and conclusions. The information gathered were written as a 

cohesive, coherent story told chronologically. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) asserted that all the 

field texts collected need to be read and reread several times, which they admit can take many 

hours. 

After the field texts were analyzed and interpreted, a thematic approach was used as 

Riessman (1983) suggested, as employing this technique is useful when there are a number of 

cases. Thematic analysis requires the researcher to critically engage with the texts in an iterative 

process to categorize and develop themes that emerge from the stories of the participants (Lapan 

et al., 2012). Categorizing and developing themes allows the researcher to make inferences by 

means of systematic thinking and reasoning (Lapan et al., 2012). After the stories were returned 
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from the participants, I reread them again to find commonalities, or themes among them. 

Although I began noticing themes as I wrote the stories, I waited until the participants had a 

chance to read their stories and ensure the accuracy of them before I began establishing themes. 

Once the stories were returned, I read them again and began to write down the themes I 

discovered. This too was accomplished in an iterative fashion, as once I read one story, the other 

stories I read began to inform the themes I found.  

Artifacts that were used included one participant who allowed me to add them as a friend 

on Facebook. I was able to go to her Facebook account and note what she placed on her page at 

the time of her graduation and a quote she had at the very top of the page. One participant also 

sent me pictures that were on her Instagram account. One picture was of her mortar board when 

she graduated. She also had pictures of the coffee cup she used and the wine she drank. Another 

participant explained how she had a website for one of her master’s classes she was enrolled in at 

the time. Although the page was no longer active, she sent me the materials via email that were 

on the page. I was able to go through those materials to gain information about her. 

Research Quality 

There is a consensus in the literature that narrative inquiry should not be judged using the 

same criteria as other qualitative or quantitative research (Webster & Mertova, 2007). Research 

quality, in terms of narrative inquiry, can be described as assurances of dependability and 

trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba (1985) outlined a framework of credibility, dependability, and 

transferability to ensure the trustworthiness of a study. Tracy (2010) also gives not only an 

expansive way to ensure quality, but also a flexible method as well. Using narrative inquiry 

allows for the identification of critical issues (Webster & Mertova, 2007). To help ensure 



52 
 

confidentiality pseudonyms were used in place of their real names, the schools they attend, and 

the name of the city where they live will also be changed.  

Credibility  

In qualitative research, credibility refers to the confidence the researcher has in the study 

(Lapan et al., 2012). In order for a study to be credible, certain criteria must be met. One 

criterion is that it should be believable or real (Tracy, 2010). This study was conducted using 

probing interview questions which required participants to explain life situations and go into 

detail about their experiences. The detail with which they answer the questions provides the 

reader of the study with enough explanation to determine it is believable and real. Another 

criterion is trustworthiness. The trustworthiness of a study is crucial for qualitative methods 

(Tracy, 2010). This study provides an outline with methods for data gathering, and analysis of 

said data. The data gathering in this study was the interviewing and recording of those 

interviews. The analysis of the data happened as those stories were then told and analyzed to find 

themes. Field work must be employed with rigor (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Rigor, another 

criterion, was employed in this by providing the information of how it was conducted, using the 

Zoom teleconferencing platform. Thick description, a quality of credibility was also used 

throughout the narrative inquiry process as it provided concrete detail of the lives and 

experiences of the participants (Tracy, 2010). The positionality of the researcher is also 

examined in this study. Member checking was employed by sending the transcript of the 

interview and the story to each participant to clarify the contents. By reviewing their story, the 

participant was able to say whether it captured their experience. Research texts shared with 

participants are a must for narrative inquiry as it ensures the story is being told as it was 

perceived by the participant (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  
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Dependability  

Dependability or the reliability of the study is dependent upon the researcher to show 

consistency (Lapan et al., 2012). This was accomplished through a dependability audit, in which 

a log of communications from the interviewer to the interviewee was kept and documented. In 

order to ensure consistency, each participant was asked the same set of questions. Although each 

interview was different and different follow up questions were asked for elaboration or 

clarification, each participant was asked the same set of questions. Every interview was also 

conducted in the same format, as the electronic telecommunication service, Zoom was used for 

every interview. Transcriptions, interview protocols, and artifacts that consisted of websites, 

pictures, and social media accounts were also archived to demonstrate the dependability of the 

field texts. These artifacts, such as pictures and other stories told about the participants helped to 

maintain the consistency of the story. For example, one participant shared his story about the 

experience he had at his university and that university had featured him in a story on their 

website. The story on the website also matched the story the participant had shared with me.  

Transferability    

The purpose of transferability is to give those who are reading the research enough 

information and sufficient depth that they can relate to the story or find similarity in their own 

experiences (Tracy, 2010). Transferability was achieved by providing a full description of the 

phenomenon. The phenomenon in this study was the lived experiences of first generation adult 

learners. Providing a full description was achieved by going into detail of the lives of the 

participants. In order to provide as much detail as possible, interview questions were asked about 

when they were younger and their family life. The questions went on to ask about high school 

experiences in academics and went on to include questions up until the time they graduated with 
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their bachelor’s degree. By answering those questions, and   by providing rich detail of the 

participants and their lives, readers of this study will be able to familiarize, or overlap with their 

own situation.  

Researcher Positionality 

Researchers are shaped by who we are and by our life experiences, that is, our 

subjectivity and positionality (Chiseri-Strater, 1996). The process of reflexivity for a researcher 

means the ability to turn thoughts inward toward oneself as the role of the researcher which is 

meant to enlighten how one thinks of themselves as the researcher (Kleinsasser, 2000). Part of 

the data collected is how we are positioned by it (Chiseri-Strater, 1996). As a first generation 

adult learner who did earn a bachelor’s degree, and by working in an office that serves adult 

learners, many of whom are first generation students, I am at a position to understand firsthand, 

their situation. While I may understand the situation they have been in, I also recognize each 

individual’s story is unique. Being aware of how my positionality may affect the study, this 

section will explore my role as the researcher. It is important to recognize how my positionality 

might have influenced the study as I was responsible for data collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). Thus, it is important that I provide transparency for my audience. Researchers exist in a 

grey area, in that there is both good and bad in being familiar with our participants (Cousin, 

2010). Being a first generation adult learner, I needed to remember that my experiences are mine 

and although I might share a commonality with the participants, our situations and how we 

experienced being a first generation adult learner were totally different.  

Telling a person’s story can be difficult as one needs to make sure to tell the story 

correctly and asking the right questions. What did they do to get to where they are today? How 

did they get there? As I collected this data, it was imperative to reflect upon my own experiences 
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to keep them from influencing this study. To do so, I kept a journal in which I noted feelings I 

had and reflected upon what happened in the moment. As a white woman, who interviewed 

people from racial and ethnic backgrounds different from my own, I noted how my positionality 

effected those stories. I know that it is impossible for me to fully and deeply understand the 

experiences of people of color whose culture and life experiences are different from mine. 

Although I could identify with the participants as being a first generation adult learner, I could 

never identify with them as being a person of color. As a student at my university, I was able to 

look around and see many faculty and staff members who looked like me. I understand, however, 

that was not the case for the participants who were students of color. I grew up in a small, rural 

area surrounded by people who looked and thought the way I did. As I got older, I began to 

realize not everyone looked and thought like I did. By default sometimes, I still have a tendency 

to interpret experiences through my own cultural lenses.  

Although I was careful not to let my experiences interfere with what the participant 

shared with me, I did note how I was feeling at the time of the interview. I noted how I felt guilty 

because my experiences did not seem as bad as some of the participants, because I had not gone 

through the numerous challenges they had to go through. One of the participants made me realize 

I started to invalidate my achievements because I did not struggle as much as they did. However, 

it also made feel that if they can go through what they went through, that I could indeed earn my 

doctorate.  

In 2002, as I entered the university for the first time at 32 years old, I became a first 

generation adult learner, even though at the time I had no idea what it meant to be a first 

generation student. The struggles I encountered are those documented in the literature as I was 

working full time and taking classes either full time or part-time depending on the semester. 
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However, I also noticed that my job was the reason I was able to attend classes as my employer 

worked with my schedule. One of the reasons for my success is the social capital, both bonding 

and bridging I was able to utilize. From friends who provided me with emotional support, my 

bonding capital, to the contacts I had made while attending classes, my bridging capital, in 2007 

I completed a bachelor’s degree in English literature and print journalism. In 2010, I obtained my 

master’s degree in communication and in 2016 I went on to earn a master’s degree in Public 

Health.  

I am currently employed at the same state university in a leadership role at an office 

which provides support for adult learners. After serving as the associate director for nearly two 

years, I have spoken to and interacted with many first generation adult learners. Part of my job is 

to listen to adult learners and assist them, helping them to complete their degrees. Being 

positioned as such, I understand first-hand the experiences of many first generation adult 

learners. That first-hand knowledge can prove to be a double-edged sword. While I understand 

what it is like to be in the same situation, my own experiences must not cloud the experiences of 

the participants. Their stories differed from mine, and I worked hard not to let any preconceived 

notions I had get in the way of telling their stories. Being a first generation adult learner and 

reflecting upon my own story allowed me to empathize with the students who shared their stories 

with me. It also allowed me to understand their position and ask relevant, thought provoking 

questions.  

Narrative Stories 

The next three chapters will present the findings of six first generation adult learners who 

graduated from three state universities in the Midwest. Because there are two participants from 

three different universities, the six stories are divided into three chapters. The findings are 
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centered around the experiences of first generation adult learners and their journey to becoming a 

college graduate. In these chapters, I tell the stories of Greg, Olivia, Patricia, Monica, Josiah, and 

Hope. Of these six participants, four are women, with one woman identifying herself as Native 

American, one identified as Latinx and the other two identified as White. Of the two males one 

identified as African American and the other one identified as White. Table 3 contains a 

description of each participant, the name they chose for themselves, their gender, race, marital 

status, university they attended, their major and the year they graduated. 

Table 3 

Participant Characteristics 
 
Participant Gender Race Marital 

Status 
 

University Major Grad 
Year 

Monica Female Hispanic Single Obsidian 
State 

Business 
Management 
 

2020 

Josiah Male African 
American 

Single Obsidian 
State 
 

Psychology 2020 

Patricia Female White Married Dolomite 
State 
 

Business 
Administration 

2018 

Hope 
 
 
Greg  
 
 
Olivia 

Female 
 
 
Male 
 
 
Female 

Native 
American 
 
White 
 
 
White 

Married 
 
 
Married 
 
 
Married 
 

Dolomite 
State 
 
Granite 
University 
 
Granite  
University 

Social 
Sciences 
 
Organizational 
Leadership 
 
Organizational 
Leadership 

2015 
 
 
2019 
 
 
2020 

       
 

When I emailed the participants and asked them if they would participate, I not only 

made sure they understood what I was doing, but made sure they knew that I too, was a first 

generation adult learner. I wanted them to know that I would be able to identify with them, and 
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in doing so, hopefully gain credibility and trust. After the initial email we were able to set up a 

day and time to meet via Zoom. All of the participants were ready to get started and none of 

them had any questions before we began.  

Before the initial interview began, I always asked each participant how their day was 

going and if they had any plans for that day, or how their weekend was or if they had plans for 

the upcoming weekend, depending on what day of the week it was. All of the participants 

enjoyed talking about their plans or their families and it also helped when we found shared 

interests. Before beginning the first interview, I told the participants to begin thinking of a name 

they would like to be called other than their real name. It was interesting to note the women had 

an easier time picking a name than the men. I ended up having to suggest names for the two men 

participants, while the women participants were able to easily come up with a pseudonym.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Monica and Josiah: Obsidian State University Graduates 

The following narratives in this chapter are from two participants, Monica and Josiah, 

who obtained their degrees at Obsidian State, the flagship university of the state in which it is 

located. It is the largest state university with five campuses, including the four satellite campuses 

in various parts of the state. With three medical campuses, it is known for its medical school and 

health programs. In the Fall of 2019, Obsidian State reported 27,552 total students and 19,667 

undergraduates, with 1,573 being adult learners. The two participants interviewed attended the 

satellite campus of the university, which they both mentioned had more adult learners than the 

main campus. Monica earned her degree in business administration in 2019 and Josiah earned his 

degree in psychology in 2020. Both participants, besides being first generation adult learners, are 

also single and persons of color in their early thirties. These two also attended a community 

college before pursuing their bachelor’s degree at Obsidian State. Both participants also shared a 

few artifacts with me. Monica shared some pictures she had taken at graduation and one of the 

bottles of wine she drank while getting her degree. Josiah shared the story his university had 

written about his time at Obsidian State. 

Monica 

 Monica is a single woman in her 30s, originally from Mexico, and identifies as Latinx. 

She is not a US citizen, and her legal status is considered undocumented. After graduating high 

school in 2007, it took Monica a full eight years to finish her associates degree, which she earned 

in 2015. Determined to finish her bachelor’s as quickly as possible, Monica took only two years 

to attain a degree in business administration while also working full time, matriculating in 2019. 

After her college graduation, she realized that the degree she received not only improved her life, 
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but gave others, such as extended family members, someone to look up to. When I first met her 

via Zoom, I noticed her fingernails right away as they were painted a silver color with glitter, and 

when I admired them, she smiled. I have always tried to be a genuine person, and a sincere 

compliment, I have found, can be an ice breaker. Monica shared photos of her graduation that 

indicated she was very proud of herself and her accomplishment. One picture was of her mortar 

board all decorated with a beautiful spray of pink and yellow flowers, with the words, 

“Orgullosamente Latina. Gracias Mama.” Which translated means, “Proudly Latina. Thank you, 

Momma.” She also shared a picture of the wine she drank and a picture of her coffee cup. These 

represented the wine and coffee she drank that helped her to get through long hours of working, 

attending classes, and studying. 

Transitioning from Mexico to Life in the United States 

I grew up in Mexico and I stayed there until I was 11 years old. There were five people, 

Mom, Dad, two siblings, and me. Around the age of 9, my parents split up, and my brother went 

to live with my dad. My sister and I stayed with my mother for a couple of years. That's when 

the three of us came to the US, when I was 11. Most of elementary school was in Mexico and I 

stayed there until 5th grade, so 6th grade was here in the US. And in the 6th grade they only speak 

in English, so I had to learn the language and I was in English as a Second Language (ESL) 

classes. Because of the fact that I was in a classroom full of only English speakers, like half of 

the day, I didn't really speak at all and stayed quiet. I've come to learn that that's actually a thing 

for a lot of people, it's known as the quiet period or something like that. So, I wouldn't speak 

during class, but then once I was in ESL, I would talk a lot because I was surrounded with people 

that were in the same boat as me. So, we were all speaking broken English to each other. And it 
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was great because it was just people from all over the place, like from Africa, from Russia, from 

South Korea, like it was just fun to be in that class. 

My mom was the one who knew a lot of English. She was decently fluent, and she 

definitely had to learn a lot more once she got here but I mean, she could definitely get by. 

During the first three quarters of the year, I was an ESL student, but then on the last quarter they 

were like, you have enough to be fully immersed into your classroom. I didn't feel like I was 

ready, but they were like, no, you're going to do it. And honestly, if it wasn't for that kind of 

immersiveness into the culture, I don't think I would have learned as fast as I did because, like I 

said, I was literally just surrounded by people who speak in English all the time, and I had to, I 

was forced to. It was hard, but I was forced to. Later on, looking back. I could see that, oh, my 

classmates that have people speaking in Spanish in their classrooms, they just speaking Spanish 

all the time and they're not really learning English. After that, I did have some reading classes 

during 7th grade, but then after that I kind of I was able to be on par with the rest. 

I went to public schools, and we were just lucky enough that we were in a good public 

school area like I am. I've always been good in academics, so it wasn't difficult for me. I'm not 

going to say like I breezed through it, but I definitely didn't have any difficulties. I liked high 

school. I enjoyed my time there. I had fun, but I didn't get into any extracurricular activities until 

my very last year. In my senior year I started doing flag team, but before that, I didn't really get 

into any sports or anything. I just wasn't interested. And one of the things is that in our culture in 

Mexico, I guess it may be that we were so preoccupied by the day to day, that we didn’t 

necessarily encourage it or at least when I was there, it wasn't necessarily like a big thing to do, 

other things aside, you know, your schooling. We did a lot of cultural dances and other things for 

festivals, but we did not actually have sports. I mean, we had PE classes, but no extracurricular 
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activities. I think it has to do more with the fact that we were just occupied with the day to day 

activities of life. 

Undocumented and Trying to Get the Help I Needed to Attend College 

Back in high school, my friends and I, we were all getting excited about the future, and I 

wanted to go to a four-year college. I wanted to have that experience of living in a dorm and 

doing all that jazz. But no, I couldn’t. I couldn't afford it. I had enough saved up for maybe one 

year and that's it. It's just so expensive. So ultimately, I was like, okay, fine, I guess I'll go to, you 

know, the local community college. I'll get the gen eds out of the way. And as I was getting the 

gen eds out of the way, I realized, like, that community college is a great little college. I think we 

undermine junior colleges a lot. Like, they do not get enough respect because I definitely 

enjoyed my time there. Now, of course, I did miss out on the four year college experience, but 

honestly, since I was in the workplace the entire time, I lived life and I experienced a lot of 

things and I just learned about life. While, you know, learning about other stuff. What I came to 

understand is like when I started seeing all these kids leaving four year colleges and entering the 

workforce like they were coming into the workforce with sometimes very naive ideas because 

they have not been exposed to like the real world. So, it's like, oh, maybe it's okay that I didn't 

have the four year college experience. 

I would say that I was sort of encouraged to go to college. So, my mom did want me to 

go to college for sure. And, you know they tried to help me, like the counselor, tried to help me 

find scholarships and whatnot, but she was just very ill prepared to help out a person like me 

because she was used to US citizens, white kids, and whatnot. She just didn't have enough 

knowledge on scholarships available for Hispanic kids and especially undocumented kids. 

Because that's another thing. I was undocumented. I currently have DACA, but back then I didn't 
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even have that. And a lot of the scholarships require you to have a social security number for 

some reason. So, I couldn't have student loans, I couldn’t have a lot of scholarships. So right out 

of high school in 2007, I went to the local community college.  

I did get an associate’s degree there, but because I was financing it myself, it took me 

way longer. I kept taking semesters with like two classes, and a semester with one class and all 

that kind of stuff. And I changed my major like three times, and in the meantime, the whole time 

that I was doing that, I was always working full time. Because ever since I was 15 years old, I 

started working, I started working part time, of course, and it was mostly just to have a little 

money for my own expenses here and there. But once I got out of high school, I definitely started 

working full time, all the time. And there was a time that I was literally… There were multiple 

times when I was working full time, like my last semester at the community college, I was 

working full time. I was going to school full time, and I still had a part time job as well. Also, 

during my last semester of my associate’s degree my mom and my sister went to live in Texas. 

My sister was going through a divorce, so I told my mom just come over here, come live with 

me. So, in my last semester, I was dealing with life situations, like hey, we got to move. I got to 

move from my apartment to a slightly bigger apartment, like trying to get the finances figured 

out and whatnot. And then I graduated in 2015. After I graduated with my associate’s degree, I 

took some time off and lived a little bit.  

The difference in my mentality between going to community college and going to a four 

year college, I guess was an age thing. But at the same time, it was also not knowing what I 

wanted to do, like not being sure of what I wanted to do. Because, you know, when you get out 

of high school, like to say, hey, go on, pick a career, and it's going to be that for the rest of your 

life. It's very overwhelming. And it's kind of like a high expectation for an 18 year old. Like I 
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mentioned, I actually changed my major three times. My very first semester I was undeclared 

and then I was like, okay, I'll do business management and then I switched over to teaching. And 

then eventually I fell into business administration. And all of that was a journey of me trying to 

decide what I was going to do. And mind you, back then, I still didn't have DACA, so I would 

say investing in my career was one of the hardest things for me. Because I just kept thinking, 

“Why am I investing this much money on a career when I'm not going to be able to get the job 

that I'm supposed to with this degree?” So, I ended up landing on business administration 

because I'm like, you know, what if I decide if once I graduate I can just go ahead and go back to 

Mexico and try to have a career back there. So, this is something that I can carry with me. So 

that's how I ended up landing on that one. It's just broad enough and it encompasses so many 

things that is very useful. So, when I decided to go for that career, actually I was planning on 

leaving. But by the time I finished it, I was already in a relationship. So yeah. That plan went out 

the door. Once I had the associates, once I lived life, and eventually ended that relationship, by 

that time, I had already graduated. Let's say somewhere between me making that decision of 

leaving and before graduation, that’s when DACA came about. So that also kind of changed my 

mind on like, OK, now that I have this thing, I can actually stay. That was one of the reasons I 

stayed.  

How the Bachelor’s Degree Came Together 

At first, I thought that all I would need would be the associate’s degree. And I mean by 

then I had my own apartment. I had my own responsibilities. Like I mentioned, I had been 

working full time. And if I had one job, I had two jobs and you know, I just kept working. I also 

had a relationship. So, I was in a serious relationship and just kind of going through all that. It 

was actually after I broke off that relationship that I was trying to get all my ducks in a row and 
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really trying to see where I was going to go, that I decided to go ahead and further my education. 

And for me, I was like, it's time for me to get my bachelors in order for me to continue growing 

in my personal career. So, in 2017, I went back to college to get my bachelor’s degree and that's 

when I found the organization that gave me a major scholarship. The funny thing is that I had 

already enrolled. I had already done everything. I just need to find the financing. I didn't know 

how I was going to do it, but I was like, I'm just going to go for it. And sure enough, that 

scholarship landed on me. And I was so grateful because if it wasn't for that scholarship, I would 

not have been able to actually finance it. 

I work for a non-profit organization and, one of my co-workers helped me get the 

scholarship because she actually does a lot of work with youth, like with the Kauffman 

Foundation. And they had a program for students who could be in jeopardy of dropping out of 

school and help them all the way from middle school through high school and help them get into 

college. And they do great work because they had a pretty good turnout rate of actually keeping 

them on track and keeping them in school. And so, because she was involved in that kind of 

stuff, she sometimes gets requests, and she got the information on the scholarship I received, and 

she asked me if I would be interested in it. And I'm like, yes, I am! 

So, once I went for my bachelors, I didn't go to the main campus. I actually went to the 

satellite campus, which is geared for adult learners and people that don’t want to commute all the 

way to the main campus. So, I was actually in an interesting mix of adult learners and there were 

definitely some young students like straight out of high school. But these kids are normally 

already working, and they had a different type of demeanor. And this something that I would see, 

but also something that the teachers would comment on. And also, the fact that the ones on the 

main campus tend to be preoccupied with partying while the ones over here in this other campus, 
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they're preoccupied with just getting this out of the way so they can continue their careers. A lot 

more of the students were focused on getting their classes done so they could get their diploma. 

There was a lot more people getting the degree and not the social part of school, but like there 

was a little bit of social pressure. 

People at satellite campus were definitely, at least in my classes, very focused on getting 

their classes going and getting that next A or B or whatever, that way they could go ahead and 

get their diploma. And there was a lot of engagement in the classes, like participation and 

everything. And a lot of my classes I honestly really enjoyed just because of the level of 

participation and the type of conversations we were having. So that was one of the things that the 

teachers would comment on this, like because all the teachers at the satellite campus oftentimes 

have to also teach over at the main campus. So, they would comment on that there was a 

different level of participation, yeah, probably maturity wise, to get your students, they're going 

to be more mature. I was full time the entire time while getting my bachelor’s. A few of those 

semesters, I was taking four classes. But the last two semesters, I was taking five classes. And 

again, I was working full time, going to school full time and actually three out of the four 

semesters, I was also working part-time as well as working full time.  

Paying for College, Pushing Through, and Staying Focused 

When I was getting my bachelor’s degree, I had a combination of scholarships for 

transfers. So, I had the major scholarship, I also got a scholarship through the Greater Hispanic 

Scholarship Fund or something like that, it's a Latino area based scholarship. So, I had those 

three scholarships plus another small scholarship, but I forget for what it was. I had like two 

small ones from my university for being a transfer and the other one was for my good GPA. So, 
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you know, and even on top of all of those, I still had to put, like, shell out some out of pocket, 

whether it was coming from my savings or just on a credit card. 

When I was getting my bachelor’s degree, it meant that for a while I didn't have a social 

life. I really think in that regard, like I was so blessed to have great friends who were all so like-

minded in the sense of they also wanted the best for me. So, they were very understanding of me 

saying, “I can't go see you guys tonight or I can't do this, or I can't do that.” And they were like, 

“That’s okay, you're in school, you're working for your future.” So, I did get a lot of moral 

support in that regard. And then the school itself, you know. Because I guess with the 

community college, I took forever, you know, just being lenient with myself and trying to figure 

out what career path I wanted to take, and all the stuff just took forever. When I went to get my 

bachelor’s degree, I was already focused. I do not want to drag this out. I want this done in two 

years. When I talked to my counselor, I was like, “Can this be done in two years?” And he said, 

“Yeah, but it's going to be tough. It's going to be fully-packed. Do you think you can handle it?” 

And I was like, “I’m going to.” Honestly, I just didn't want to drag it out and my goal was to 

graduate by 2019. And I did. But yeah, like I said, it took a lot of just making sure that I was 

staying on track, and honestly, it helps me to be that busy. That structure helps me, because if 

I’m not busy, I will procrastinate. So, if I’m not busy and when I have something due on 

Monday, I will not do it until Sunday. But if I have something due on Monday, but I'm busy 

Sunday and busy Saturday, then, I will be like, okay, I'm going to do it right now. It can be high 

stress, but at the same time, it's the fact that I was so busy, it kept me on track. 

Now, of course, whenever it did get to be a little too much, I did, like, request a day off 

here, a day off there. I didn't want to burden myself, so I would request a day off from work once 

in a while. I always allowed myself to skip a class a total of three times in a semester. So, 
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whether it was because I was sick or whether I just needed like a break from that class, I would 

go ahead and take some time off. I didn't always take full advantage of that, but I did just always 

allow myself to think you can skip any given class two or three times. That's it. But giving 

myself that kind of leniency and space helped me stay, you know, clear headed and with my 

head above water. 

It was Tough, but I Never Wanted to Quit 

I struggled while I was getting my degree, but I never thought of dropping out. I was so 

determined to get my degree, that dropping out of school was not even in my mind. I struggled, 

sure. But I didn't think I was going to drop out because I was determined. My mornings consisted 

of wake up, drink coffee, go to work, drink coffee, drink more coffee. Get to class, drink more 

coffee. Go home have a glass of wine, because at first, I tried to go to sleep right after coming 

home from school and you know how your brain's still going, your brain is going so much like, 

all right, I need to shut my brain down. Honestly, I would get home at a certain time, I would do 

some of my homework right then and there, like what I could get done in an hour. And then it 

was, like it’s already 11:00 or midnight I need to sleep, but my brain doesn’t want to, so let’s 

help it by drinking wine.  

My daily routine was get up in the morning, have some coffee, go to work, have more 

coffee, have lunch, do all that, get home, drop off my work stuff, grab my backpack and 

depending on what day it was, sometimes I could grab a bite to eat. Sometimes I just had to 

actually grab it and bring it with me in the car. So, I would either eat in my car or eat it in one of 

the rooms at the university where I was taking classes. Then of course I already had like another 

cup of coffee in my hand, and I would get to my class. Some days I had two classes, some days I 

only had one, it kind of depended. But yeah, I’d go from one class to the next, then rush back 
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home. And of course, I have a dog, so, sometimes I’d be walking the dog before going to work 

or walking the dog right after work. So, it was it was go, go, go. I was always on the go. And 

then once I got home from school, I would spend a little bit of time with my dog but then do 

some homework, whatever I could do, like I would prioritize the homework that I knew I could 

get done fast just so that I could go ahead and get it done that day. And there were a lot of times 

that I could do that same class assignment that night so I could go ahead and get that done, drink 

some wine, go to sleep. 

The only service that I used in school was my counselor, like my career adviser, just to 

get my classes on track and everything. But I'm fortunate that I do well academically. The 

teachers always told us about academic resources for writing, for additional help with math, 

additional help with accounting and all of that, like there were resources if you needed it. I knew 

that they were available. I just didn't utilize them. I think there was maybe one time that I did do 

a little bit of study group with some of my peers. But I forgot what class it was for, but I think it 

was like an accounting type of class. But yeah, I just didn't need any additional resources. 

I keep loose touch with a couple of people that, we added each other in a social media 

type of thing. So, you kind of just see each other's post and every once in a while, they react to 

my post. So, yeah, it's just a few of the people that I graduated with that we ended up like sitting 

together in graduation. So, we're like, oh, let's take pictures. I have a couple of emails from a 

couple of the staff at the university, but I haven't reached out to them yet.  

Work Experience is an Advantage 

One of the advantages of being an adult learner is that I think you are more focused than 

a traditional student. Like I mentioned earlier, a lot of people were already more focused, more 

like minded, but also, they brought their own experiences to the classroom. Since my degree was 
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about business, you had all these people coming in and talking about their own experiences in 

their workplace. And when we talked about leadership and the different leadership styles and all 

the stuff, we could say, this is what I have seen at work or I have a great manager or I have a 

terrible manager, I wish I could see this, this and that. And then some of them would say, as I see 

this, like this is how I want to be like. So, we could definitely immediately use our own personal 

experiences to really add to the classes, because, when you're going to school, you learn theory, 

you learn ideas. But to really add the experiences like it makes it so much more concrete. I would 

literally learn one thing and I would be like, yeah, this is how that's done in my place, or this is 

how it looks like at my workplace. I feel like our classes were much more enriched by our 

experiences.  

It made me realize how good I have it in my own workplace because I would hear some 

horror stories from other places. And I'm like, well, so then when I went, yeah, no, seriously, 

like, I would really say how many things my workplace has done right almost by accident. So, 

the nonprofit that I work for, it was founded by former missionaries, and eventually it just grew 

up to be what it was. But there was out of all those four people like one of them was a 

businessperson. The other ones were not. So, it's really interesting to see the decisions that they 

made were accidentally great. Yeah, and I think they're one of the strengths that they had was 

being open and being able to be flexible. So that's what I think, that's one of the things that has 

maintained our organization through a lot of things. I started working with them back in 2013, 

and I'm still there. 

I started out as a phone liaison there. The organization helps children, youth, and elders in 

developing countries through one on one sponsorship. It's the whole, for $40 a month, you can 

help Juanita go to school. We work with 19 different countries. Most of them are in Latin 
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America, but we do have some in Africa and some in Asia. And so, when I started there, I started 

entry level. It was like I said, I was a foreign liaison. I was getting the calls from the sponsors 

who were just updating their credit cards, making changes to their account, basically providing 

customer service. That particular department has three different teams. Eventually I changed 

over to another team that specializes a little bit more in trying to get little special requests from 

the sponsors to the sponsor friends like finding out if they need help with improving their house, 

or do they need help with improving this, like finding out that kind of stuff. So that was still with 

my Associates. I started growing within the organization regardless of my degree. Eventually, I 

came upon the position that I currently have, and it was still under a manager. Right now, all of 

the families, all the people that get help, they're supposed to write to their sponsor twice a year, 

to kind of let them know how they're doing and also how the program is helping them. And if 

they're children and they can, they give an update on their education. And because we work with 

mostly Latin America, I was doing a translation letter, quality checks type of thing. So, my 

position was mostly that, but then while I was in that position, I started making a lot of 

improvements to the position. 

I made improvements that helped my manager and my project manager. They teamed up 

and got my position out from under that umbrella and changed my title from liaison to 

coordinator. So now I’m basically a project coordinator. Again, as I made that transition, I was 

already back in school at Obsidian State, so I was able to utilize some of the knowledge that I 

was getting in class. I was able to utilize that information that I was getting there to do some of 

the stuff that I was doing over here, like actually doing some testing and understanding more 

about the networks and understanding more about the technological background of what I was 

doing. Also, one of the classes that I took was like quantitative measurements. And since I do my 
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own reports, I was able to say, “Oh, here's how we can actually use this information over here 

and Excel to go ahead and guide the other people on how to guide their own team of translators 

to improve this, how we can spot those areas. The information that I was learning, I was able to 

turn around and apply it. 

There was one professor that I did invite over to my job, so that he could get like a tour of 

the facility. He likes that kind of stuff. And he was the head of the business department, the 

school of business. So, he came out and he was like super happy to get to know another company 

in the Midwest. And it was funny because as we were giving him the tour of the place, he 

couldn't help himself being like, “Oh, this is an example of this. This is an example of that!” And 

I’m like, “Yah, I know.” And he kept saying, “Oh this is incredible!” So that was kind of fun. 

My Friends, My Mom, and My Co-workers 

When I told my friends and family that I was going back to get my bachelor’s degree, it 

was a mild response in the sense of, they were just like, “Good, we're glad to hear it.” that type 

of thing. Like going into it, it wasn't a strong reaction, or at least I feel like they were subdued, 

but at the same time, it wasn't until after my graduation that I saw really how much it meant to 

them. My family knew that I was pursuing my degree, I don't know, I guess I mean, it came up 

in conversations and whatnot, but it wasn't like that big of a deal. So, I don't know why it was 

that way. But yet, in the beginning, it wasn't like anybody was saying “It’s going to be too hard 

or oh, great! I'm going to throw a party for you! It was just very, very mild, like, “Oh, good. I’m 

happy for you.”  

I couldn’t have done it without my mother. I know there were a couple of instances, like 

when I was getting my associates, I almost didn't finish it. I was very close to the last semester, 

and that's when I found out that even though I had DACA, I still couldn't get student loans. And I 
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had, like, too much, like I didn't have enough money to pay a whole semester. And I just felt like 

I was ready to throw in the towel. And my mom came in. It was like, “You're doing this, you're 

finishing this. I'm going to put up my credit card.” I'm like, okay. And, then when I was getting 

my bachelors, she again helped me out when I needed a little bit more help with some books.  I 

think it wasn't half as much, it was just a little bit. But she helped me through. So yes, she has 

always been there. She has been my rock for sure. I mean my brother and my sister have always 

rooted for me. I don't have a close relationship with my father. He lives in Mexico, and I just 

don't really talk to him very much. I know that he's proud of me. But I don't necessarily talk to 

him very often. I talk to him maybe like once or twice a year. 

Also, my co-workers have been supportive in that, you know, at the lunch table, we all 

have lunch together. The set up at my job is like a cafeteria with a bunch of lunch tables, so you 

usually end up sitting with your co-workers and whatnot and in the conversations, and it would 

be like, “What are you doing this week in the class?” And it would come up to the fact that it's 

like, ‘Oh, I'm working, I'm doing this, I'm going to school.” And I would often hear things like, 

“How are you doing this? How are you finding time to do all of that?” I'm like, “I don't have 

kids.” Like that was honestly one of my biggest reasons when they asked. And like, I don't have 

kids, so I'm able to do all of this. Now, I do know of one of my coworkers. She is a mom, and 

she does go to school full time as well as well as work full time. And she is the one that 

fascinates me. And not only her, I've met several women who are adult learners who are juggling 

being mothers as well as full time workers, as well as trying to get back into school. And they 

amaze me! 
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At First, it was Just for Me 

The end of it was really the most eye opening for me, because after my graduation, I had 

a graduation party in which I invited all of my friends, and like I mentioned during my 

schooling, I was busy. It was my time to really enjoy with all of my friends. And that's when it 

really came to a head for me. That is like, how important it was for my family and for my friends 

that I got my degree. That day, I was so overwhelmed with their reaction. It still makes me 

emotional because it was just that overwhelming of how happy they were. They just kept 

expressing how proud they were of me and it's like I had no idea because I was just doing what I 

had to do. I knew that it meant a lot for my sister because, like she had to give up her education 

for me. And then my brother in Mexico sent me a video. And he's in tears in the video. But it's 

really the combination was quite intense. 

I think it finally dawned on me when the organization that gave me the scholarship held a 

ceremony for the people that were graduating from college to give them a special recognition of 

the adult learners that have been able to complete their education. And they asked me a question 

during the event, I forget exactly what they asked me, but they basically asked me what my 

original intent for me getting my degree was. And I think I said that I want to just be able to 

continue growing in the company that I'm at. I just wanted to not hit a ceiling. But as I was there, 

I came to realize, I kept thinking back into, like, that celebration that I had. And there was one of 

the things that struck me from my party was one of my older cousins. And he was telling me how 

proud he was of me and everything, and he was like, “Now my daughter has somebody to look 

up to.” That’s when I realized my own goals for myself and it might not be enough in the sense 

of like, I think I need to do better by my nieces and nephews because I want them to see that this 

hard work isn't just for me to continue living check to check, but to actually have more. So now I 
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in the search for a different job in the profit sector. I still love my company big time. I will 

always love them. And I will continue supporting their cause because I know they're a great 

organization that does what they're supposed to. But now I think I need to have higher goals for 

myself. Like I need to get my career, not necessarily this organization, but somewhere out there 

in the profit sector. I have been talking to my nieces just to make sure that as they're getting into 

the college age, and I’m like, “Okay, have you done this? Have you done that?” 

So, my advice for other adult learners who are thinking about getting their degree is that 

It's going to be scary. There's going to be an adjustment period. But don't let that adjustment 

period deter you from getting to your actual goal, because that adjustment period might be a 

couple of days, the adjustment period might be weeks. But you will get there. It will take a little, 

it will take some sacrifice, sacrifice your personal time and everything social, and if you have 

kids, maybe not as much time with your kids, but it's doable and it's so worth it. 
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Josiah 

Josiah is an African American male in his early thirties with a stocky build. Although he 

has no hair on top of his head, he has a fairly long, full dark beard. Through the glasses he wears, 

you can see his dark brown eyes. Before Josiah and I met, I already knew a little bit about his 

story. I had seen an article about him and his success at Obsidian State University when he 

graduated in 2020 and is now in a graduate program at a different university. His university 

profiled his story because he was an adult learner whose life was changed because of 

opportunities he did not have attending other schools. One such opportunity was the overseas 

internship he was able to experience in Germany. In the article, Josiah also said he enjoyed 

college as an adult learner much more than he thought he would. Josiah’s collegiate journey was 

a circuitous route that took him through a state university, a community college, another state 

university, and finally to Obsidian State university where he finished his degree.  

I was happy that one of my colleagues gave me his contact information. I reached out to 

him, and although it took several days for us to make a connection, I was thrilled to have the 

opportunity to tell his complete story. Our first interview via Zoom ended up being about an hour 

later than we had planned because of his job as a social worker. He sent me an email letting me 

know he was still in court but would be happy to do the interview after it was over, if I still had 

the time. I let him know that I would be available at any time he was. Although Josiah seemed to 

have a quiet demeanor about him, he was passionate about telling his story and has a passion for 

helping others.  

Looking at the story he shared with me that was written by his university, I see a man 

smiling from ear to ear. He is standing in his graduation gown with what I can assume are honor 

chords and a colorful stole representing his African American ethnicity. Josiah had plenty of 
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obstacles standing in his way, but did not give up. He said he has always had to be an advocate, 

not only for others, but for himself. Today, he is working on his master’s degree in psychology 

and is studying resources available for adult learners.  

Making it Despite Obstacles 

I'm the youngest of three children, so I have one older brother and one older sister. Our 

parents divorced when I was three years old, so the three of us grew up in a single parent 

household. My brother and sister chose not to be in the home most of the time, so I wasn’t close 

to either of them. That also left me to be my mother's caregiver as she became disabled when I 

was nine years old. She was diabetic. There were some issues health wise with that, so it required 

a lot of caregiving and those responsibilities fell on me as the youngest.  

My experience wasn't your typical experience in high school, it pretty much shaped my 

trajectory. I missed a lot of school because that was my mother. She was more important than 

any kind of diploma, but she didn't encourage that at all. She wasn't that type of a mother who 

would say, I'm going to make sure that my son doesn't do this so that he can take care of me. She 

actually encouraged our extracurricular activities. She wanted me to be your typical teenager. 

When I was in a school play and she couldn't be there, she made sure that somebody was there. If 

I wanted to be a part of any type of club or organization, she made sure that I would do those 

things. Although my situation at home wasn't typical, the encouragement was still there. Your 

typical parental encouragement and support was there. It was always there. She just wasn't able 

to do what she felt she needed to do as a mother. She went into cardiac arrest and was in a coma 

from November 19 to December 3rd. My mother actually passed right at the end of my junior 

year in high school, on December 3rd, 2005.  
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Difficulties of College: Taking the Right Classes and Understanding Financial Aid 

 After graduating from high school, I immediately went off to Rhyolite State University. I 

was there for a year and a half. Life there wasn't that great for me. I was supposed to be majoring 

in English Education. However, there was some kind of mix up, and I wasn't taking the required 

classes for that major. I was taking general psychology instead of educational psychology. Some 

universities and institutions feel that certain students are supposed to know everything. I was 

supposed to, as a freshman, know that I was in the wrong psychology course. So even when I 

was in freshman seminar and we were talking about our experiences, I'm talking about my 

assignments and those assignments are totally different than my peers. And no one ever told me, 

so I didn't have the best experience. I also had to be an independent student because my mother 

was deceased, and my father was out of the picture because they got divorced when I was three. 

My father was actually found deceased on my birthday, my freshman year of college.  

I graduated high school with 15 scholarships. However, every time I reported the 

scholarship, they revised my financial aid. You would think that with all the scholarships and 

financial aid, Josiah was the richest freshman there was because of refund checks, but it never 

worked that way. I was always having to pay the school some money because they were like, 

“Well, scholarships are gives. You don't need our aid, so therefore we're going to take it back.” 

So, I ended up leaving on Halloween my sophomore year because they gave me an ultimatum 

that either my bill was paid or I was kicked out, and I had no way to pay it, so I left Rhyolite 

State University in the fall of 2006. 

Embarrassment and Shame of Not Making it in College  

 And so there I was. I was supposed to be going to school and I had to drop out. I mean, I 

don't even remember being mad. I don't even remember being sad. But I didn't tell anyone. I 
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didn't tell any of my family members. I didn't tell my siblings. I didn't even tell my grandmother. 

I just moved back home, and I actually moved to a different county, so that I could be away from 

everybody and kind of live in secret. I was sort of embarrassed because I've always had to be an 

adult. Like for me to take care of my mother up to her passing, I always had to play the adult 

role. I remember being 15 years old with pockets of thousands of dollars because my mother was 

disabled and because we couldn't get back and forth to the bank. I remember just always having 

to be an adult. And so, it was like now I have to make some adult decisions. 

 I was also embarrassed because those are not the cards that were supposed to be dealt to 

me. My mother encouraged education. Out of all three of our children, she thought I should be 

the one to get an education. Not to take anything away from my brother and sister, but I was that 

one. And she wanted the story to be changed because I had to do so much for her. It just felt it 

was like, well, dang, here goes another thing, so what do I do now? I left Rhyolite State 

University, and I moved to the neighboring county. I started working and started taking classes at 

the local community college. 

Hard Lessons Navigating Higher Education 

I was not doing well at the community college, working, being a student, and living on 

my own because I was only making $9.00 an hour at Target. I started at the community college 

in the spring of 2007 and left the spring of 2008. And when I left, I knew that I needed to finish 

my degree. After I decided I was finished with the community college, I thought about my 

freshman year at Rhyolite State University, when I attended a conference at Pyrite State called 

the Big 12 Conference on Black Student Government. And so, I decided to apply to Pyrite State. 

But I knew I left Rhyolite State with a $1000.00 bill because they claimed that I didn’t turn in 

my laptop, which I did, but they didn't have any receipt of it. So, they took $500.00 off of it. And 
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I was like, so you're willing to take $500.00 off because you don't have a receipt for it, but you 

won't take off the $1000.00? At that time $500.00 was a lot of money for me. I had a transcript 

with in-progress work on it. So, I applied to Pyrite State and explained my situation. They said, 

well, we're just going to call them. And they called Rhyolite with me on the phone, and they 

asked if I completed the work, and Pyrite State told them no. So, I said okay, and they hung up 

the phone. 

Then Pyrite State said, you're accepted, and they accepted me with that transcript. So, I 

went out to Pyrite State, and I was there from 2008 to 2010 and I majored in communications, 

primarily because that’s where I wanted to work. When I transferred to Pyrite, I was 22, turning 

23. I was reaching that adult learner mark, but I already was nontraditional, so I didn't get the 

transfer experience that most institutions promise they have. They say they look forward to 

meeting their transfer students, and that they have services specifically for transfer students, but 

there were no services for me at all. The only way that I was somewhat successful, I will say, is 

because the first weekend there, as I was walking out the door, the R.A. said, “Hey, there's a 

barbecue for this organization. Do you want to come?” And to this day, she is still one of my 

best friends. And so, if it wasn't for her, being friendly and reaching out after seeing a new face 

on campus, I don’t know what would have happened. 

I knew that I wanted to be involved with the Black Student Alliance because that's who 

hosted that Big 12 conference I attended. And so, I took the initiative to reach out, but I didn't 

think that I would have any kind of success and I actually got sick while I was there. At first, 

they thought I had colon cancer. Then they thought I had Crohn's disease, but it turned out to be 

neither. But because I was so sick, I missed a lot of my classes at Pyrite State. They had this rule 

that you can only drop four classes your whole entire time. That’s not per year, but your whole 
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entire time at the school. And so, I ended up having the failed classes because I was in and out of 

the hospital. So, I left there without a degree and came back home.  

Struggling through Hardships 

Once again, I was stuck in a position where I had a balance because I owed money to the 

university, and I was four hours away from home without any family. And so, I came home, and 

I went straight to work. I was working full time. I was a para for a school district there but ended 

up losing that job. I moved to the West Coast for a few months to be with my aunt because my 

house ended up getting robbed. It was literally a week-long thing. I lost my job and then my 

house was robbed. And this was all in December. But I went out west and was doing all of that 

there because my aunt was having a surgery, a transplant. And so, she needed someone there 

because my cousin, at the time couldn't drive. So, I lived there for a few months, and I came back 

home in 2011. I started working part time because the job I applied for, they didn't give it to me, 

but they created another position for me as a part time driver. And then from that work as a 

driver, they saw the work that I did with the children that I was working with. They created a 

case manager position for me, and I was able to get certified without the degree. 

This was in February. That job started on March 6th. So, I went the whole entire month of 

February without working and my house got put into foreclosure. But I paid our rent, so it wasn't 

my fault. Turns out, the landlord wasn't paying the mortgage. But the good thing, the blessing 

out of all that was I didn't have to pay rent. They couldn't kick me out because it wasn't my fault. 

So, I was able to save that money and they actually refunded me all of the rent that I paid from a 

certain time period. So, they gave me money and then I started working. But I just knew that 

because of all of these hardships that I was facing, I knew that I had enough. I totally had 

enough. And so, I started researching scholarships for adults. And I was able to discover an 
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organization that gave major scholarships for adult learners. I think I was six days away from the 

deadline when I discovered it. I never heard of it before because they were brand new. I applied 

for it, and I left it alone. I forgot all about it. 

And then Mother's Day came around and for some reason it was a really bad year. I was 

lying in bed depressed, and I was like, I can't be like this. At that time, it was 14 years she had 

been gone. And so, I was like, I've never felt this much pain on a Mother's Day before, since the 

first Mother's Day that she passed. And so, I was like, “I can't be like this. I can't, she wouldn't 

want me to be like this. She wouldn’t want me laying in the dark.”  And something inside me 

said, “Check your email.” So, I checked my email. And it was my acceptance letter, my 

congratulations letter from the organization that gave me the scholarship. And I was a part of the 

first set of 75 who got the college scholarship. It felt amazing, but I also felt like it wasn't going 

to happen, because I was leaving places with balances. I was like, how am I going to get this? 

How am I going to do this? How am I going to get this scholarship? So, it felt like I went through 

the motions because of their orientation later, like in a couple weeks. And I went through all the 

motions like, oh, my God, I got a scholarship. I'm telling everybody. But I still didn't think that it 

was going to happen, because, for seven years I tried, and it just did not happen. So, while it felt 

amazing, especially seeing that I was receiving $10,000 a year. It just didn't feel real, it didn't 

feel real until Obsidian State accepted me. 

Overcoming Hardships 

I like to say I'm a planner and as a case manager and a social worker, you become your 

own resource. I had to be my own resource because I didn't feel like anyone else could save me. I 

explained my situation to the organization that gave me the [scholarship] and so they set me up 

with a service, which helps you navigate the whole process. I wanted their help, but their help 
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wasn't good enough. And it really wasn't like that. It wasn't good enough for me, but it wasn't 

good enough for really anybody else because the program was brand new. So, they didn't know 

how to treat adult learners. 

And so, when I had someone who is no longer with the organization who was helping me 

navigate college, he was the director, tell me that I wasn't going back to school, I was like, yeah, 

I have this balance. I need this help. And he was like, oh, yeah, you're not getting that. You're not 

going back to school. And as soon as you tell me no, then that lights a fire underneath me. So, I 

went to the Obsidian State satellite campus, and I walked in. No appointment. I was like, I need 

to talk to somebody. I don't know what program I want to be a part of.  Of course, I didn't have 

an appointment, but the social work director had no time for me, period, like not even hello. And 

so, they got someone else. They got this woman who was the director of psychology. She came 

over and she was like, “I'm the head adviser. I work as a department head. Psychology is 

probably a better route. You're an adult learner. You work full time. And I know you don't want 

to stay in school longer than you have to.” And so, psychology won me over. And then, of 

course, it still all worked together because social work, you know, you have to understand the 

brain. They have to understand it's a diagnosis. And so, I think that day solidified everything, but 

it really solidified when I was walking in Target one day and one of the front desk workers, I 

talked to at Obsidian State said, “Hey, Josiah.” I had only met him once. For him to recognize 

me in a store, solidified it as well. I had only met him once when I had just got accepted into the 

school and for him to greet me by name let me know I was somebody, because I've struggled 

previously just being a number. And at that moment I didn't feel like a number. It was that 

person that said hello that did it for me. I don't remember his name, nor do I remember his title. 

He was an older gentleman, and he was basically the front line staff at the satellite campus. 
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Being an Adult Learner at Obsidian State  

Whenever I go to new situations, I always try to be slow to warm up and I do that on 

purpose because I don't want to do things obnoxiously just because I was 30 years old at the time 

about to turn 31. That doesn't mean that I knew everything. That doesn't mean that I did more 

than my professors. I knew that my professors were more than likely going to be the same age as 

me. So, I wasn't going to be like, “Well we’re peers.” Because we really weren't necessarily 

peers. I didn't want to have that type of persona. We have satellite locations that are supposed to 

be geared towards adult learners. However, I didn't have the resources that I was supposed to 

have. I actually had one of my classmates in my graduate program argue me down and I had to, 

like, really check him because he's a veteran. And he was like, “I received my degree from 

Obsidian State, and I loved it.” Then he added, “And I'm a veteran.” I said, but that is the 

problem because the veterans do receive resources. If you’re an adult learner, you always have to 

add another population to the sub population. So, if we were to use him as an example, yes, 

you're an adult learner, but you're also a veteran.  

So, it's like, well, of course, you've got all these services for you and you're getting the GI 

Bill, you have Veterans Affairs, you have all of these services for you. But as an adult learner, I 

had nothing. There are a few more resources for people in some majors than others. For instance, 

if you were in the school of business, you had more resources than those in psychology or some 

of the other programs. So, for me, I got nothing. There were opportunities for me to get involved. 

There was one person who reached out to me and asked that I got involved. But unfortunately, 

being an adult learner, you don't have the time. Maybe I could sit on a panel, maybe I could do a 

survey, things like that. But they wanted more social activity and there just wasn't enough time 
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for me to do that. There needs to be specific things for adult learners or organizations strictly for 

adult learners.  

The advisor that recruited me into psychology didn't properly advise me. I was supposed 

to be earning two degrees because of all of my previous credits. We could have made it into two 

degrees. However, those final credits I needed for one degree, she put me in the wrong type of 

classes. So that turned a two year situation into a three year situation. And she also was fired. We 

still to this day have yet to receive any kind of correspondence, like there was never an email 

saying, hey, everyone, she is no longer here. This is the person you reach out to. We never 

received it. Never.  

And so, when I needed to drop some classes and I also needed to enroll, I had no one to 

reach out to. I was a double major. And I had two advisors, one at the satellite campus and one at 

the main campus. I contacted the main campus one he said, “Oh, I'm no longer that advisor 

anymore.” But no one ever told me. One of the problems I have is that institutions believe that as 

adult learners we're supposed to know everything. We're supposed to automatically be resistant 

to services because we don't need them. We don't need the transfer experience or the new 

freshman orientation or any of those type of things. I did have an orientation when I started at 

Obsidian State, but it was geared towards everybody because some of my classmates were 21. 

They weren't your average adult learners as they were coming from a local community college or 

something. And that's one of the hurdles that I always make sure that people know when 

speaking on adult learners is that we aren't included. I remember being in a social service 

sociology course and just talking about social issues. I work in foster care and in child welfare. 

Those are social issues, so I will mention those things. And it will always be like, “Oh, here he 

goes again, he thinks he knows everything.” 
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I wasn't encouraged to be myself. I wasn't encouraged to speak up. One professor I did 

have who actually was the director of psychology at Obsidian State, he was the best professor 

ever. He treated me like I'm a student and there was some hierarchy there, but he treated me like 

I was the adult that I was. And so, we never had any disagreements, but when we were speaking 

in class, there might be some debate, but it was really friendly, like “Dr. Wallace, you know, I 

read in his book that it said this and you're telling us something else.” But I'm also debating with 

you professionally and I'm still letting you be the professor, even though we're the same exact 

age. And so. it's just I just I've never had a good experience as an adult learner, and I'm still 

feeling it now in grad school. 

It’s Now or Never 

So, it was actually my final year. It was in 2019, 2020, because I just graduated in May. 

But I went to my advisor, and I gave him an ultimatum. I said either you figure out a way for me 

to finish in 2020 or I'm not doing this anymore. We did not get along. It was a terrible situation. 

But it was because he was new and so, there were a lot of things in my situation that he just 

wasn't familiar with. I mean, I was a very demanding student because of my situation, especially 

with the scholarship, because I feel like as the first set to receive the scholarship, we were guinea 

pigs. I suspect we were case studies. And so, in order for them to improve, they had to look at 

data. For example, there was a class that I had to drop, and 75% of the entire class dropped it. 

My advisor was writing me letters and I had to have meetings with certain people. They 

were saying, he didn't finish 12 credits, so therefore he needs to be on probation. They weren't 

looking at it through the lens of this is an adult learner. He's not a traditional student. But now 

they see it because I've actually got to have a chance to speak with someone who works for the 

organization that gave me the scholarship, and they basically say they use this. But I was having 
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a lot of issues. And so, I went to my advisor, and he was like, “I don't think you should take this 

many credits.” And I said, I want to take 15 this semester. and I want to take 18 next semester. 

And he was like, “No, I don't think you should do that.” That’s when I said, “Well, I'm not going 

to stay in another year. I'm not doing it.” So, I was in his office cursing. And so, what happened 

was I didn't take 15, but 21. 

I was on the Dean's list in 2019 and 2020, even when I took 21 credits. And so, I was 

trying to tell him that I know how to do it. I told him, “I know you don't think I should,” but I 

said, “It's either that or I'm dropping out.” I was so frustrated because all of the other stuff that 

was happening with my previous advisor and not being able to leave with two degrees like I had 

planned. And at that point I was just tired. So, when you have your advisor who's supposed to be 

helpful and be that safe haven and be that person, tell you that you won't succeed, you get 

frustrated. I went back to the first time when I was told no, and I had to show them. And I did. I 

did 15 and 21 credits in one semester. 

Using Life Experiences to Push Through 

  I think one advantage is that I embrace age, like I'm about to be 30. I don't have a 

problem with whether you think I look 30 or not. I don't have a problem selling it. I went to 

Germany last summer for school. And while I was there, the students there were all like 21. And 

so, at the end, when we were giving kudos to everybody, one thing that mostly everyone said is, 

“I learned so much from you.” Like I said earlier, one of the things that we as adult learners don't 

get, we don't get to share our lived experiences, or they're not accepted. To hear that the peers 

accepted it more so than the professors, I feel like that's all that mattered because we were all in 

this together and they saw me doing it. When you're able to be accepted because of your lived 

experiences, those are the advantages of being an adult learner. You would think that one of the 
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advantages would be that you have resources, but you don't have resources. And so, my 

advantage has always been my lived experiences and my peers being accepting of that. I feel like 

my peers that are the same age as me, they don't accept it. But the ones who are younger, they 

like it. 

 I think my proudest moment was when I got on the dean's list. I was on the dean's list 

because I didn't have anything lower than a B and I took 21 credits, I think I got two Bs and 

everything else were A's. And those B's were not just any Bs, none of those were electives, they 

were all classes that I needed to graduate and to know that I was able to do that, that was my 

proudest moment. I did it in the semester when I took 21 credits, and I also did it in the semester 

at the start of the pandemic. I hate I didn't get my ceremony. I hate that I didn't get any of the 

other things. But what I did do, was on March 7th, I took my graduation photos. I did it early. 

Everyone was like, why are you doing this so early on? In that moment I just remember being at 

the park that I took the pictures and I instantly got them printed on announcements like that same 

day and getting that. And then going to Walgreens to pick up my announcements. And I'm 

looking at my announcements. And at this time, we were still in the 1st 8 weeks. So, I didn’t 

know if I was really graduating, because we had started the second eight weeks, but just seeing 

those pictures, I think that pushed me and motivated me even more. And so those are my 

proudest moments. 

 I always worked full time throughout the duration of getting my undergraduate degree. 

And I also work in a very high stress field, so sometimes those 40 hours extended to longer. So, 

when I went back to school to finish, I took it very seriously. But it wasn't until I realized that 

some of the things that I was doing wasn’t helping me. I'm a very stay at home type of person, 

very laid back. I would rather stay at home with friends versus go out with friends, but I got a 
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little too comfortable thinking that just because I had A or B that I was doing well. I had to cut 

some people off in order to really find my peace within everything and because I was getting 

overwhelmed. Sometimes I would have to flex my hours to get to school because the commute 

could be between a 25 to 30 minute drive based on traffic. There were a lot of adjustments made. 

I had to learn how to tell people no so I couldn't be as accessible as I was before. I had to make a 

lot of sacrifices, which is typical, of course, for an adult learner. 

 I was okay with those sacrifices. It actually was refreshing to be able to tell people no. 

And I was okay with it because I saw the bigger picture, I didn't see this being possible for so 

long. I didn't see me going back to school to be able to finish my degree as a possibility for me. 

And so, I didn't want to mess it up. I was more motivated, I think, as an adult learner. It made me 

more motivated because I saw the bigger picture. So many times, I never saw the light at the end 

of the tunnel. But this time I saw the bigger picture. I was very motivated. I didn't take no for an 

answer. I just had to keep on pushing and I think it came with life experiences. I had to be my 

mother's caregiver and so I would go to school, and I wouldn't let people talk to me crazy, like 

even though they were adults. I just knew how to automatically speak to them as if we were 

peers and I was able to use that verbiage to speak their language. They didn't know how to accept 

that. I know it's a cultural thing as well, especially being from the inner city, you see so much. 

And then the urban area that I was from, you just, you kind of grow up. But I was the one who 

had great oratorical skills. I was the one who had a great vocabulary. I wouldn't allow teachers 

who were only there just because their student loans were getting paid for going into urban areas 

disrespect me or my peers. I never was suspended for it. I never was disciplined for it because I 

did it in such a professional way for a teenager. I've always been strong willed because I've had a 

lot of doors close.  
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Support from My Village 

 When I graduated in May there was no celebration, or anything. There was nothing. And 

when things were normal and I was planning for the actual ceremony, only 30 people were going 

to be invited. So, my family wasn't a part of it. I remember when I got the scholarship and I told 

people - they thought it was a scam. Like my aunt said, “That doesn't sound legit, that sounds 

like a scam.” Not congratulations. Just literally her words verbatim were “that sounds like a 

scam.” My friends have always been supportive and there's been certain people that I've met 

along the way that have been supportive as well. My grandmother's nephew, his wife has been 

like a mentor to me because she's an educator and so she teaches educators. So, she's very much 

into higher education. She's always been the biggest supporter. I also have a best friend who 

works for TRIO programs on the East Coast, and so he's big into education. So those were my 

village. I do have an uncle, my mother's brother, who was a doctor, and his wife, they play the 

role of my second parents. So, they've been supportive of my educational journey, but there 

wasn't a lot of family support. 

 My biggest supporter was a classmate, we started together. She's younger, she's about 23, 

24. We were assigned to sit next to each other at orientation. Every time I would answer a 

question, she loved it. Like she felt like I was sticking it to the man. She's Arabic and so she 

came from a household where that was not supported. When we graduated her mother said there 

is no celebration for you because this is your baby degree. Her brother got a pharmacy degree, 

and he got the big celebration. But for her, there was nothing, even like with things as small as 

graduation pictures. So, I encouraged her to go get graduation pictures made. I took off for her 

because she needed that support. She became my little sister, and I became her big brother. We 
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still talk almost every day. But we needed each other. If I didn't have her as a peer, I don't know 

what would have happened. 

I also keep in touch with my former advisor. Our relationship has seriously changed from 

the time I was in his office, basically because I was upset. I really do think that he needed that. I 

think I needed to set a tone that he needed to hear because he was overwhelmed, and I knew this 

was new to him. And then this was Josiah, an adult learner who needed some assistance and he 

needed to see that adult learners are a little bit more in need than regular students. And it's not 

because we're needy, it's just because there's nothing for us. I think it was a learning experience 

for him. But, yeah, we do keep in touch, strangely enough. I think it is going to stay that way. I 

don't see us not keeping in touch.  

Find a School and a Program that Works for You 

My advice to other adult learners is to be open. My sister just applied for the scholarship I 

received. And she is 41. I'm very proud about that because her little brother was able to get one 

of the first scholarships and she sees what I was able to do. But one thing I'm telling her is to 

make sure that you're choosing a school that's going to care about you. Adult learners are 

important, but they're not important to institutions. That's my theory. And I feel like I've been 

able to prove that theory, that we’re not important because we're not the biggest revenue. And so, 

find a school that is going to care about you. I wasn't necessarily cared for at my institution. It 

wasn't that I wasn't important, but I really wasn't important as much as other students. But that 

was also a campus thing because we were at the satellite campus. And so, we didn't get the same 

respect that the main campus received. 

 I would tell other adult learners to find a school that cares about finding a program that 

works for you, because a lot of people go back, and they'll get a business management degree. 
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But is that really what you want? You've waited all this time to go to school and you're just going 

to go back and get a business management degree. There's nothing wrong with having a business 

management degree, but find the kind of program that's going to work for you and stick to it 

because you can do it. I never saw myself studying abroad. I felt like I was way too old to be 

studying abroad. But I was able to find a class that was a two month long class and then we went 

overseas for one week. That didn't interrupt my life at all because I was able to just take 40 hours 

of paid time off, which the average person probably already has saved up, especially now, but 

still just find programs, find a program that is going to work for you, find a school that actually 

wants you there right now.   
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CHAPTER 5 

Greg and Olivia: Granite University Graduates 

Greg and Olivia, whose narratives are presented in this chapter, both graduated from 

Granite University. Granite University is located in the western half of the state and has an 

annual enrollment of approximately 15,000 students. In 2019, it reported an undergraduate 

enrollment of 12,780 with 3,706 being adult learners. With fewer than 4,500 students on the 

main campus, the university is known for its online programs and their areas of specialization are 

business and marketing. Both participants in this chapter received their bachelor’s degree in 

organizational leadership and had the option of earning graduate credit while in their senior year, 

which encouraged them to pursue their master’s in the same subject as well. Greg graduated in 

2019, while Olivia graduated in 2018. Both participants are white, married, have children, and 

are in their forties. They also both completed associates degrees at a community college before 

obtaining their bachelor’s degrees. While they took classes in a traditional brick and mortar 

building, they were able to earn their four-year degree primarily through taking online courses.  

As both attested, they needed the flexibility of online classes while working and raising a family. 

Neither participant was active on social media, and while Greg had no artifacts to share with me, 

Olivia gave me the address to her personal website that was created in one of her classes she took 

while getting her master’s degree.  

Greg 

Greg is a white male, medium to stocky build, in his early forties. Although he is bald, 

his salt and pepper facial hair reveals he is not a young traditional college student. He wears 

glasses, and one can catch the green in his eyes through the lenses. He is married and has three 

children who are 8, 11 and 19 years old. Greg is a lay pastor for his church and lives very close 
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to the town where he grew up. He always attended institutions of higher education in close 

proximity to his home. He graduated in 2020 from Granite University with a Bachelor of Science 

in organizational leadership, and is currently working toward earning a master’s degree in 

organizational leadership, also at Granite University. Greg was the first person I interviewed and 

in my email to him, I told him he would be the first one. He said that he was kind of nervous, and 

I admitted that I too, was nervous. When we met first time via Zoom, it was pretty obvious both 

of us were nervous. But soon after he began talking about his experience growing up, we found 

similarities in our stories and that helped ease the tension. I remarked how similar my childhood 

was as we both grew up in big families. From then on, we seemed to find more commonalities, 

like how we both played the clarinet in high school. After that, the nervousness seemed to fade, 

and we both found our ourselves more at ease with each other.  Greg’s story begins with his 

recollection of what it was like for him growing up.  

Driven to Excel 

My parents were very young when they started their family. My mother was eighteen and 

my dad was seventeen. My dad was a self-employed subcontractor, so money ebbed and flowed 

and for the most part of our childhood we were below the poverty line. During my childhood, we 

moved quite a bit due to financial issues. I attended three different grade schools, one middle 

school, and one high school. Sometimes there were six of us living in a one-bedroom house. And 

that's because that's what was sustainable. I’m the oldest of four children. I have three younger 

siblings, two brothers and a sister. I can remember distinctly that I shared a bedroom with one of 

my siblings until I was 16 years old. Even when I did get my own bedroom, it was because I was 

the oldest. So, kind of by default, I got it. But I think my bedroom was actually about six feet by 

10 feet. It was a little bit larger than a walk-in closet. 
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Academics were always at the forefront for me. My mother struggled with mental health 

issues and my father struggled with drug and alcohol addiction. And so, in spite of all that, 

education was extremely important to us. We worked diligently to get good grades in school, 

participate in athletics, and participate in activities like band. As much as our parents loved us, 

they had their own challenges at times. So, we had to look at community relationships to help 

bolster some of those things that were missing at the house. 

From early on in my childhood I was preparing myself for college. I remember at an 

early age, probably first or second grade, just being ingrained in my mind that if I worked hard 

and I got good grades, I could achieve a scholarship and my college would be paid for. I just 

knew that college was something that would always happen for me. Somehow, some way, I'd 

have additional education. While high school graduation was always a goal for me, it was not the 

final goal.  There was always going to be more. I can remember that from an early age I excelled 

in school and excelled above my peers consistently, maybe a little bit above average intelligence, 

but really high conscientiousness, highly driven, achievement oriented. But, you know, maybe 

it's looking for validation in other areas that that may be lacking at home. But as far as education, 

I was encouraged by my parents to get a college degree. It was really a dream of my mom and 

my dad, both to my recollection. I don't think there was anybody on either side of my mom’s or 

dad’s family that graduated with a four-year degree. Neither of my parents graduated from high 

school. They both finished with the GED and reflecting back recently on education for even my 

grandparents, all my grandparents were probably sixth grade education or less and most likely 

illiterate for their entire life. 

Early on I worked toward the goal of a college education. It seems it was always 

something that was on my mind. And although my parents had their own struggles, in high 
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school I played basketball and taking the most challenging courses I could to prepare myself for 

college. If there was a chance for me to take a class that was more challenging, I would push 

myself for that because I knew it would prepare me for education after high school. Additionally, 

I pursued activities in clubs that would even bolster my college resume. So, whether it was 

National Honor Society, or band, I was a four-year participant. 

I played clarinet. Like I tried to be good at it and I ended up doing well. I was typically 

first or second chair nearly every year. Maybe it was that I wanted to be the best. I just always 

wanted to outwork somebody else. So, if someone was practicing 60 minutes a day, I practiced 

90 minutes a day. Early in high school, it was really pursuing activities and courses that would 

help set me up for success in the next step of education. I was always pushing myself to best 

prepare for college, and so I had a 3.98 GPA. I think I had one B my first quarter of freshman 

English and I had one B my first quarter of geometry when I took it as a freshman. It's amazing 

how I can, how you remember those marks. I think coming home, I was like, I will never allow 

myself to get a B in a class again in high school. So anyway, that was kind of my mentality. And 

I remember in high school that a few of my peers graduated with a 4.0. But comparing their list 

of classes compared to my list of classes, they took a path of lesser resistance. So, for me, 

education was extremely important. My mom encouraged me. My dad encouraged me. And then 

I pursued that based on that encouragement. The challenge is as much as they encouraged me, 

there were still gaps because of choices that they had made that didn't afford me every 

opportunity to go to school.  

Excellence Was Not Enough 

Due to my academic diligence in high school, I received the presidential scholarship at a 

small, private four-year university after I graduated in 1998. It was the most generous 
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scholarship that I was qualified for and between the scholarship, other academic awards, and 

with federal student aid, the cost for me to go to the private college out of pocket, was going to 

be less than $2,000 per semester. And that was amazing, and I was really excited to go. 

Unfortunately, a call from the financial aid office relayed that federal student aid was rejected 

because of the tax issue that my dad had created with his business. So, what I thought was going 

to be about $2,000 a semester changed to over $6,000 a semester, and for me, that was 

financially untenable for an 18-year-old. So, subsequently I quit after completing my fall 

semester in 1998, then an interim class, in January of 1999, I withdrew from the private four-

year college. After withdrawing from the private four-year college, I went back to work with my 

dad in his business. It was not only an opportunity for me to make money, but also since it was 

my dad's business, I could help him make money for the entire family. Having three younger 

siblings in the house and a mom, there was still a responsibility there in the back of my mind to 

help the family out. I spent the following spring and summer working with my father and his 

business, and enrolled in the local community college. The fall of 1999, I took 15 credit hours, 

basically from 8:00 in the morning ‘til noon every day and worked a part time job and almost a 

third shift job while I was taking classes. At that point in my life, I was living on my own, 

sustaining and paying bills. The financial pressures of living on my own and trying to go to 

college at the same time were just too much. 

Struggling with Emotions of the Choices I Had to Make 

I felt the financial pressures were just more than I could absorb on my own. It was 

sometimes the choice of am I going to eat dinner, or should I pay my tuition? So, I chose to quit 

school, because growing up, financially strained, you choose food, and you choose a roof over 

those other things. Others may say, hey, you make the sacrifice. But after growing up at a certain 
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level of poverty for 18 years, when you can finally choose not to live that way, you make the 

choice to not live that way. I think there were several mixed emotions about not completing my 

degree right away. Part of it was a little bit of dejection because I believed that if I work hard 

enough and I get good grades, my college was going to be paid for. So maybe it was having that 

bubble burst in the moment. It was also of a slight feeling of failure because there was a goal that 

was set that wasn't obtained in the time frame that I'd given myself. There was also maybe 

disappointment that I'd let other people down that had felt like Greg was a hard worker. He 

excelled in academics and if anybody that should or could go to college and graduate, it should 

be him and he can't do it. So, there were a lot of mixed emotions there. 

There's also a disconnect because of peer relationships. I had peers that were going to 

college pursuing their degrees and you're back to driving a truck or working construction on the 

side. So, there's a lot of those questions or a lot of those emotions and even questions I asked 

myself during that time. And there's also the other question of what now? What do I do? I'm no 

longer a student. I'm no longer pursuing advanced education. An engineering degree is not on my 

horizon in the near future. Is that what I have to do? Do I have to settle now? And that was a real 

difficult period at the same time. I knew it was. You got to work, you got to pay your bills, you 

got to put food on the table so there isn't a whole lot of time to sit there and wallow in the mire 

with everything going on in life at the same time. 

There were times where it was always in the back of my mind, kind of like a loose end 

that was never tied up because I didn't go out on my terms. Had I pursued something and missed 

the mark academically or had a career opportunity that was too good to pass up or had I made 

that as a willful choice of my own volition to exercise, then I probably would have been content.  

I felt like it was taken away from me and maybe someone could point a finger at this person or 
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that person or they could even point at my own naivete. I could have easily gone to community 

college and probably, based on my academic record and finances, probably finished up a two 

year degree with little to no, out of pocket expense. I even ended up second guessing myself, 

thinking that maybe even trying to get a degree was not the right thing to do. Should I have taken 

this other path rather than pursuing education from an expensive, liberal arts, private college? So, 

you go through life and you're second guessing yourself. Yeah, but getting a degree was always 

in the back of my mind. 

When Life Takes a Different Path 

In my early twenties I ended up meeting my wife and my focus shifted towards creating a 

home together, starting a family together, building up, working as much as I could. As time went 

on, the dream of getting that college degree seemed to slip. It may have been in the back of my 

mind, but there really wasn't a solution that would fit with all the other demands that life 

happens. And what I mean by that is there wasn't a technological solution, there wasn't a time 

solution. Financially, it was not a possibility. To financially come up with it out of our own 

pocket with me building lawnmower boxes and my wife working at a grocery store, it wasn't an 

option unless we were going to go back to poverty. And, when you have the choice, you choose 

not to go back to poverty. I don't want to make a choice career wise or education wise, where 

when I open up the refrigerator, the things that I want are not in there or when I open up the 

pantry or the cupboards are bare. So, if that means I have to settle for a $10 an hour job or $12 an 

hour job, then I'm going to settle for that because avoiding poverty is more important than 

pursuing this degree. 

We hit these moments in life that burn images into our mind. Fortunately, I was able to 

land into a profession, the financial industry, where I wasn't limited based on my degree and was 
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really able to contribute to a team based on my competence and my hard work and really built up 

to a solid income level. That job enabled me to earn a solid level of income for where I lived. I 

started managing a group of agencies for my employer and managing those relationships really 

helped elevate the performance of the department. While I was managing those relationships, the 

CEO of the company made business decisions that went counter to new government regulations. 

So, because of that, because of some of these partnerships and some of the relationships that I 

helped manage, I was subpoenaed to give some testimony based on the relationship. I can 

remember as I'm sitting in a very cold interview room in Washington, D.C., and there are a 

couple of attorneys sitting on the other side of the table from me and they ask me, “What's your 

highest level of formal education?” And I said, high school. And the comment, if my memory is 

right, the comment from the attorney was interesting. And they're like, “You help manage over 

1.5 million dollars of receivables a month every month?” And I felt about one inch tall, and her 

comments really left an impression on me, in a couple of ways. Number one is, how dare you 

judge somebody based on their character or their competence simply because of whether they 

have a degree or don't have a degree? On the second side is, was I selling myself short? Or am I 

missing opportunity because I don't have an advanced degree knowing that I'm fully capable of 

obtaining one? 

Starting with One Class at a Time 

That was when I decided it was time to go back and finish my college degree. I credit a 

peer at church who is a professor at the local community college who was, as always, being an 

advocate for going back to school. And through the years she had always dropped little hints of 

“Greg, you could do this.” And eventually she was like, “Hey, we've got a full online program. 

You can do this. Take one class at a time.” And I was like, “Yeah, you know, you're right, I can 
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do this, and I probably can take one class at a time.” Also, our income level at that time was at a 

place where we could sustain it. So, in 2016, when I was in my late thirties, I enrolled in the 

online program to get my associate of arts from the local community college. I already had about 

half of an associate’s degree, so I just needed to complete the other half. Like my friend from 

church had suggested, I enrolled in the community college, took one class, found out that I had 

not lost a whole lot of what I had previously learned and went to taking two or three classes 

every spring, summer or fall until I completed my degree. I graduated May of 2017 from the 

community college. I took the summer off and that following year, enrolled at Granite University 

in an organizational leadership program and continued on through Granite University completing 

my undergraduate degree as a part time student, taking two or three courses at a time, every 

spring, summer and fall. While taking classes, I was primarily working evenings and weekends. 

And this was all while holding down a full-time job, helping to raise the family, and being a lay 

pastor at my church at the same time. I grew a lot during that time and graduated with my 

Bachelor of Science in Organizational Leadership in December of 2019. I ended up doing so 

well that the professors who oversaw the graduate program asked me if I would be interested in 

participating in their accelerated graduate program.  

This meant I could take graduate level courses in a discipline that I had selected rather 

than taking regular, elective courses. It was an opportunity too good to pass up. So, as I was 

going into my last three semesters or last three part time semesters at Granite University, 

finishing up my undergraduate, I began my first three classes of graduate studies. So, by the time 

I graduated in December of 2019, I had nine graduate credit hours and then I told my wife, “I 

think I’m ready to be done.”  My wife was like, “You need to do this. You're a third of your way 

done to your masters.” She's like “There's no reason for you to quit now.” She's like, “I support 
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you.” I'm like, “Well, it's going to be another two to two and a half years of evenings and 

weekends sometimes.” And she's like, “Well, I'm behind you. You need to do it.” And based on 

her encouragement, I continued on in the graduate program. 

Prioritizing and Compartmentalizing Responsibilities 

There were some conscious choices that I knew I needed to make, balancing work, 

school, life. Number one, I wasn't going to allow my schoolwork to compromise myself 

professionally. I still needed to give my employers, whether it was the church where I was being 

a pastor, or my current employer. I needed to give them time. And, since they're paying me a 

solid salary, I needed to contribute to them on a regular basis. Secondly, I'd set some guidelines 

that I was not going to miss a sporting event or an activity for my kids. So, what that meant was I 

was going to be at soccer games on Saturday. I was going to be at volleyball games on Saturday 

afternoon. I was going to attend choir concerts, band concerts, whatever the activities were, 

whether it's late Friday Night Football games. However, wherever, I did not want my children to 

be embittered because they felt that I was choosing academics over them, choosing a personal 

goal over family support.  

So, I'd set some boundaries there. And then I'd also set some boundaries with my wife, 

because we still needed to connect. We still needed to have our time together. In light of all this. 

We're not going be able to spend every evening together, but we need to make each other a 

priority during this so that we don't drift apart during these moments. So, it's really about really 

that whole outside of the academics was setting good, clear boundaries for myself. And when I 

worked on projects for work, I focused on those. When I needed to focus on the family, I focused 

on the family. When I was needed to focus on church, I focused on church. When it was time to 

focus on my marriage, I focused on my marriage. And when it was time to focus on academics, I 
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focused on academics. The last thing I wanted to do was be on a date with my wife and 

completing concept maps in my mind of how organizational leadership structure should impact 

the small business. That's not fair to her and that's not fair to the academics either. So, I worked 

hard to, I guess, compartmentalize my life and shift in and out of different modes so that I could 

be there physically and mentally. 

Expecting the Unexpected 

The biggest aspect about being a first-generation adult learner for me was keeping an eye 

on the prize, knowing why you're doing it. And a lot of it is a grind. A few of my biggest 

challenges were just understanding the purpose of the course. For several of my classes, it was 

not until the last couple of weeks in a course until I really understood the true purpose of it. As a 

first-generation adult learner, I had to learn to expect the unexpected. What I mean by that is I 

think everybody comes into a program with a lot of momentum, the first two or three weeks of 

the course content is fairly light in any program. So, it's really easy to adjust to a lighter load. But 

you have to maintain discipline to keep moving forward because they're going to be times where 

the brakes need changed on the car and you have an unexpected illness and there's a surprise 

work project that's going to require a couple evenings to complete and you can't get behind at 

any moment. In fact, you have to be diligent to be ahead at all moments, especially as an adult 

learner, because adult issues arise that are out of your control. And I know that most professors 

have flexibility when you encounter those issues in life, but that grace can only be extended for 

so long. Maintaining a schedule, when I could, was key to getting everything accomplished that 

needed to be done. I felt I did best when I entered into a good, solid routine and got into rhythm 

with the course. For example, I would preview journal articles on Monday. Review them on 

Tuesday, write up my discussion on Wednesday, and then follow-up with a post on Thursday.  
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Learning an Important Lesson 

A low time for me was not being able to complete an assignment. It was my first 

semester, first time taking 300 level courses. And in one of my classes, I completed what I 

thought was all the requirements of the final project. And I'd spent multiple days finishing it up. 

It was the day before everything was due that I realized there was a presentation component of 

the project that I did not complete. And for whatever it was, it was not in me to go back and 

reanalyze the project, create content, and then upload it. Now one reason was I felt I missed the 

mark on the project. I made it more complicated than what it really was. I tend to do that. So, I 

set a bar higher than what I could have or should have attained. And then when I missed it, I 

knew that I missed the mark, and then knowing that there was an incomplete component of it, I 

didn't want to go revisit a project I wasn't satisfied with.  Because part of going back to revisit it, 

I likely would have needed to go back in and redo the whole project. And at that moment, going 

into my… closing out my first finals at Granite University, I just didn't do that component. And I 

took the missing points, and it dropped my grade from an A to B.  And I kind of broke one of 

those rules that I said early on in my education was always work to get the grade, but it was one 

of those risks versus rewards. And it was an effort and I just didn't feel like giving any more 

effort in that moment. And at the same time, it was probably one of the most difficult times 

because I felt like I'd given up on myself. And that was hard. That was hard to know that when 

you’ve been achievement oriented and you've always excelled in everything that first time that 

you encounter failure at that level, and it was of your own choice was really difficult.  

I learned an important lesson from that class. What I learned from it was that I need to be 

a better communicator and make sure that I understand what's being asked of me with my 

professors, with my peers to make sure that I'm not making something more difficult than it 
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really is or trying to do something academically that I wasn't even really prepared for at the time. 

So that was probably one of my lowest, my lowest points in an undergraduate course. I just 

couldn't give any more effort and it was even maybe even a harder pill to swallow. It was 

because I had been so willing to do so much, and that when I finally encountered the boundary of 

what I was willing to do and not willing to do. And when you encounter that boundary and you 

look over the edge and it's deep and dark, you wonder. But with the support of peers helping me 

through that time, I made it. I had tremendous support from peers, from colleagues, from my 

family, from my friends, that I didn't feel like I needed to take that additional step to just give it 

up. 

My Non-Traditional, yet Very Supportive, Support System 

Although there were resources available to me, such as tutors and other resources, I credit 

my friends and family for helping me to not only graduate, but to go on to graduate school as 

well. Friends and family were really the only reason I was able to complete my degree, as 

without buy in and support from my wife, there's no way I would have started, let alone finish. 

As much as I'd received accolades for graduating with my degree, she needs the accolades for 

holding down the fort, taking care of the things that I wasn't able to take care of based on what I 

needed to contribute for the various classes. Her encouragement. She's a big reason why I 

continue on with the master's program. 

As an adult learner, my support system probably looks different than the traditional 

college student. One of the biggest drawbacks of being an adult learner or attending or 

completing your degree later in life, is that you do not have those long lasting relationships. 

They're very minimal and are a lot of effort. And you don't have that “Oh, we were roommates 

for, you know, our junior year” or “we attended this homecoming,” or “we went to school 
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together.” Those types of experiences. I'm not saying those experiences aren’t valuable or they're 

not beneficial. They're all life learning experiences. But for the adult learner, the goals are 

different. And it's okay that the goals are different. And so, having those longer relationships, 

what would I like to have for more of them earlier? Absolutely. And I also think one of the 

drawbacks, too, is as you go into your major, you have different people at different levels when 

you're taking classes. 

 Because of having early opportunity taken away from me I felt like I was not going to let 

anyone, or anything take it away from me. I also learned to lean on my support system, and I saw 

university professors as part of that. I realized afterwards that my professors were there to help 

me, not hinder me, and they are a tremendous resource. I learned to start communicating with my 

professors by meeting with them several days after the class started. I’d schedule a meeting with 

the professor, and I’d have what I call my freak-out meeting with them. That happens after I 

have read the entire syllabus, looked at the final projects and have dove into a little bit of the 

course material. I go into talk to them and I have learned how beneficial meeting with them is. I 

recommend forming a relationship with the professors early on in the class.  

Relationships are especially important for first generation adult learners because of the 

multiple priorities they must juggle. You have to surround yourself with people who want the 

best for you, who are going to be there to encourage you, who's going to be there to take a load 

off your plate and who's going to be able to be there when it's time for them to be tough. When I 

graduated, I looked up in the stands and saw my wife and children, it meant a lot to me to know 

that I was a good example for them and because they were the ones who made the most sacrifice. 

I also credit the pastor of my church with supporting me. He's known me for 25 years, so he’s 
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almost as a second father figure to me. So, to achieve that and for him to witness me achieve that 

means so much to me.  

Whether it was graduation, or learning I was named Organizational Leadership Student 

of the Month, having people who supported made it possible. When I found out I was named the 

Organizational Leadership Student of the Month, the first person I called was my wife. I also 

called the pastor and my friend at church and my mother. My mother knows the whole story and 

she knew where we came from and she knows all too well what it's like to not have college as an 

opportunity because of financial constraints for her. So just to celebrate with her, this 

accomplishment was tremendous as well. And maybe gave her a little bit of redemption 20 years 

later.    
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Olivia 

I was introduced to Olivia via email by a colleague who works with many first generation 

adult learners. Olivia actually reached out to me before I had a chance to email her. In the initial 

email she said, “I am a first-generation college student, nontraditional each time I went, and I am 

nearing my completion, and I would love to be a part of your study. Please let me know what 

you need from me.” After I replied, we decided on a date and time. Olivia is a white female, in 

her late forties. She is married and has four adult children. Wavy light brown hair shapes her 

face. Without the aid of glasses, one can clearly see her green eyes. Olivia says she comes from a 

big family as she has seven brothers, one sister on her mother’s side, and she has 11 brothers and 

sisters on her father's side. Only two of them on her mother’s side graduated high school. Two of 

her older brothers and sisters graduated high school and everybody else went back and got their 

GED. She is the first one in her family to go to college.  

Although the website Olivia shared with me was no longer active when I checked after I 

completed her interviews, she sent me some of the materials that were on it. The website was a 

portfolio she created for a class she took while getting her master’s degree. It revealed some 

insight into her thoughts as she took classes in her master’s program. This website was important 

to her because she was able to look back at her past and realize how it shaped her and how even 

when she was young, she demonstrated leadership qualities. She divulged that some of her early 

report cards in grade school had comments such as “Olivia is bossy and doesn’t play well with 

others!" Olivia said she always framed those comments as “Olivia has leadership skills.”  She 

says it is a matter of perspective. In this portfolio, she talks about the changes she wants to see in 

herself. “I want to be more energetic, grateful, and more joyful. For these behaviors to take over, 

change must be evident.” 
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Olivia sent me an email after our interviews were finished. Olivia’s story was 

characterized by emotional highs and lows, and at one point she had begun to cry. She 

apologized and I told her it was totally okay to cry. In her email she wrote,  

Thank you for allowing me to part of your study. I hated that I became emotional 

discussing my trials and tribulations with you. I have done quite a bit of reflection, self-

reflection during this process. I feel like I have been a part of victimization without 

becoming a victim. I work at trying to be better than I am from the day before. I am 

excited to read your research. 

Olivia’s story is one of resilience, persistence, and self-determination.  

Believing in Herself When Others Did Not 

I tried sports in junior high, and I was not good at it. I did it more for the social aspects, 

the trips and things like that. But in school, I was pretty smart, and I don't mean to brag about it. I 

was just a good student. You know, in high school you go through your phases. My freshman 

year with the Bon Jovi phase, my sophomore year with the jeans and t shirt phase, and by my 

junior year I was coming into my own. My senior year was just what it was. I graduated in the 

top 10% of my class and there were 200 of us.   

At school, the teachers, they said they saw something in me, but it was different with my 

mom. She didn’t ever encourage me academically. It was kind of weird because I could get As 

and my little brother, who was Mom’s favorite, he smoked pot and did everything but the right 

things. And mom rewarded him for Cs and Ds. I didn't get that. It was just expected of me to do 

well. I never got the rewards and stuff, and so I kind of went through a rebellious thing, even 

though school wasn’t easy, it wasn't hard. I just tried to party, but I wasn't that girl either. So that 

never really worked for me. I had a baby when I was a junior. I got pregnant probably as part of 
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the rebellious thing when I was a junior. That ended and I took care of the baby, and I still went 

to school. I only missed a couple of weeks and I still graduated at the top of my class. After I 

graduated, every day my mom would say, “When are you getting married? When are you getting 

married?” So, then my daughter's father said, “Well, we're going to get married on Wednesday.” 

I was only 17. That was on a Thursday. So, we had a bridal shower, and we had a justice of the 

peace marry us on a Wednesday. That was my life. And it was not good. I knew it wasn't good, 

but she just kept pushing and pushing and pushing and we were married for a year.  We didn't 

like each other, and it just wasn't good. 

The Army and Married Life 

I worked at a convenience store because my husband told me I wasn't smart enough to go 

to college. He said, “You're not smart enough to take classes.” I mean, I knew better, but it was 

awful. I mean, it was just terrible. So, one day, this army recruiter comes into the convenience 

store and says, “What are you doing?” And I said, “I really want to talk to you. I have always 

wanted to join the army. I always thought that's where I belonged.” So, he talked to me a little bit 

at the store. And then he said, “I have to meet with your husband.” I talked to my husband and he 

said, “okay.” I joined the Army December of 1992. I went to basic training, I did everything I 

needed to do, and when I came back from basic training, we moved to Texas.   

While we were in Texas, he threatened to kill me. He couldn't find a job. It was not a 

good time in my life. I mean, he had me up against the wall with his hand and my little girl was 

watching the whole thing and he said, “I oughta kill you right now.” To which I said, “Well, 

what are you waiting for?” But he let me go because he saw her. That same day I had to go back 

to the motor pool. We had just got back from the field, and I had to go back. My platoon sergeant 

said, “Hey, what happened to you at lunch? And I said, “What?” He said, “You've got hickeys all 
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over your neck.” And I just started bawling. Because I didn't have hickeys, it was bruises on my 

neck, and I told him what had happened. Later in the day, I gave him a ride home because he 

lived in an apartment complex next to next ours. When I dropped him off, he said, “Now don't 

you take an ass-whooping.” I said, “I won't. I'll be fine.” When I got there, my husband was 

gone. He took my daughter and he left. 

He took all of the money that I had. He took everything and I couldn't do anything. Here I 

am, 19 years old with nothing. I just was screwed. I had a couple weeks left on my apartment 

before the rent was due again. It was ugly. I moved in with some other people in the barracks 

because I couldn't leave because I was government property and so it was just one of those 

things. I had just found out I was pregnant.  So, things escalated, and I went home. He brought 

me my daughter and then we worked things out. We didn't work things out, I worked things out 

where I had her, and she was with me. Then, we went back for Christmas to see my mom. He 

served me with papers taking custody of my daughter. It was a huge custody battle, and then we 

got divorced. He denied paternity to the baby. So, at that time, it was just me and the babies.  

A couple of years later, I had to go to Korea. I left my new baby because when you're in 

the army, you don't get a choice, you have to go. When you go to Korea for the army, it’s called 

a hardship tour and that means you don't get to take your kids with you. I left my son with my 

new husband's family. My ex-husband who denied paternity didn’t want to have anything to do 

with my baby.  So, I left him with my current husband’s family in North Carolina.  It was tough. 

I ended up getting pregnant again by my current husband. So, I got out of the army, and I went to 

North Carolina. I had two little babies and still seeing my daughter, although she was with her 

dad. A few months later, my husband came home and come to find out, he had been cheating on 

me. After I had an honorable medical discharge, I left North Carolina and drove across country, 
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came back home, moved in with my mom and decided that I had to get my shit together. I mean, 

I had the means and things like that. But she helped me with the kids, and I told her I needed to 

get a good job and go to school. I got a good job as a legal assistant. I worked out visitation with 

my second husband so that he could see his kids. And even before I took the kids to see their 

dad, the girls in the office knew I was going and they said, “Now, don't you come back here 

pregnant.” I said, “I won't, I won't.” But I came back pregnant. So, I had another baby, and we 

were divorced.  

I Need that College Degree 

After the youngest one was born, I said, “I have to do something.” So, I started going to 

school. So, I went to school and my mom would watch the kids while I'd take my night classes 

and work. He was born in February of 1998. I started school that June. I didn't get my Associates 

until I was 25 years old. I started working on my Associates from June of 1998 and I graduated 

May of 2000. I didn't take any more classes after that for a while. I knew I needed to, but I didn't 

take any, with the exception of court reporting school in 2003. As the kids grew up, they played 

basketball, wrestling, baseball, and football. And of course, they were all different ages. My 

priority became making sure they were happy. So, growing up, it was fun when they were all on 

the same team, and so we just did that. That was my priority. I was single from 1996 to 2001 and 

in 2001 I met my husband on October 16th. We got married on December 6, 2001 and we are 

still married.  

One day I told him, “I'm done at work, I can't move up, I can't get promoted, I can't do 

anything, and I need something else.” That's when I decided to go back to school to get my 

bachelor’s degree. When I told people I was going back to school, I got different responses and it 

depended on who I told because some people are just kind of jealous. But sometimes they would 
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say, “Why are you doing that?” or “What is that going to get you? You're not going to go 

anywhere. What's that going to do for you?” And then the real people would say, “Oh, cool, what 

are you studying?” Then whenever I would tell them what my major is, they had no idea what it 

was. I would say organizational leadership, and they would think that it would be organizing 

stuff, not a business leadership foundation. Once I told them what it was, they would say, “Oh, 

yeah, you'd be good at that.” And so, a lot of people didn't understand, even after I explained it to 

them, but they could see that about me, that I was meant to be in school. 

So, I applied in November of 2017, got accepted and started January of 2018. I did it all 

online because I continued to work. I only took 12 hours my first semester because, it had been a 

while since I had taken classes. I say only took 12 hours because I have always liked taking 

classes. And for me, it wasn't hard. I mean, it was hard, but it wasn't as hard as I thought it would 

be. The following summer, I was also a full-time student. In the fall of 2018, I took 18 hours. 

Then they asked if I wanted to do the accelerated bachelor's-master's program. I wrote my 

personal statement, did what I needed to get accepted, and luckily, I didn’t have to take the GRE. 

I got accepted into the dual bachelor's-master's program. In January of 2019, I started taking 

graduate credits in addition to my undergrad classes. In the spring, I took 18 hours again. The 

summer I took nine. And that following Fall of 2019, I took 23 hours. I was also working full 

time the entire time I was taking all these classes. When I graduated with my bachelor’s on 

December 13, 2019, I already had nine graduate hours out of the way. So, in January of 2020, I 

took 18 more hours of graduate level classes. From January 2018 to July of 2020, I got a 

leadership certificate, a bachelor's degree, a master's degree, and a graduate certificate in 

resource management. I was a full-time student for two and a half years and 12 hours was never 

enough. When I said I was going to do it, I didn't mess around! 
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I never took any college classes when I was in high school. I never took college algebra 

in high school. College English and college algebra were the only classes I could take when I 

was in high school because those were the only college classes, they had available. So, my last 

semester in college I had to take college algebra because I never took it, and I did it through the 

community college online. I did statistics through Granite University at the same time. I had one 

graduate class and the rest were just to meet my requirements. I graduated with a 3.87 GPA. 

because I got a C in statistics, and I also got a C in college algebra. I’m just not a math person. 

Now, if you needed me to write 30 pages, I could do that with no problems and no errors. It’s 

just that math was not good for me. I did get more out of my statistics class than I did college 

algebra. But who doesn't? Because I can actually apply the statistics to real life situations.  

I was also part of a scholars’ program, and it was named after the man who started the 

leadership program at Granite University. I started it as an undergrad and finished it as a grad 

student. I think I'm the only one that's ever done that. You have to apply to be in that program, 

and you have to have some of the leadership curricula under your belt before you get accepted. I 

was the only virtual student that did it, but that's okay. I was older than everybody else in my 

class by 20 years and, even older than my instructors.  

Finding the Financial Support to go to College 

I worked full time while I was getting my degrees. Even when I was in community 

college. There are perks to being a single mother, as I got a Pell Grant when I was a single 

mother, and so I took advantage of that. I actually got paid to go to school. It paid for all of my 

classes. I worked full time and I got a check in the middle of the semester because I didn't use it 

all each semester. So that was nice. When I went back for my undergrad and my grad, we paid 

out of pocket for it, because I didn’t qualify for any financial aid then. I did try to use my GI Bill, 
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but I couldn't use it, because I didn't have enough time in service or something like that.  I didn't 

get my money back either. So, I paid into the GI Bill without receiving any of the benefits. I do 

have a little bit of student debt, but that was because I went to court reporting school when I was 

in Texas, and I couldn't finish that. I tried to finish that, but I couldn't finish it because we only 

had one income and I was not working. We had all of those little kids at home. And my husband 

and I could not do it on just one income. So, I had to go to work, which was a good thing 

because the place that was giving me the scholarship, ended up hiring me instead. 

We have a program where I work that if you go to school, you get a paper signed by 

human resources, you go to school and then you can get reimbursed up to $3000.00 a calendar 

year. You turn in your receipts showing that you paid everything, your grades, and the signed 

paper. Then after you submit your documents, you receive that amount on a paycheck.  I would 

take the reimbursement and do my next semester. And that’s the way that I did it until I maxed 

out the reimbursement, I couldn't get any more money from there. The first semester was like, 

oh, this semester, my first payment is going to be $2,000.00. How am I going to pay $2,000.00? 

So, we budgeted and didn’t eat steak and potatoes. Instead, we had tater tot casserole because we 

knew the return on investment was worth it, but the financial part of it was the biggest struggle. 

Being an Online Student 

The college experience itself was great. I thought initially that being a virtual learner 

would not be good because I would love to be that person in the front of the classroom, taking 

notes, studying for a test, and doing the nerdy stuff, but it ended up being good. But being a 

virtual learner, it took a little bit to see how things were, but I felt like I had to teach a lot of it to 

myself. I didn't feel like I needed a lot of guidance, but there were times that it would have made 

it a whole lot easier if there would have been a teacher there so we could have had a real 
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conversation. I would have liked to have had an in-person conversation versus the discussion 

boards and the online conversations. Virtual school discussions were different, and in every 

class, there is that one smart ass, and then that one that thinks he knows everything. Then you're 

just trying, but nothing you can ever say is good enough, and so you just avoid those discussions 

which takes away from the actual learning. It's not that you're scared to get into those 

discussions, it’s just because you don't have the time and energy to argue with the know-it-all or 

the smart ass.  

The feedback given by the instructors was very important, good and bad.  There were fair 

instructors and some that were not. I don't know what they were trying to teach us, but maybe 

they were training to teach that this is what the real world is like, but nobody cares why you 

scored this lit review the way you did. In my last semester I was working on a paper. It was 

about hiring unqualified candidates and the effects that it can have on an organization for 

retention of other employees, and the cost to the company. I used it for two different classes. I 

focused more on compensation in my compensation class, and I focused more on employee 

retention for the other. So, in one class I got 149 out of 150 points. For the other class it was 

worth 50 points and I got 37 points on it, and it was basically the same paper. This is the 

difference between the fairness of the instructors.  

Built For so Much More 

I never stopped taking classes or even came close to quitting, but I am not in a happy 

place at work. I am built for so much more than what I’m doing. I have outgrown my current 

situation in the medical field where I work. While I was taking classes, I was embarrassed to tell 

people that I was going to school. I didn't tell people I had even enrolled in school until my fall 

semester of 2018 when I got accepted into the dual bachelors and master’s program. I didn't tell 
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anybody because I was embarrassed. This is something I should have done 20 years ago. I knew 

that I couldn’t go anywhere without an education. After I graduated with my masters, none of my 

leadership at my place of employment said anything to me. When I finished my bachelors and I 

had one semester left of my masters, they promoted somebody with an associate's degree to be 

the administrator of our hospital. I understand that education isn’t everything, but people in other 

organizations are not even considered unless they meet the basic requirements for a position. 

This person didn't have a bachelor's degree or hospital experience. I’m not saying that I was the 

right person for the role, but I felt that someone with more qualifications should have been 

placed in that position. I had conversations with my supervisor and with the person who was 

promoted. I expressed my concerns and the lack of communication that went with the way it was 

handled. It may be the human resource background talking here, but the positions should have 

been posted. So, I have to get out. I have done everything in this facility, except for draw blood 

or take an X-ray. I am a hole-filler. Anything that needs to be done, from teaching a class to 

running a clinic, I’m the person that they come to get it done. And yet, I can't get promoted or 

even get a raise.  

I'm an organizational leadership major. Leadership has been my thing since I was 19 

years old. It has always been about my leadership, and it's always been about the relationships 

that go with leadership. My goal in life was to be the leader that my leaders have failed to be for 

me. Even if I were to get promoted here, I would never be able to do whatever additional role or 

responsibilities because I would still be that person that does the licensure, that does all of the 

credentialing, that does the boring stuff that no one else wants to do. I'm always going to be that 

person, and I will never be able to take on a different role. We had an opening, our executive 

director of Human Resources was fired in April, and they brought in an interim from corporate, 
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which was fine. They only posted the position for a few days, and they asked this one person 

who was the only person left in the department to apply for that position. So now, our Director of 

Human Resources has an education background in exercise science (not human resources) with 

one year experience as a human resource generalist. It says something about the organization 

more than me, I believe. 

Helping Others Helps Me 

There are advantages of being an adult learner. So, in school, particularly in the class I 

needed to take for my scholarship, of those kids in that class, I think the oldest one in that class 

was 23, and I was the only virtual student in that class. We had to go through these scenarios 

where you got to talk and then everybody got to talk around you. Each person added a different 

leadership perspective, but I was able to say, these were my mistakes, so please don’t make the 

same mistakes I made. And another advantage, I think, to being an adult learner would be when 

people actually found out that I was going to school, they came to me and they would say, “Hey, 

I want to go back to school. How did you do it? What did you do?” And I was able to help 

navigate the waters for them after they decided what they wanted to do. One nurse got into the 

bridge RN-MSN (Registered Nurse to Masters of Science in Nursing) program. I had helped her 

with her essay, she got accepted and received a $30,000 scholarship. I can say that I helped her 

with that. I know it wasn't my grades that got her that, but I was talking her through it. And she 

was like, “I don't know if I'm ready for that. I don't know.” I'm like, “What are you waiting on?” 

I told her, “If you wait five years from now, you could have finished and you could be finished 

in a couple of years if you just take that first step.”  

I feel like I kind of became a resource for some students. When I was on team projects, 

when there were team leaders or group leaders on virtual projects, some of those students would 
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come to me and ask for help. And so, I feel like I kind of became a resource for them because I 

knew what the instructors were looking for in a particular class. And sometimes the students 

would say, “Well, this is what I want to do.” And I would be like, “No, that's not what they 

need.” And I would point them in the right direction. 

Finding a Workable Routine 

While I was taking classes, I had a pretty set schedule, but it would mainly depend on 

what was due and when it was due. Most of our assignments were due Sunday at midnight. On 

Monday, I would go to work. I would get up and shower and get ready for work and I'd be at 

work until 4:30 and then I would drive home and get home about 6:00 if I didn't have to stop at 

the store. I would change my clothes, I would cook supper, and then I would go upstairs and get 

settled in my work area. My pillow, my books, my computer, and my lap desk would become my 

workspace. Whenever I would get the syllabus for a class, I would write everything down for the 

next three months. They would have pages of projects that were coming up and I would give 

myself a couple of weeks to do them. I have always been a procrastinator, but you can’t always 

do that. I mean, I would be up until 10 or 11 o'clock at night doing homework. So, I'd be upstairs 

by 6:30 or so and between 10 and midnight, I'd go to bed just doing homework. And it was like 

that every day. And then Saturday if I had to go to the grocery store or whatever, I would get up 

really early in the morning to get the oil changed on my car or whatever else needed to be done. 

Then I would come home and go back upstairs. Then I’d come down, cook supper and go back 

upstairs. On Sunday, I would sleep till about 8:00 in the morning, and then I would get up and I 

would start my homework and it would be like that. And then at 10 o'clock, if I hadn't already 

turned my stuff in or finished the responses and stuff like that, everybody would get my 

responses on the discussion board. Most of the time I had most of it done. But I would go back 
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and read it and see if I could contribute anything else. And then I would crash hard Sunday night. 

But sometimes it wouldn't be until 11:30 or 12:00. And so that became my routine.  

Right at the end of the semester is when everything is due. I would leave work a little 

early or I would say to my family, “You guys are on your own for dinner. I've got to get this 

done.” And then there would be times when I'd have to take timed tests, and my husband would 

come upstairs. And he would say, “I was bored downstairs by myself, so. I just came up here to 

see what you were doing.” And I would be in the middle of one of those tests. And I would say 

things like, “I don't mean to be rude, but you have to go away.” His sleeping habits changed 

because I needed to be by myself for full concentration. He would wait for me to finish enough 

so he could go to bed.  This was different from when I was in high school because I was the one 

with the radio on. All kinds of noise, I could still focus. But as I got older, that changed. I didn't 

want the music on or want anybody in the room talking to me. Sometimes I wanted to ask 

someone, “What do you think about this or what do you think about that?” It was when I wanted 

them, not when they wanted me. And then nobody would be around because I alienated my 

family. 

A Small, but Powerful Support System 

My husband was the first person I would tell when I would do well at something in 

school, like when I really did well on a paper, or when I would get an A on a paper. He would be 

like, “Well, good, yeah, that's good.” My kids never got A's because they never cared about it. I 

always wanted them to get that from me, but they never cared about school enough to say, hey, 

yeah, I'm going. They're seeing it more now that they are adults than they did when they were in 

school. Sometimes it takes looking back before you really understand how important those things 

are. Tackling what I did to get my bachelor’s degree, I can say one proud moment was my GPA. 
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It was a 3.9 before grades were calculated, but when it was all said and done, it was the C in 

college algebra that dropped it a 3.87. I graduated summa cum laude.  With my masters, I 

graduated with a 3.9. Not being perfect was a lesson that I learned the hard way.  I learned that it 

was alright.  

My biggest supporter is probably my husband because he knew it is what I wanted. But 

he also knew that if I could get this degree, I would get a better paying job and we could live our 

best lives. When I started working on my degree, my husband said, “Can you start applying for 

jobs and tell them you’re working on it?” And I’m like, “They’re not going to hire me for that. I 

have to wait until I’m finished before some people will even look at me.” That’s when I came to 

the realization about my current position, that they don’t care about us. It didn’t matter what I 

was trying to do. They would create jobs for people, like wives and husbands of providers just to 

keep that person happy, but the people who have given them 15 years, they do nothing for us. It 

felt like our contributions were not acknowledged by the organization. I’ve learned a lot about 

myself, and when I realized this reality, it didn’t become about doing this for work, it became 

about doing this for us. So, my husband, he would ask, “You got schoolwork? You got 

schoolwork?” And all he wanted was somebody to watch TV with him or go for a drive with 

him. And then even when we would go places, he would drive so I could read this article or write 

that paper. Even when he drove me to graduation, I worked on the paper all the way. And that's 

just the way that it worked. That's how it was. It just became the way that we did things. And 

afterwards, he's like, “Okay, now we can move on to our next chapter.” 

Dr. Jeni and Dr. Justin, two of my professors in the program I was in, also supported me 

while I was getting my degree. They were huge. They helped me gain confidence I needed. They 

were always like, “Oh she can do it. She can do anything.” When I graduated with my bachelors 
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and Jeni met with us a week after class was over, she told me what a crazy person I was for 

doing it the way that I did it. I kind of keep in touch with Justin because I use him as a reference. 

I mean, it's only been a couple of months. I remember Dr. Jeni told me that I had to quit being so 

hard on myself. There was this one time while I was working on a group assignment, I didn't do 

well on it. It was an assignment that was a team case study. There were four of us and even 

though we still got an 89 out of a 100 on it, I considered it a failure. It didn’t mess with my grade 

in the class at all, but it was so bad. I would never want anybody else to see it. It was awful, it 

was a terrible experience because I couldn't wrangle my team and I could not get them to focus 

on this project. I felt like it didn't mean as much to them as it did to me. We wrote about what we 

learned from that experience. And after doing that, I realized that I needed to fail at that so I 

could be better in the future. I also learned that we have standards we live by, and so instead of 

normal standards, we set relatively high standards for ourselves and when we didn't meet those 

incredibly high standards, we fail. Even if we win, we fail. We get to where everybody else is, 

and we consider it a failure on our part. And that's what I learned from Dr. Jeni. 

The only other resources I used, other than the professors, was a tutor for college algebra 

at the community college. And he said, “We have a rule of 60. Do you know what that is?” And I 

said, “No.” He said, “How many credits are you taking?” And I told him how many credits I was 

taking. And he said each person should devote 15 hours to everything that they're involved in. 

He said, “That should include your family, school, work and just with school, work, and family, 

you're already at 45%. With all the hours you are taking, you are at 75%, you don't have time for 

anything else. You don't have time to learn this algebra that I'm going to try and teach you.” And 

then he asked, “Why are you doing this?” I said, “I need to be done. I just need to be finished.” 

And he said, “Okay.” So, I met with him once a week for the last three weeks of my class. I 
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didn't even take my midterm because I didn't think I would pass it. And so, when it came down 

to the last week of school, I took my midterm and my final at the same time. I would turn in 

assignments. And it was hard because before I met with him, I was teaching myself. I was taking 

statistics at the same time, and I didn't use any of the resources at the university at all.  I would 

send different problems and questions to my instructor, but she'd say, well, I need to send this to 

somebody else, and then they would be able to help. The tutor was the only thing I ever used. I 

would use the library, but that was it. But everybody was using that for peer reviewed articles. 

Even with projects, I did it on my own.  

Setting Priorities and Just Doing it  

For a first-generation adult learner going back I would give them the following advice: I 

would want them to make sure that they have their priorities in order because when they go to 

school, they need to be able to devote enough time to study. And if they are not in a place where 

they are focused, maybe they don't take a full-time load, but take one or two classes. I think that's 

where I kind of made a mistake. But I didn't know that it was a mistake. It was just my choice. 

They need to make sure that their priority is to be able to put the time and resources to whatever 

their goal is. I would also encourage them to make sure that you have an end goal in mind. What 

do you what want to do? What do you want to be after you get this degree? What is your next 

step? It was in the middle of school that I realized how important that was, because at first, I just 

needed the degree. I needed the piece of paper that said I finished. Then, it became much more. I 

would also tell them that they're going to experience some change, whether it’s mentally, 

emotionally, physically, or whatever, but something happens to you, and you have to be prepared 

for that. I would ask them to read the book Grit by Angela Duckworth. There is a Grit test that I 

would ask them to take. I took it after I finished school, but I found that book to define my sense 
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of purpose in life. I had the grit to get through the tough times in my life, to want more, to be 

more. Finally, I would tell them, just do it. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Patricia and Hope: Dolomite State Graduates 

The narratives in this chapter are from Patricia and Hope, the two participants who 

obtained their degrees at Dolomite State. It is well known for its School of Agriculture and is 

part of a four-campus system. It reports an enrollment of approximately 22,000 students, with 

17,210 undergraduate students and of those undergraduate students, 1,376 are considered adult 

learners. Patricia and Hope graduated from Dolomite State in 2019 and 2015 respectively. Both 

are married females in their thirties. Patricia who is White, attained her degree in business. Hope 

identifies as Native American and earned her degree in Social Sciences. Patricia and Hope both 

had artifacts to share with me. Patricia noted that when she moved to Hawaii, she did not take 

anything but essentials with her, but she is active on social media and sent me screen shots of her 

Google calendar, which she called her best friend while she was working and going to school. 

Hope shared her website with me and sent a link to a story written about her in January of 2018. 

Both women seemed to be happy and doing well in life. 

Patricia 

The quote at the top of Patricia’s Facebook page probably summed her up better than I 

ever could, “Whether you think you can, or you can’t, you’re right.” That quote seems to 

embody who she is. In her story, she told how she had been bounced around as a young child and 

how she did not go to college directly after high school because the whole process was quite 

confusing. Despite the challenge of working long hours, Patricia believed she could earn her 

college degree and she did. Patricia seems to find joy in everyday life and that joy is also 

reflected in her social media account.  
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When I first met Patricia, it was late October 2020 and starting to turn cool in the 

Midwest. When I remarked that we were expecting snow soon, she laughed as she said, “It’s 85 

degrees here.” When I asked Patricia how someone who graduated from a Midwestern university 

ended up in Hawaii, she said that after she graduated, she was trying to figure out next steps and 

wanted better work/ life balance. Her grandmother has lived in Hawaii for 30 years and she had 

not gotten to see her much. She went to visit in December of 2017 and realized that if she was 

going to start a new career, she might as well start a new adventure, new career, new place to 

live, and Hawaii lured her in. So she moved to Hawaii in April of 2019. She also wanted to 

spend more time with her grandmother, who Patricia looks up to as the strong independent 

woman she aspires to be. She said her grandmother has always been able to just do anything and 

at one time owned a small airport in Las Vegas. Patricia’s grandmother has managed to retire in 

Hawaii with a very comfortable nest egg, when for most of her life she worked low paying jobs, 

by saving and investing and being a shrewd businesswoman. Patricia said, “It was, to be honest, 

one of the scariest things I have ever done. I packed up a few (three) boxes, sold everything else, 

quit my job and took my cats, my car, and a suitcase to Hawaii. Turned out to be amazing.” 

Patricia also said, “Give my grandma all the praise!”  

Unfortunately, I did not get to see much of Patricia, because the internet connection was 

not strong enough to support the video function of Zoom. About one third of the way through the 

first interview I asked if she could turn off her video to see if that would help, as I could not hear 

what she was saying very well. I do know Patricia has a round face and dark wavy hair.  

Figuring It Out as I Go 

As a child, I was kind of bounced around because my parents got divorced when I was 

three, so I was bouncing back and forth between mother and father and living with paternal and 
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maternal grandparents. And then my aunt and her husband took me in when I was eight and I 

was able to stay in one house and one school system from then on. I had two older brothers when 

they split us. My aunt took me, and my other aunt took my brothers. So, I was with a different 

family.  

My high school experience wasn’t too bad. I went to a vocational high school which I 

guess now you would call a magnet school. You had to have 3.5 GPA to apply to get in and they 

gave you vocational training your junior and senior year and I chose Culinary Arts. I liked being 

in the kitchen, but I liked serving better. I think my high school was one of the first ones that did 

the college credit thing, so I could have gone to the major university near me with my two years 

of the culinary experience and been a year ahead of most others because they had the restaurant 

hospitality program. I was also given the Millennium scholarship, but just never used it. So, it 

was really confusing to me back then, because they made you do the FAFSA, and I didn't have 

any clear guidance and my aunt and uncle were kind of my legal guardians, kind of not. Ours 

was a weird situation, essentially it was supposed to be a temporary arrangement, my biological 

parents never gave up custody, but we weren't foster kids either. However, our aunt and uncle 

had like custodial custody, they could get us care but they weren't our legal guardians. We 

essentially were allowed to live with them without all the legal hoops. I don't think they [the 

legal system] even allow it anymore. I know that they got money from the state for me. I'm 

pretty sure they claimed me on their taxes, but my aunt and I were never clear on how that had to 

be put on the forms. And so, it kind of discouraged me. I was too young to know what in the 

heck to do. So, I got married just before I graduated high school and I waitressed and I followed 

my ex-husband while he worked on his career. Part of the reason I didn’t go to college was 

because I got married, part of it was because I was really confused about the whole process. And 
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thinking back on it now, it definitely doesn't seem as intimidating as it was, but it was really 

intimidating to me.  

What am I Doing with My Life? 

When I got to be 25, I was like, what in the heck am I doing with my life? Like I don't 

have any set career plans, I'm waitressing. I know that that's not what I want to do for the rest of 

my life. So that's when I went to school and got my associates degree in veterinary technology 

and became a licensed veterinary technician. I was working in the veterinary field, I was working 

at Dolomite State University as a veterinary technician in a teaching hospital, really enjoying my 

job. However, the pay is shit, even at the university level. And it was really stunning to me 

because I had an associate’s degree and even the Kennel Technicians who didn’t have to have a 

degree or state license were making more money than I was. There was no room for 

advancement, no place to go. I knew I needed another degree that was going to help me to 

succeed and get a little bit more money. I didn't need to make a huge amount, but I wanted to be 

able to survive. And I had gotten divorced, and I made too much to get food stamps and not 

enough to live. I was working two jobs and I was like, completely frustrated. Like, this is not 

going to be, you know, sustainable. There was no room for advancement, no way to get paid 

more unless they ponied up with the money. And the university, you know, they don't do that. 

Working My Way Through College 

Once I decided to get my bachelor’s degree, I was still working two jobs and mainly 

doing online classes. I loved the flexibility of being able to take classes online. But it was pretty 

tough trying to be able to take enough classes to finish in a decent amount of time, but not be 

overwhelmed. I did try and take at least one class in person every semester, just because I really 

like that style of learning as well. I thought it was a great experience. And I didn't feel as 
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disconnected. When I took an in person class, I was able to discuss with my instructors, you 

know, some of the hardships. So, it was basically, that I spent five minutes on the first day letting 

them know if it was an evening class, that if I ever was running late, I do apologize, and it was 

because I was getting off my job and then getting to class was often a rush. But otherwise, I've 

always liked being able to sit in the front row and discuss cases with my fellow students and with 

the teacher, and so that was great for me. The professors, for the most part, were very 

understanding, there was only ever one teacher that I ever had a problem with. I never really 

butted heads with her, but I didn't appreciate her attitude. But she was also a graduate student 

teacher and so, I think that that kind of colored her. Basically, for her she was like, “If I have to 

be here, you have to be here” type thing, and I totally get that you've got to be teaching classes as 

well as going to your classes and doing all of that. 

But at the same time, if a teacher walks in two or three minutes late, no one's sitting there 

and saying, where were you? They get a little frustrated if we walk in two or three minutes late, 

but you know, it's almost like that teacher hasn't experienced real life yet, you know? Many of 

my friends tell me I'm a very punctual person. I am notoriously punctual, because if I'm not 15 

minutes early, then I'm late. And I can leave ten minutes early, I can do everything, and you 

know what? Once in a while, you can't help it. You're going to be late, that's just life. And I 

never foresaw being late to any of my classes. I wanted them to know that it was definitely a 

possibility because in veterinary medicine, you don't know when you're going to get a dog that's 

been hit by a car that needs rushed radiographs. I worked in the radiology department, so that 

was a common, you know, 5:00 on Friday thing. You've got a dog being rushed down because 

they need these radiographs and you're going to do them rather than having to wait for somebody 

else. I did full time for my last two or three semesters, and part time previous to that. The last 
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couple semesters were excessively rough, but I was just, I was wanting to get it done and I was 

also working 60 hours a week. 

Thankfully, I had gotten a divorce, so I was able to not have a social life and it was just 

me. So, I did a lot less self-care and worried more about work and school. And that was my life. I 

don’t know how I did it. But, you know, when you you're working full time and you know 

you've got to get to class, and you've got to do your homework. Google Calendar app was my 

best friend. I literally put both my work schedules in it, all of my class schedules, what night I 

was going to be working on what thing, when all of my projects and assignments were due. I had 

that color coded, so I could literally look and see the colors and be like, okay, this is what I've 

got. 

Financing College: Working, Taking Student Loans, And Borrowing from Family  

To pay for it all, I did a lot of student loans. And I did borrow about $15,000 from my 

grandmother. But then the second part time job was what paid for all of my books so that I didn't 

have to have that burden on my student loans. It took me six years to get my bachelor's in 

business administration, and believe it or not, it took me six years because I had to start from 

square one. Not much transferred over, except for one of the English classes, a biology class, and 

one of the history classes, so, yeah, it was a wash. It was completely different stuff from what I 

learned when I got my associates degree. So, because, you know, with business, I did marketing, 

accounting, economics, you know, a whole bunch of different classes, whereas with veterinary 

work, it's all science based. They are completely different fields. But what I learned from getting 

my associates degree, was like how to study and how best to prepare myself for classes, that 

carried over. I'm one of those pen and paper persons, so I have to be taking notes even if I never 

look at them again. Writing it down is what actually puts it in my head for me. And so, I was 
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able to keep that. So, I wouldn't say that any of the classes were more difficult or whatnot. Just 

different. 

In the fall of 2013, I was only working at Dolomite State. I wasn't doing the second job. 

But I had eight-week classes instead of the 16-week classes, and so it's funny because it actually 

just showed up on my timeline memories for Facebook. I was feeling really stressed. I had a 40-

hour work week. I had a test for one of my classes coming up. I had four hours of lecture and I 

still had to watch like 40 videos for another class. And so, I was just like, where am I going to 

get all that time and how am I going to do this? But that week ended up helping me to see that I 

needed to manage my time better and so I got up early on Saturday morning, grabbed the coffee 

and sat in front of the computer and that's what I did that Saturday and it ended up being one of 

my best days. I felt more focused. I felt like I was actually doing what I was supposed to be 

doing.  

Finding a Way to Make it All Work  

So really, my ability to do better time management was one of the biggest advantages of 

being an adult learner. And I did learn quite a bit of that while going to school, but really, I 

learned more the second time when I was getting my bachelor’s degree. Because the first time 

when I was getting my associates degree, I went full time and I didn't have to work, and I am 

extremely grateful for that experience because I got the full college experience there. I really did. 

I didn't have to work. Although I was an adult learner, I didn't live on campus, but I had a group 

of friends and I really felt connected, whereas while I was getting my bachelor's degree, it was a 

lone wolf type scenario. 

I definitely felt older the second time, but that helped me on the days that it got really 

hard, and if I had to prioritize school over work or work over school, I was able to help myself in 
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that way. And some days when you can't do that assignment, then you can't do it. And I also 

ended up having a really bad vitamin D deficiency during my last two years, and for the longest 

time, I couldn't put my finger on what was wrong. I was tired all the time and, you know. Like a 

regular vitamin D level, it's like 40, 40 is like the lowest, mine was eight. And so, it just made me 

really tired, I just, I had no energy, and I was working 60 hours a week and doing the full-time 

classes.  And so, I really worked on prioritizing things, because at first, I thought I was just 

depressed. When I put myself on antidepressants and I changed my diet and I started exercising 

more, and none of that helped my performance then I was like, we've got to figure out something 

else. And so, I told my doctor, this isn't working for me. And that's when we found the vitamin D 

deficiency. But prior to that, it was really having to prioritize, and some days all I wanted to do 

was sleep, but I made myself do what I had to do. 

A lot of it was just doing the work. For example, I was doing stats homework and it was a 

Friday night and I had to do it on computers in the computer lab because it had a specific 

program that you had to use and so you had to be in that specific building, you couldn't be in any 

other building. And, you know, it was just three problems. And so, I got there right after work at 

like 5:30. And I was like, I've got three problems. I'll be out of here in an hour. So, six hours and 

12,000 steps later, I finished it. It was one of those moments where you say, if I can do that, what 

else can I do? So even though I don't have any memorabilia from that moment, it's a memory for 

me, and I think those memories are the some of the favorite things that when I was getting my 

undergrad, it's like, yeah, I did that for six hours, but I did it. 

A typical day for me would be working from 9:00 to 5:00. And then either I would go to 

my second job from 5:30 to 10:30 or I would go home and study, and there was a period there 

that I was also doing on-call work, so I would study at the vet school rather than going home 
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since I was on call back. Because sometimes, by the time I went home at midnight, they would 

call me back at 2:00 a.m. So the advice I have for other adult learners is to have good time 

management skills. Being able to block off time for schoolwork and making sure that you block 

off enough time because one hour can turn into six. Or you know, you may have those 12-hour 

Saturday days of literally just sitting in front of that computer. For example, when I was doing 

my accounting class, I had gotten off work, sat down at my friend's house because sometimes I 

would go over and study at his house because I liked having the noise around. But I was able to 

just be in his den where no one would come in usually. But I got there at like 5:30 or 6:00 and at 

2:00 in the morning, he brought me a sandwich because he had woken up from a nap and at 5:30 

in the morning I finished the project that I was trying to get done. I really wanted to get it done 

and make the 8:00 a.m. class, because it was an extra 20 points on a packet that was pretty hard. 

And so, you had to do all the invoices correctly and take everything through the process and do 

certain markings at certain times and whatnot. And you get used to doing a process to see if you 

know how to follow simple directions, to make sure you know where everything gets recorded.  

The other advice I would give is to be prepared to give up some of your social life. And 

other aspects like, you know, sometimes it is make a sandwich instead of a whole meal or learn 

how to do meal prepping so that you can grab and throw something in the microwave rather than 

having to cook every night. But yeah, it's about, it's all about that time management. Where do 

you spend your time? Is it making a meal? Or do you just grab a sandwich and go sit down and 

look in front of your computer and start working? And also keeping time for yourself to make 

sure that you get a little bit of me time, the drive from work to home was 35 minutes and that 

was my time. That was my turn on the radio, clear my head, drop the worries from work and get 

myself prepared for studying at home. 
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My Brother, My Inspiration 

I have always been a self-starter, a go getter. I also look up to my older brother, Michael. 

He is a frickin’ rock star, and so any time, any time I have trouble, or any time I am doing 

amazing, he is always there for me. Any time that I needed him for advice or, I would call him 

and say “This class is really sucking. What do you suggest?” He was there for me especially for 

an ethics class that I took. It was really, really hard. The professor was just a douche and a half. 

However, I had heard that if you go in and you talk to him, he is very helpful, and you can do 

well in that class. It did make it easier to figure out what he wanted, but at one point, I wanted to 

jump off a building. I literally went to my advisor, and I said, if I fail this class, when is the next 

time I can take it? So, getting an A in that class was a major high point for me. 

It was also my brother who was my inspiration for going back to get my degree. He really 

helped me to figure out what direction I wanted to take my life post-divorce. I think that was 

important. We have similarities, in that not only as a family member, but I went through 

basically the same thing he went through. It was immensely helpful because we were about 

learning and trying to figure out, what was our next steps, what did we want both career wise and 

personally? He was like, all right, you got this, you know, and he was like, “So what are you, 

what are you looking for with your bachelor’s degree?” Because I was really frustrated with not 

being able to support myself and having just gone through my divorce. And we kind of went 

through our divorces at the same time, too, which brought us closer together. He joined the 

Marines right out of high school, and he worked on his degree while stationed at Twentynine 

Palms in California and delivering pizzas on the weekend, as well as being a full time marine. 

And then he had started working on his master's degree just about a year before I started working 

on my bachelor's. And while he was going through his masters, he ended up having his first child 
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and raising a family, and he just made it look possible. And then just about the time that I was 

finishing my bachelors, he started working on his doctorate with four kids at home and I 

remember thinking, if he can do it, I can too. 

Other than my brother helping me, it was basically just me. I didn't have any financial 

help until the last year of my schooling. I was able to reach out to my grandmother and ask her to 

allow me to borrow some money to finish off, but prior to that, it was all me. Also, I didn't have 

the same path that everyone else did. It was hard to connect with any of the others that were in 

the same degree program or anything like that as far as teacher wise. There was again, not a lot 

of overlap. And then, I didn't appreciate my first advisor and I ended up with another adviser I 

really liked, but I only saw her like twice. There were a lot of things that I wish I knew going in, 

but I didn't, like printing, that type of thing. It would have been more helpful to have known 

more about the campus, especially when I was doing the on campus classes, like what computer 

labs were available or that type of thing. So, it was just a really a big mess. Massive. So, as I 

learned about resources, I passed them on to others. 

That Final Push to Make it to the Finish Line   

One of the other major moments for me, I guess, was when I applied for graduation, and I 

had, the three classes left and one of them was an eight-week class and I was almost done. I 

totally took a screenshot of it and posted it to Facebook. And I posted something like, “Look at 

this, one step closer!” And you know, that was huge for me because I had worked so hard for it 

and the planning the parties for graduation and getting everything ready. That was my shining 

moment of all that. And my brother he was like, “All right, just make sure you tell me what day. 

I'm going to be there!” Even though he lived in Las Vegas, he was like, “I'm going to fly in. 

We're going to party!”  
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Hope 

When I first encountered Hope, she had a big smile on her face and talked as if she could 

not have been happier. A woman in her late 30s, her brown eyes sparkled when she talked, and 

even when she spoke about troubling times in the past, she managed a cheerfulness in feeling she 

overcame them. Her eyes narrow as she smiles, revealing bright white teeth. She has dark brown 

hair and an olive like complexion with dark brown eyes. Her story of being a first generation 

adult learner is unique in that for 15 years she never quit taking classes until she earned her 

degree. She graduated high school in 2000 and then graduated from college in 2015. Even if it 

meant just taking one class a semester, she was always a student.  

Some of the first words spoken by Hope to me was that she identified as a Native 

American woman. She told me she belonged to the Western Shoshone Tribe and lived in a small 

mining town in Nevada until she was about nine years old. She joked that she is like Loretta 

Lynn, except that her dad was mining gold, he was white, and her mother was Native American. 

Although she is biracial, she identifies strongly with her Native heritage. She has one sister who 

is six years younger. Hope grew up Catholic, lived close to a reservation, and occasionally ended 

up staying there for extended periods of time because her mother’s family lived there. Spending 

so much time on a reservation, she says, “You're exposed to the realities of reservation life.” She 

asserted that alcohol was the drug of choice at that time and her mother was an alcoholic up until 

Hope was about five or six years old. She said, “It's been an interesting growing up experience.” 

Although Hope is proud of her Native American heritage, she spoke of “breaking the cycle” of 

alcoholism and abuse known by, according to her, so many Native American women. On Hope’s 

personal website, she says the pictures she has taken are a way of capturing “Indian Country.” 

She has many pictures of nature, some of clouds, mountains, buffalo, and even a fox. Currently, 
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Hope lives on the West Coast where she is a social worker and hosts her own local television 

show. 

 College Dreams and Aspirations 

 In high school I was voted most friendly or something like that, but for me it was more 

than that, I always wanted everyone to feel a sense of belonging or being seen. I don't know why. 

It was just always really important to me. I was outgoing and participated in student council. 

Even though I did not know how to sew, I knew how to draw, but I dreamed of going to New 

York City and of being a fashion designer. But it was as good as can be for high school years. I 

was not expected to go to college by my parents, it was a dream I fostered myself.  If we would 

have stayed in that small Nevada town, maybe I would not have had the dream of going to 

college, but the move to the metro area of Portland, Oregon opened up many different 

opportunities. I remember when I told my parents I wanted to go to college, because they always 

kind of struggled with money. I remember telling my parents and my dad said, “Well, good luck 

with that.” 

 It was kind of interesting preparing for college because some of my close friends, their 

parents had tutors for them and they had the whole SAT book and it was like, “Oh, should I be 

getting one of those things?” When everyone was joking, “Oh I bet so and so couldn’t even 

break a thousand,” I remember secretly thinking, “hey, that’s me.” I did not have great SAT 

scores. I don’t think I even broke a thousand. Everything on the SAT, I had never seen in my 

life. When I took the test I said, “I’m just going to go with my gut on all of these.” But 

miraculously, I did end up getting accepted into the four-year public university when I graduated 

from high school in 2000. My parents, they were proud of that because out of the two 

universities, that's probably the more prestigious of the two state schools. 
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The Beginning of a Long Educational Journey 

 I wanted to go to the big university around all of my peers that I've known since high 

school and everything like that. At that time, I ended up having my first relationship ever at that 

time and my heart said I needed to stay home. I decided to attend a local community college 

instead of going to the major four-year university. Added to my decision was the fact that my 

parents also had thought about taking out a second mortgage on their house to pay for my 

education. And I just felt like, oh, my gosh, I just shouldn't do this, you know? Although I took 

classes at the local community college instead of my first choice, it was a great place to start as it 

was way more challenging than I ever thought it was going to be.  

By the age of 21 I ended up eventually going to a four-year university because I wanted 

to go to their journalism school to be a broadcaster. And they had one of the best broadcasting 

programs in the country. I was really excited to be there, and I hated it. I hated the thought of 

having to interview people that had been in traumatic situations, such as having a family member 

that just died. Obviously, they are going to be distraught. I just didn’t know what I was going to 

do, and so I thought about switching majors from broadcasting to speech communications, which 

would force me to go to another college. I was just kind of floundering. So last minute I ended 

up getting enrolled in an ethnic studies course and some other Native American related things. 

And I have to tell you, as a Native American person growing up in that original environment, 

people always think like, “oh, it's so, such a beautiful culture,” and they have this romanticized 

view of it. But that was not what I grew up with. So, I really did not own that part of me. And 

when I had to take these classes by default because I wasn't sure what I was going to do for a 

major, I felt embarrassed, like everyone is going to know I’m Native in these classes and they are 
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going to think I’m going to take the easy way out. Like someone who is Hispanic taking Spanish 

classes, like it made me feel silly. 

What Do I Want to Study? 

But actually, taking those classes opened my eyes and made me think about why things 

were the way they were. I thought about why communities were the way they were. And I felt 

this intense, I don't know, desire to help my people. I felt like I wanted to go to Washington, 

D.C. This is what I wanted to do over the summer, it was either going to work at Yellowstone, 

going overseas study abroad in Italy, or go to Washington, D.C. That was what I wanted to do. 

And so, I found this internship program that would not only pay for my room and board, but they 

would actually give me a weekly stipend. And so, I applied for it, and I got accepted. My close 

adviser at the university was also a Native woman. I did not seek her out. It was like kind of 

kismet. And she was like, “Oh, you're still kind of too early in your college career to do that.” 

And I was like, “No, I'm going to do it. I’m just going to do it.” And so, I ended up going back 

east for the summer and I was going to be a part of this Native American internship program. But 

somehow things got mixed up with my school schedule. So, they put me with an internship 

program for African American students from historically Black universities and colleges. And 

so, when I showed up to these apartments, they were having us live at, they were like, “Can I 

help you?” And they're like, “What is this Hispanic woman doing here?” And I'm like, “I'm 

Native American. I'm from Oregon.” And they're like, “Is that by Ohio?” And I said, “No.”  

 But it was a surprise experience, because out here on the West Coast, especially a city 

like Portland, there is like no African American people. It's like so small. And because they were 

from, you know, parts of Georgia and Atlanta and all these like southern states where it's very 

segregated, naturally, I was like almost like, oh, I remember them being like, “Can I touch your 
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hair?” Like, it was like such an exploratory kind of thing because they didn't have friends who 

were opposite and neither did I. And it was a really cool experience. I'm still friends with them to 

this day.  

Although I ended up having a baby my junior year in college, I kept attending classes. I 

had moments of academic greatness and then it would be sidelined by social life. I had always 

been afraid of that notion that once you stop, you're not going back. I would stay enrolled even if 

it was one class. I just tried to maintain that. Even though there was a time I did not have the 

money to go to school and ended up working full time, but I still maintained being in one class. 

It was just something I had to do. But what I'm trying to say is that during that time, I ended up 

getting pregnant and it was a guy that I had known, that I had met through some friends, and who 

lived in the Midwest. So, when that happened, I moved out to the Midwest, I figured that was 

what I was supposed to do. You know, he's willing to marry me and that's what a good Catholic 

girl does. When I got pregnant, we both moved up to Portland. Then we moved to the Midwest. 

But when we moved back to Portland, I went to a university there. So, I went to college there and 

continued going to college throughout my whole pregnancy. I had papers due while I was in 

delivery. But it was great experience! 

Taking My Son with Me to Class 

And then after the baby was born, we moved to the Midwest, and I enrolled at a public 

four-year university. And while I was there, I was recommended by one of my teachers there and 

I was accepted into the McNair Scholars Program. I was really excited about that. I knew I had to 

finish my schooling. When I was at that university, I had a very young baby, and I didn't know 

anybody. So, one person who was watching my baby was a police officer’s wife. I thought, like, 

“Oh, that should be good, right?” I did not trust the woman watching my newborn baby. It’s just 
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that situation and just a gut feeling that did not make me feel comfortable, so my baby would go 

to my all my classes with me. And he was a good baby, a very quiet baby. I would just strap him 

on me, you know those things that people wear and he would go with me. I mean, you see all 

these young people there, you know, athletes and all that. And I felt like the outlier by a long 

shot. 

With my first son, my day pretty much revolved around taking care of an infant and then 

pretty much once the baby went to bed at 7:00 p.m., I was hitting the books about 7:01 p.m. until 

1:00 a.m. And, you know, that's just kind of what you have to do. When I still had an infant, but 

before I went online, and I was going to traditional classes, that would mean that I get the baby 

ready, and the baby would come with me. I think my first class was 9:00. And we were out of 

there usually early afternoon, and I’d go home and take care of things. And once the baby went 

down, homework started. I would say the in class learning was harder, it was more exhausting 

versus the online learning, because I felt online gave me the opportunity to be fully present for 

my baby and then for my schoolwork. 

When my first son was still very young, probably about 2005 or so, I was taking an 

ethnic studies class, but I don't remember the professor's name. I do remember that she was an 

older black woman and she seemed to be a part of the institution, like she was there forever, 

people kind of regarded her in that way. And she just had a very strong presence. And in that 

class, there was a huge amount of diversity, just huge in comparison to any of the other 

universities that I've gone to. In this particular class, there were a variety of different ethnicities, 

a wide spread of ages, a lot of adult learners in there, but I would say ranging from typical 

college age students to middle aged and from very, very diverse walks of life. I remember some 

people being in there that had been incarcerated to a typical college student wet behind the ears. 
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and now they're out and going to school. And everything in between, so having my baby in there 

was not a disruption at all. It was like, okay girl you got it! But when I took a German class, it 

was full of typical college age kids, they weren’t parents, it was all white and it was kind of like, 

well this is kind of weird, but I just remember people saying that to me, like it’s weird you have a 

baby in here.  

Ethnic Studies Professor: Creating a Safe Space 

When I was only like 22 and in these classes, my worldview and conceptualization of 

things was limited at that time. I just look back now and it’s really interesting. But you know that 

I think studies from this professor would just be the mother of wisdom. And all of these students, 

especially the ones who were coming from a very disadvantaged starting point, they saw her as a 

beacon. And her whole purpose, was based on discussion and we didn't even really do any 

writing in this class. It was all based on discussion and which I was like, really? Like, you don't 

want me to write a big paper? But the purpose of it was to get people engaged. And it was very 

lively. There were times when people would share amazing things going on in their life and the 

hardships going on in their lives. I feel like this term is overused, but it was like a safe place for 

me or a safe space. Although everyone uses that term these days, but for me that was my 

experience. 

Experiencing Life’s Ups and Downs 

And at that time, Dolomite State was offering the online degree completion program. 

And it was just when it was really in its early stages.  And I thought, “Oh, my gosh, it's like the 

greatest thing.” And so, then I was able to complete it that way, you know, nursing and typing at 

the same time, like it was the best thing. I ended up my senior year at Dolomite State. I was in 

my last term and really wanted to get a job working for the government. I knew a job in the 
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government would offer stability and opportunity. So, in my last term I went to the local job fair 

and made a beeline for the Social Security Administration. (SSA). I essentially had an interview 

on the spot. I had told the director of the SSA that I was in my last term and that I really wanted 

to work for them. However, unfortunately I did not pass the statistics class and never told the 

SSA because they never asked me if I had completed it or not. It felt like I was carrying around 

this secret, even though I had way more than enough credits to graduate, it was just this class that 

was holding me back from completing my degree.  

The job at SSA only ended up being a year-long assignment. I was let go at the beginning 

of the recession and at the same time my then husband left me for a month for a “work 

opportunity.” However, when he got back, he filed for divorce. I found out later it was never 

work related and I still don't know the main reason. All I know is he came back, filed for 

divorce, and was vicious. He served me on my birthday at 10:00 p.m., and I was told by the 

county sheriff that my husband was giving me until the morning to get out with our four-year-old 

son. It was the worst year of my life, but little did I know in the grand scheme of life, that this 

was one of the greatest things that happened to me. 

Little did I know that I would be reconnecting with a long-lost acquaintance from high 

school who would reveal himself as the love of my life! He had created this life out on the west 

coast that was as if it was just waiting for myself and then four-year-old son to complete it. He 

found me at one of the most broken times in my life, and over time of growing together and 

healing, he helped restore the broken places in my spirit and helped me to believe in myself 

again.  
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Being Native and Owning My Voice 

You know, I never was a traditional college student at all. I mean, even going to 

community college. When I finally went to the university, it was like, you know, you're 

technically not a traditional college student. In my experience, I remember, because one of my 

interests was Native Americans and having perpetual growth or upward mobility. There was an 

author by the name Ardy Bowker and she has written a lot about Native American women in 

college. She said that when Native American women go to college, they bring their whole 

families with them, and I can certainly attest to that. I don't know her quote exactly, but it was 

along those lines. And so, I never really felt alone, even before I had my son, I felt like it was for 

the women before me. I always saw it as more of an opportunity as opposed to just something to 

do. It was more of like I'm the breaker of the cycle, on many different levels.  

I guess you could say my experience was typical of that of a lot of Native American 

students that are women. And the fact that I have a family that I bring along on the journey. 

However, it wasn't typical in the sense that I wasn’t also dealing with, you know substance abuse 

or addiction or anything like that. I looked pretty different from many of those in the community 

in that I didn't have that added layer of adversity. And I think the other thing, too, is I also began 

to realize that my voice as a Native American woman is not one that is often found in the world 

of academia. I had a couple of professors who really encouraged me to share my voice and my 

experience and that it was one that was valued. And I just never thought about that before. And 

so that was probably something else that I wanted to feel a sense of pride and initially I didn't 

feel like I had anything to contribute, but as time went on, I took more ownership of that. 

I think it was a professor’s encouragement that gave me that sense of pride, of ownership. 

I had this professor who said, you know, “You really need to share more of your experience and 
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point of view with the world.” I have seen in my family, generations of women who have been 

affected by domestic abuse and who have had no power within the cultural sense, but also, they 

were victims of their time and circumstance. And becoming a woman who had the opportunity 

and gumption to put myself in the way of opportunity made me feel that I was taking them on 

my journey with me and speaking on their behalf. Although I may not be speaking for them but 

it's more like a sense of who I am, where I've been, and what I belong to matters here. 

When I was at a university out west, I remember I had a friend who is Native and she was 

a mother, and her daughter was part Native and part Black, and they were finding that kids of 

certain ethnicities were being treated horribly at this on campus daycare facility. And I just 

remember thinking like, oh, my gosh, if I was a mom and in college, I don't know if I would ever 

send my child there, you know? So even if there resources that are available, because I had heard 

of this experience, it made me very skeptical to utilize those resources. Just because, you know, 

my baby has dark features like me, and I just wouldn’t know how they may be treated. And that 

was another thing that did worry me, that did have me stay home too, I just was so worried about 

my baby being treated in an unfair way due to them looking so much different than all the other 

children and being in the Midwest really made me feel that way. In a small town that had no 

diversity, that really makes me scared. I mean, people would identify me, like when they would 

meet me, they would say, “Oh, I've seen you around town, you’re that one with that really long 

dark hair.” Interesting that you identify me that way, because that tells me that I'm the only one 

here. It was really odd and my husband at that time he was a police officer there and so it just 

created a really weird dynamic. It was just such an interesting place to be.  
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Knowing Who You Are as an Adult Learner 

I feel like the advantage of being an adult is you just have to get serious. When you have 

the responsibility of taking care of the life outside of you and there is no real safety net, you have 

to get serious, and when you're a traditional college student, there was never really that sense of 

urgency that I saw in people. You have to get real. And that's just what I did. And I also think, 

too, as time went by, some of the classes that I had a hard time with actually became easier 

because I had applied knowledge. And I also had this feeling as an adult learner that yes, I did 

this, and I feel very proud of it. But for my own children, my oldest son is a sophomore in high 

school, and I think about as he's nearing that time, would I want him to have the same route? The 

answer would be no. You know, I know that I did choose a harder route in life. I would hope that 

he will be able to take care of business earlier and sooner and without the responsibility of caring 

for a family. It’s just hard when you do it the way I did it.  

I think I was the proudest of myself when I was able to pass that statistics class, and do it 

while I was a distance learner. I was like, is this for real? Yes, but the other thing well, I 

remember when I did that and my husband is like, “Of course, of course you did!” But when I 

told my dad about it, he was like, “What? Oh, really? I thought you were bad at math.” I thought 

about what my reaction as a parent would be and I’m like, you know that's how people think - 

they're not good at things. I think getting the Bachelor of Science was actually another choice of 

mine. I knew that I could do it. And again, it was kind of counter to what was already determined 

by a parental figure.  

 Finally Graduating, but with Debt 

I never wanted to give up because I just felt like that's what I need to do.  Like I just felt 

very determined to prove to myself; it was just a connection to myself and my parents. Maybe it 
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was just I think in some ways, you know, to show them that I could do it. There was such a huge 

spread of time while I was taking classes. When I got pregnant, I was 21, which is still a really 

young person to have a child. On the West Coast, I was an outlier and I felt embarrassed by that. 

When my first baby was born, I had the ability to take like two years off [work], so it was mom 

duties during the day. And I would be doing my coursework at that time. But really it was from 

7:00 – 1:00. That’s when I was doing my schoolwork and I was taking more than 12 credits, 

because I wanted to just get it done. And then later on, when I went to finish up my degree, I was 

working at that time, my second baby was born in 2014. I like to do things when they're 

newborns apparently, like the hardest time. At this time, I was working at a hospital office which 

was kind of like a clinic office, and I would be the only person there at night. And so sometimes 

I'd be able to watch some of those videos to pass the time. You know, I had all my stuff done and 

it was like, well, it's quiet. I'm able to do that. And they were okay with that, too, because they 

actually put in money for me to finish that. 

So, in 2015 Dolomite State wanted me to take like three or four extra classes to get it 

done. I had been taking college classes for 15 years at five different universities. And I was like, 

no, I have more than enough credits. And that is what my advisor at that time told me. I would 

call them every day to talk to somebody. It was around Christmas time and finally their admin 

person and whoever decides that stuff, she said, “Listen, I'm tired of you calling and you know 

what? Merry Christmas. You just got to take one class and just Merry Christmas.” And I was like 

yes! So I took that class and ended up, you know, getting like a 104%. And it was like I couldn't 

even believe that for myself because I never, I just I don't know what it was. I surprised myself. 

So that was a good thing. And then I completed my degree. I think it was the end of 2015. 
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In order to pay for school, I ended up with a beautiful bill from Sallie Mae somewhere 

around $62,000. I come from a tribe that is very poor. So that wasn't really any help. Despite 

what people think, that's the part that's so irritating. They're like, “Oh, I bet you got your college 

paid for.” I'm like, “No, not at all.” But the really neat thing is once I was totally done with 

school, my husband, who is very savvy, and I just attacked that loan with nobody's business and 

paid it off in two years. I mean, we really lived simply.  

The Influential People in My Life  

I would say that all the men in my life have played a very integral role of support. When I 

started at the university on the West Coast, my parents were financially able to help a little bit, 

very minimally by taking out a very small loan. And my father was always supportive of that 

because he wanted to go to college, but it just didn't work out for him. But at the same time, it 

was kind of like a distant dream, you know, in terms of I was always doing my own thing and I 

would share with him every now and again like, hey, this is going on and he would be like, hey 

good job! When I was living in the Midwest and, my parents were living on the West Coast they 

didn't really have any influence or, you know, there wasn't really anything there in that regard. It 

was just that’s what she’s doing.  

The man I was married to the first time, I guess he was supportive, but for him I guess it 

was just kind of seen as a means to an end. I don't think he really cared. Again, he wasn't a good 

person. However, when, over a decade later and I finally finished that one class, my husband 

today was so incredibly supportive. He was so proud of me. And that was the other really cool 

thing is that if I had finished that degree when I was married the first time, my name on my 

degree would have been different. And I'm just glad that I got to graduate with the name of a 

man who loved and supported me, and that degree is on my wall next to my bed. 
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I don't think they realize it, but my children, my two sons, especially the first one in this 

scenario, also provided support. There was a sense of support there in the sense that it gave me 

direction and I think I said that I was doing this for them, that this was breaking the cycle and 

creating a new chapter for the history of my people and breaking the cycle on so many different 

levels, not just in what I was able to provide for them, but also, you know what opportunities are 

ahead in terms of, you know. Even like me marrying my husband, like that creates change within 

the family in a positive way. It gave us perpetual hope. 

I would have to say another individual that was influential before having my first one, I 

became friends with someone who was a young mother, and she was the one who had the 

experience with her child at the daycare. She was a single mother, but I was just so impressed 

with her ability to go to college and have this young child. I think she has this child at 16, so by 

the time she was at the university, this child would have been like five years old. When I found 

out I was pregnant, I was like oh my gosh, I can’t believe this is happening, what am I going to 

do? And I remembered my friend and I thought, if she can do it, I can do it. That really pushed 

me forward, it made it seem possible. It didn’t make me feel stuck in being an outlier. It just is 

what it is, and my friend even studied abroad and was single and had her daughter right there 

with her. I was like that is so cool, she was pursuing her dream of doing what she wanted to do. 

She actually ended up graduated from Yale and she is in all the major art museums in the world. 

Her art is amazing in the fact that she’s in all these amazing institutions all over the world. She 

also went on to have two more children. She’s living her dream and living her truth. 

I had a college advisor at the university out on the West Coast and she and I have always 

kind of continued to stay in contact, even though it's been like, oh, my gosh, maybe 16 or 17 

years. But she just kind of connected with me and she’s the one that encouraged me to apply for 
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the McNair scholar Program. And I would say she got me involved with the TRIO programs. 

And she was someone that really believed in Native women, because she was a Native woman 

herself who went back to school at the age of 50. And ended up with a PhD. She had eight kids 

and was an alcoholic at one point. I think she believed in me, and I never thought of myself 

being capable of reaching that high of a level in terms of degrees, but she made it seem possible, 

so yes, she played a huge part of those who supported me. And then my husband, when the 

student loans piled up, and we paid those off, we tackled that together, and we tackle so many 

things together. And we overcame and grew, and it’s that perpetual hope moving forward and 

making those strides become more real as time goes on or those dreams become more tangible 

for my children and for my children’s children. And so, yeah, getting that degree finally was a 

really beautiful moment.  

Do What You Love to Do 

My advice for other first generation adult learners who are thinking about coming back to 

college to get their degree is that education is ageless. And it’s not necessarily for the young, it’s 

not for those who necessarily have the means, it’s for those who want it, it’s equal opportunity.  

And you also don’t have to shoot for what everybody thinks you should do; what the society 

would say, what would be a more glamorous or provocative career. I mean the world needs 

hairdressers and the world needs welders. The world needs a lot of things. And there is nothing 

to be ashamed of if it's something that you love and it’s what you love doing. Especially younger 

Americans, I think that their priorities are messed up and I even see that with my son's 

generation where he was telling some friends he had over and they're like, oh, this person has 

this, that and this other thing. And that must mean they are really rich. And I was like, no, it 

doesn't. It doesn’t mean that at all. They could be in debt up to their eyeballs. I think people 
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really have messed up priorities as a culture. But I think there is a misconceived kind of notion of 

how to build up wealth and what wealth is. I knew a custodian that was secretly a millionaire. 

We don't have to be a doctor or a lawyer to be financially secure. There are just so many 

different things that people can do, so I don't think that people should ever give up on that or feel 

like the time has passed because time never passes, your opportunities do, though. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Common Themes, Conclusions, and Implications 

 Monica, Josiah, Patricia, Hope, Greg, and Olivia are first generation adult learner 

graduates of three midwestern universities in the same state. Their stories were unique in many 

aspects, yet not surprisingly though, when reflecting upon their stories, they shared some 

commonalities all the way from childhood until graduation. These commonalities, or themes 

include struggles growing up; doing academically well in both high school and college; difficult 

life situations; troubles paying for college; and a tenacious attitude toward graduation. Included 

in this chapter is a discussion based on the themes from the stories of those six first generation 

adult learner graduates on the findings in Chapters 4, 5, & 6. This chapter will also discuss how 

the white participants used their bridging and bonding social capital, to graduate. It will also 

discuss how participants of color used their community cultural wealth to graduate. Finally, the 

discussion will conclude with implications for this research for those institutions who work with 

first generation adult learners.  

Discussion of Common Themes 

 The following section contains the themes that were discovered after hours of reading 

and rereading the stories of the participants. Although not every participant experienced every 

theme, many of them had similar circumstances or situations that became an apparent influence 

on their educational journey as a first generation adult learner.  

Struggles Growing Up and Overcoming them as Adults 

 Most participants indicated they experienced a less than ideal childhood that included 

specific struggles growing up from early childhood to the time they graduated high school and 

were either considering or not considering attending college. Whether it was poverty, an unstable 
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home life due to divorce, being undocumented, and/or family issues with alcohol and mental 

health, they all experienced challenges early in life. Josiah was the primary caretaker for his 

disabled mother. Greg, who grew up in poverty, experienced fears about reverting to 

impoverished circumstances, which led him to quit college after his first attempt immediately out 

of high school. He also spoke briefly about the ways his parents struggled beyond finances as his 

mother wrestled with mental health issues and his father battled drug and alcohol addiction. 

Hope also explained how her mother struggled with alcohol addiction.  

 All the participants, except for Olivia, had encouragement and plans or thoughts about 

going to college that did not work out immediately after high school. Olivia’s mother, instead of 

encouraging her to pursue a degree, after Olivia had her baby, repeatedly insisted she get 

married, which in turn delayed her obtaining a college degree. Although she was an outstanding 

student in high school, Olivia’s family never encouraged her to pursue higher education. 

 These struggles for all the participants effected their ability to finish their college degree 

directly out of high school. If life had been different, they may have been able to complete their 

college degree as a traditional aged college student. Their situations growing up indicate that 

although it may have been the cause for delay in obtaining a degree, it was not a permanent 

roadblock. Despite their situations as children and adolescents, they were able to eventually find 

a way to obtain a college degree. While most of the participants talked about the difficult life 

situations they encountered growing up, many of them also experienced difficult life situations as 

adults. Although one cannot assume all first generation adult learners will come to college 

having experienced difficult childhoods and problematic issues that carry over into adulthood, it 

is worth noting that these six individuals endured these kinds of challenges. Understanding 

where first generation adult learners are coming from is important as it may reveal key elements 
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as to why they returned when they did and what resources they may need once they enroll. 

Sometimes the situations they experienced are tied to the reasons they decide to pursue their 

college degree.  

Catalysts for Returning to School 

 Having struggles in life, as these participants did, were often catalysts or reasons for 

pursuing a degree. All the participants, except for Hope, had a catalytic moment for returning to 

school. Olivia, Patricia, and Monica realized they wanted more for themselves and their families 

and saw a college education as the vehicle to a better life. Josiah was spurred by hitting rock 

bottom and realizing his mother would not want him lying around feeling sorry for himself. Greg 

was motivated because he was shamed and embarrassed by the lawyers in Washington D.C., 

which prompted him to start looking at his degree options. While Hope did not necessarily have 

a specific moment, she was convinced that if she ever stopped taking classes, she would not 

continue the pursuit of her education. These moments, or realizations, for the participants are 

what propelled them into the final push to finish their college degree.  

  These catalytic moments are also another example of what sets these students apart from 

traditional aged students who have not experienced time away from higher education. A catalytic 

moment may provide some insights into first generation adult learners motivation to pursue and 

finish their degrees. They know first-hand what life is like without a college degree, not being 

able to reach the fullest potential in their career without a college education. They have seen 

peers who have college degrees excel in their careers. Knowing the reasons a first generation 

adult learner has returned can serve as a reminder to the student, in the midst of struggles, why 

they are pursuing their degree in the first place.  
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Doing Academically Well in High School and College 

All six participants remarked how well they did academically in both high school and 

college. Although many of the participants spoke of pouring hours into homework and ensuring 

they did everything that needed to be done to get the grade and earn the credits they needed to 

graduate, most of them never expressed any doubt in their academic abilities. Academics were 

never an issue for Monica, who started grade school in Mexico and graduated from high school 

in the U.S. She excelled academically even though she was learning English and adjusting to a 

different culture and way of life. Olivia had a child in high school and still graduated at the top of 

her class, therefore she was confident she could handle college academics. While going to high 

school, Patricia maintained a 3.5 GPA and had no concerns about being academically successful 

in college. Hope also maintained that she was a good student, but sometimes got distracted. Even 

though she was sometimes sidetracked with social life, knowing she could do well academically, 

meant she could get through those periods of distraction and still be able to maintain a good 

GPA. Josiah and Greg both talked about the academic scholarships they were awarded out of 

high school. During the last semesters of his undergraduate experience, Josiah knew he could 

handle taking more classes than recommended because in the past, he had always done well. 

Several students, including Olivia and Monica, took heavy course loads, often against the advice 

of their academic advisors. Olivia went on to complete a master’s degree and at the time of this 

writing, Greg was well on his way to completing one.   

While many students may find college academically challenging, for these graduates this 

was not the case. And while one participant had to take a class twice because she failed it the 

first time, when she took it again, she performed very well. Had the participants not done well in 

previous academic settings, they may not have had the confidence to attempt a college degree. 
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Earlier accomplishments in academic settings, such as high school and even while earning an 

associate’s degree, may point to a reason for their success in obtaining their bachelor’s degree. 

These participants also demonstrated having a good previous academic record may be a helpful 

confidence booster in the process of finishing a college degree. Most of the participants did not 

take advantage of academic support resources. There are a couple of reasons this may have 

happened. They may have been reluctant to admit they needed help instead of seeing these 

resources as there for the taking. They may have also not wanted to accept these services out of 

embarrassment, knowing that a tutor for instance, may be younger than them. Perhaps some, like 

Josiah, felt they were not available to them.  

Troubles Paying for College 

 Not unexpected was the fact that most participants had difficulty paying for college. 

Monica was not eligible for scholarships or even loans because of her undocumented status. 

Fortunately, she was able to qualify for a significant scholarship for her bachelor’s degree once 

DACA was introduced. Josiah was in a similar situation although he received scholarships as a 

college freshman right out of high school, he did not understand how scholarships worked. Even 

though Olivia received money for school such as the federal Pell Grant as well as tuition 

reimbursement from her employer, it still was not easy paying for tuition, fees, and books. 

Patricia had to work two jobs to make ends meet. Hope also struggled with paying for college 

and ended up having a substantial amount of student loans, which she was fortunate to pay off in 

a relatively short amount of time. Nonetheless, taking on student debt can be stressful, as first 

generation adult learners often have other financial responsibilities such as mortgages and for 

some, even their children’s education as well (Blumenstyk, 2018).  
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 While earning a college degree is a financial strain for many individuals and not unique 

to first generation adult learners, they often see a college degree as an investment in themselves, 

their families, and their future earning power. They may be willing to take on debt as they 

believe life will be better with a college degree and will provide them with opportunities they 

may not have had with only a high school diploma (Kimmel et al., 2012).  

Tenacious Attitude Toward Graduation  

Quitting was never an option for these six graduates. During the interviews, the 

participants usually responded briefly when asked if they ever thought of giving up or quitting. 

Monica admitted that while it was not easy working and going to school full time, she never 

thought about dropping out or quitting. She shared a “never quit” attitude and determination the 

other participants seemed to possess as well. Greg admitted dropping out never crossed his mind 

once he started pursuing his bachelor’s degree. Likewise, Olivia never even came close to 

quitting. Hope kept taking classes for fear if she stopped, she would never finish the degree. 

Even though Josiah threatened his advisor with quitting, he never showed any intention of 

following through on that threat.  

For most of the participants, not finishing the degree was never an option. Although most 

of these six participants talked of never thinking of quitting, not all first generation adult learners 

may share this trait. Whether a first generation adult learner has the fortitude to persist despite 

struggles and obstacles, can be important in knowing how to help them. For those who display 

this tenacious attitude, working with them to encourage them may keep them from unnecessary 

strains.  
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Conclusions 

The following section interprets the findings in relation to the theoretical frameworks. 

The theoretical frameworks used, bridging and bonding social capital and cultural community 

wealth, helps illuminate how first generation adult learners who have graduated, used resources 

available to them to matriculate to graduation (Bourdieu, 1986; Yosso, 2005). For white 

students, bridging and bonding social capital allowed me to understand not only who they relied 

on for help, but what kind of relationship they had with the individuals that helped them. Using 

this framework, I could determine if they relied on people with whom they had a looser 

connection, (bridging social capital) or, if they relied more on people with whom they knew very 

well and were deeply connected (bonding social capital). 

As a critique of social capital theories, community cultural wealth was used to determine 

how students of color who were also first generation adult learners, used their personal resources 

to persist to graduation (Yosso, 2005). This theory was helpful in determining exactly how 

students of color go beyond social capital and use other available resources to persist to 

graduation. 

The Effects of Bonding Social Capital on College Graduation 

Greg, Olivia, and Patricia were the three white participants whose stories were analyzed 

through the lens of bonding social capital. Their stories were examined for the forms of bonding 

capital they had access to and how they were able to use it to persist to graduation. Bonding 

capital can also be detrimental, and this aspect was also explored.  

Bonding social capital is the network of relationships and often include family members 

and close friends (Putnam, 2000). Bonding social capital for first generation adult learners may 

look different than the bonding social capital of traditional college students. First generation 
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adult learners, because they are older, have work and life experiences as well as long term 

relationships that traditional age students are less likely to have, such as spouses, supervisors, 

employers, etc. The three white first generation adult learners, Olivia, Patricia, and Greg, all had 

strong ties with family members, including spouses, a grandmother, siblings, and relationships 

through the church. Two participants in this study, Greg and Olivia, spoke about their spouse 

being a significant source of help in obtaining their college degrees. Greg believed he could not 

have finished without his wife and Olivia often relied on her husband whether that meant sharing 

good news or doing homework while he drove. However, Greg had more stable bonding capital 

at his disposal than did Olivia and Patricia. Although he may have been poor, he had a close-knit 

network of family and church members he relied upon. As a boy growing up, his bonding social 

capital, his parents, encouraged him to go to college. Greg’s experience runs counter to some of 

the literature on first generation students whose families do not want them to go to college 

(Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2015). Even after he graduated from high school and moved out on his 

own, he credits a close friend who was a professor at the local community college with giving 

him the confidence he needed to again start working on his bachelor’s degree.  

Patricia’s bonding social capital, comprised primarily of an aunt and uncle who provided 

custodial care, did not know what to do when it was time for her to go to college. They gave up 

on the process after being discouraged with the FAFSA application due to Patricia’s ambiguous 

legal status. Her parents gave up custody of her, which made a difficult situation for other family 

members who tried to help because of the legal logistics. Her grandmother, however, was able to 

step up to provide some of the bonding capital she lost when her parents gave up custody. When 

she decided to return to college, Patricia was able to use her bonding social capital gained from 

her grandmother, brother, and a close friend, for social support. She was able to borrow money 
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from her grandmother to help offset the cost. Patricia also referenced a story while she was 

pursuing her bachelor’s degree of going to a friend’s house to study and during the middle of the 

night he got up and made her a sandwich while she was studying. Her brother, though, according 

to her, made earning a college degree seem possible. She saw him, as another adult learner, 

earning his degree and she believed she could, too. Another example of strong bonding social 

capital is the fact that Patricia rarely commented about anyone other than having a group of close 

friends who helped her out with anything while she was pursuing her associates degree. In fact, 

at one point, she went so far as to say she felt like a “lone wolf” while taking courses toward her 

degree as she rarely interacted with classmates or instructors. Even her advice to other adult 

learners was to be prepared to lose a little bit of your social life.  

While Greg’s parents did encourage him to go to college, it is important to note that 

bonding social capital can have an adverse effect when it comes to college completion (Jensen & 

Jetten, 2015). Although Greg never blamed anyone but himself for his inability to complete 

college directly after high school, after he left college as a freshman, he felt obligated to help out 

his family by working for his dad. Had he not gone to work for his dad, he may have found 

employment elsewhere and kept going to community college. Olivia’s mother persistently asked 

her when she was going to get married after having the baby. If Olivia’s mother had not 

pressured her to get married, Olivia may have continued in her education and pursued a 

bachelor’s degree sooner than she did.  

Olivia seemed to have the least amount of bonding capital as well as the most life 

difficulties until her romantic relationships became more secure with her third and final 

marriage. Her mother also seemed to be more supportive of her going to college as an adult than 

as a young person just out of high school with a baby. Olivia believed her mother favored her 
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brother even when he smoked pot and did not bring home good grades. However, when she first 

began her journey to getting her degree, her mother watched her children during the evenings she 

went to class. Another form of bonding social capital for Olivia was her husband. She credited 

him as being her biggest supporter because he knew that getting her college degree was what she 

wanted. 

Although all three white participants experienced moments when family members 

hindered their progress, in the end it was their bonding social capital that assisted them in 

persisting to graduation. They all relied on the people closest to them, usually a spouse, parent, 

or sibling to help them persist to graduation. All three participants used their bonding social 

capital in varying degrees but acknowledge there was someone to whom they turned either when 

the going got tough or when they wanted to share exciting news. Having bonding capital for 

these participants may have been a significant factor in their ability to graduate.  

The Effects of Bridging Social Capital on College Graduation  

Greg, Olivia, and Patricia’s stories were also analyzed through the lens of bridging social 

capital to determine what forms of bridging capital they had access to and how they were able to 

develop and use it to persist to graduation. Bridging social capital is the network of relationships 

that often include co-workers and college classmates (Putnam, 2000). Building bridging social 

capital for first generation adult learners while in college is more difficult for them than for 

traditional students given the limited time, they can spend on campus due to other obligations. It 

is also more difficult for them to develop bridging social capital in an online/virtual learning 

environment because students are often isolated, seldom on campus, and not interacting or 

having minimal interaction with classmates and/or professors (Dumais et al., 2013).   
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Olivia and Greg, who were fully online students, were able to develop some bridging 

social capital while taking classes. Olivia was able to develop bridging social capital through her 

interactions with her professors and she relied more on her bridging social capital than the others 

did, perhaps because she had less bonding social capital. Even when she was younger, she 

recalled how teachers saw something in her when her family did not. School, whether it was 

early in life, or later in life, provided her with the social support she needed. She was able to use 

tuition reimbursement through her job to get her degree, a form or bridging social capital. Olivia 

received a great deal of support from two of her professors. She credited them for helping her 

gain the confidence she needed. Olivia was the only graduate who used a tutor to help her pass 

her college algebra class, which is another form of bridging social capital.  

Greg was also able to develop some bridging social capital while taking online classes. 

Throughout his time taking classes, he learned to lean on those he could, whether it was 

classmates, peers, colleagues, or university professors. He learned that he could not do it all by 

himself and had to occasionally count on those loose connections. He learned the university 

professors were there to help him and once he learned he could go to them when he did not 

understand a concept or instructions for homework, life became easier. Patricia had less bridging 

social capital than either Olivia or Greg. Other than attending classes, she had little interaction 

with the university. Like many adult learners, Patricia went to the campus to take classes and 

left, except for a time or two to study in the library, leaving little time to develop any bridging 

social capital. Patricia, therefore, did not use much bridging social capital to persist to 

graduation, but relied more on her bonding capital.  

For Olivia, developing bridging social capital was important as she did not have as much 

bonding social capital as Greg and Patricia had. Olivia then had to rely on others for the support 
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that she lacked with bonding capital. Depending on the amount of bonding social capital they 

have, the ability to develop bridging social capital may be necessary for some first generation 

adult learners to matriculate to graduation. Developing bridging social capital can take time as it 

is often developed by participating in clubs or groups. Greg, Olivia, and Patricia did not have the 

time to participate in clubs or groups as they were working and taking care of children and thus, 

had little time to spend outside of class.  Except for Olivia, who did not have much bonding 

capital to begin with, the first generation adult learner graduates relied less on bridging social 

capital than they did on bonding social capital. The three first generation adult learners did not 

seek to out bridging social capital, but if they needed it, they knew how to obtain it. 

How Students of Color Used Community Cultural Wealth to Persist to Graduation 

Students of color have access to community cultural wealth in order to obtain what they 

desire or need (Yosso, 2005). In this study, the students of color, who were also first generation 

adult learners used their community cultural wealth in different ways, albeit successfully to 

persist to graduation. The following section demonstrates the different ways the three students of 

color succeeded by accessing various forms of community cultural wealth. Community cultural 

wealth offers six different tenets: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, and 

resistant capital to help identify different forms of capital students of color possess. 

Aspirational Capital 

All three students of color had different obstacles they had to overcome to earn their 

degree. Due to their aspirational capital, they were able to see past their current circumstances 

and envision a life with a college degree. Communities of color often foster the idea of great 

achievements for their children (Yosso, 2005). One of the participants said that college was a 

dream she aspired for herself, that it did not come from her parents like it did for so many 
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students of color. While two of the parents of the participants talked openly about having 

aspirations for their children to obtain a college degree, for some, aspirations come from other 

sources.  

Although Hope’s parents were unable to pay for college, she still aspired to earn a college 

degree and found ways to make the dream come true for herself.  She observed firsthand the 

poverty and rate of alcoholism and drug abuse among the tribe she identifies with and believed 

she had the ability to break that cycle. She always aspired to attain her college degree, and 

therefore never stopped taking classes. Also, when Hope did not do very well on her SATs, she 

was still accepted into what she considered a prestigious state university. Hope’s aspirational 

capital helped her envision a better life for herself and her family.  

When Monica was in high school and desired to pursue higher education, her counselor 

was unprepared to help her. Many of the available scholarships required those applying to have a 

social security number, which Monica did not have since she was undocumented. Being 

undocumented also meant she was not eligible for student loans, nor was she eligible for many 

scholarships. Despite that obstacle, she took classes at the local community college and paid for 

them out of pocket. Although she lived in the state where she went to school, because she was 

undocumented, she was considered an international student, and thus paid higher tuition rates. 

While some would see being unable to qualify for loans and scholarships as a deterrent to 

pursuing a degree, Monica saw past the obstacle and started making her dream a reality one class 

at a time.  

Josiah and his mother both aspired for him to obtain a college education. There were 

several circumstances and events in which he could have chosen to give up and quit, but because 

of his aspirational capital, he chose to stay the course and graduate even though it took several 
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attempts. He was the caretaker of his diabetic mother, and his father was not there to help. Like 

many students, he also had problems financing his education. His aspirational capital kept him 

going even at a dark time in his life. Josiah recalled one particular Mother’s Day, he was feeling 

really low and something inside him said to check his email. So, he got up, checked his email, 

and found he had been awarded a significant scholarship.   

Had it not been for these three students’ ability to see beyond the obstacles that stood in 

their way, they may not have had the determination to succeed. They believed they could earn a 

college degree even when others may have seen it as impossible. The aspirational capital they 

possessed due to circumstances in their lives, gave them the push and desire to pursue a college 

degree, not only as a first generation adult learner, but as a student of color. Like the findings in 

literature about aspirational capital and their wanting to go to college despite their parents lack of 

significant income, these three first generation adult learners of color believed they could obtain 

a college degree regardless of their bleak circumstances (Liou et al., 2009). 

Linguistic Capital 

 Two participants used linguistic capital, and it proved extremely beneficial for them. 

When Monica first came to the U.S, she only knew Spanish and was placed in a class with other 

children for whom English was not their first language. She was unsure of her own ability to 

speak, read, and comprehend English, but as soon as her teachers said she was ready, Monica 

was fully immersed into the English language. Being bilingual helped Monica find a job where 

she could use her ability to interpret. While she was working using her bilingual skills to 

interpret for Spanish speaking customers, a woman she worked with told her about the 

scholarship she applied for and received. The scholarship, according to Monica, made obtaining 

a college degree seem possible. In the past, Monica had to pay higher tuition rates as an 
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international student and had to pay out of pocket, so she could often only take one class a 

semester. With this scholarship, Monica could take more classes during the semester, meaning 

she could finish her degree sooner. It also meant less stress about worrying how she was going to 

pay for college and meant she could spend more time studying. Thus, Monica was able to apply 

her bilingual skills to get the scholarship she needed to pay for college and to finally get the 

bachelor’s degree she wanted and needed.  

Josiah knew how to use specific language to get his point across from previous 

experiences he accumulated while taking care of his mother. He spoke passionately about how 

his excellent oratorical skills that allowed him to command attention and get what he needed. He 

had the ability to speak to others he was arguing against as if they were peers. He used his 

linguistic skill and was able to use that verbiage to speak the language of the person he was 

trying to persuade. Josiah was determined to make people understand, like his advisor, when he 

wanted to take extra hours to graduate within a certain time frame. This use of language, the 

word choice, and his mannerisms made people realize he was serious and would not take no for 

an answer. He fought to get what he needed through the use of his oratorical skills.  

Familial Capital  

All three of the students of color had access to familial capital, which is similar to 

bonding social capital. Their familial capital, as discussed in community cultural wealth, did not 

always consist of immediate family members. Although Monica had immediate family members 

with whom they connected, Hope’s familial capital consisted less of her biological family and 

the tribal connections on the reservation, and more with the connections she made with Native 

women she met while in college. Josiah primarily relied on extended family members and 

friends, who were like family to help him when he needed someone.  
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Monica attributes her academic success to her mother. When Monica was ready to quit 

school because of financial reasons, she credits her mother for telling her that she was going to 

finish, and that was enough reason to keep going to class. Monica’s mother also helped her 

financially, as she paid for textbooks. However, her mother was not Monica’s only form of 

familial capital. Although they could not help financially, her father, brother, and sister provided 

the emotional support she needed. She also received emotional support from extended family as 

a cousin told her at her graduation that his daughter now has someone to look up to because she 

graduated from college. Monica began to realize her goals were not only for herself, and thus 

understood that she needed to do better for her nieces and nephews. For Monica, her degree went 

further than just helping her live better, but in earning it, her extended family could see what was 

possible in order for them to do better as well. 

Familial capital for Hope looked differently than it did for the others, and at times seemed 

a bit fractured and contradictory. Even when she was young, Hope says that college was a dream 

she “fostered herself.” When she announced to her parents she was going to go to college, she 

simply received well wishes from her father. Later, her parents did offer to help pay for college 

by taking out a second mortgage on their home, but she turned them down. While she strongly 

identifies with her Native heritage, and while that could be considered family, she described the 

tribe she belonged to as poor and did not receive assistance from them. When she was young, she 

saw poverty, alcoholism, and abuse without having a larger understanding of how Native 

Americans were suffering under white oppression. In her narrative she discusses the women, 

many of whom she met in college, who influenced her to find her voice. It seems before meeting 

these women, Hope was perhaps ashamed or embarrassed about her heritage, maybe never 

speaking about being a Native American woman or how she grew up on a reservation.  
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At times Hope’s story seems contradictory in that while she is proud of her American 

Native heritage, she also seems to have a deficit view of the Native culture. When asked about 

the influential people in her life, Hope elaborated about the male family members (even her 

father and abusive ex-husband) rather than the strong Native women that she came to know and 

admire. Once she found professors who encouraged her to talk about her experience as a Native 

American woman, she began to embrace it. This gave Hope a sense of belonging within her 

Native heritage and she believed she was breaking the cycle of her experiences while living on 

the reservation. While she was earning her degree, Hope believed she was elevating not only her 

life, but the lives of other Native women in her tribe. She also acquired familial capital when she 

became reacquainted with the man who would become her current husband while pursuing her 

degree. She credits him with finding her at the right time and helping her believe in herself again. 

Although Josiah’s immediate biological family may not have helped him to graduate, he 

was able to help his sister acquire the same scholarship he received. His extended family was 

there for him, however, as there were well-educated individuals that he could look up to and see 

what was possible for his life. His grandmother's nephew’s wife was a mentor to him because 

she taught in higher education.  Having someone in that field helped Josiah who described her as 

his biggest supporter while pursuing his degree. Josiah also expressed how another extended 

family member helped him. An uncle, who was a doctor, and his wife were like his second 

parents. He needed these people in his life to help him succeed.  

Josiah was also able to create a family for himself that helped him succeed to graduation. 

A classmate he met during an orientation became family for him and helped him realize his 

potential of getting a college degree by believing in him. They still talk almost every day. If he 

did not have her as a close friend, he does not know what he would have done.  
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While the families of these students of color may not have consisted of the traditional 

nuclear family members, all three students of color used familial capital to help them succeed in 

various ways. Having someone believe in them made them believe getting a college degree was 

possible. Comparable to the literature about familial capital, these participants saw the bonds of 

family as strengths in their life, as people they could to turn to when they needed someone to talk 

to or rely upon, even if it was just someone who believed in them (Brooms & Davis, 2017). 

Social Capital 

 Social capital for the three first generation adult learners who were also students of color, 

helped them find others who gave them the inspiration and strength to keep taking classes and 

persist to graduation. This social capital, unlike bridging and bonding social capital used as 

theoretical framework to examine the white participants’ stories, encompasses both bridging and 

bonding without separating them. Their social capital most often came from university 

professors, advisors, and classmates. 

When Hope found out she was pregnant with her first child, she did not know what she 

was going to do. Then she remembered her friend who had a baby and earned a degree. Hope 

told herself that if her friend can do it, then she could too. Having a friend go through that same 

situation made going to college seem possible. Hope also recalled the college advisor at a 

university on the West Coast with whom she still stays in contact, even though it has been close 

to 17 years since she last saw her. The college advisor encouraged her to apply to the McNair 

Scholar Program. This advisor was also a Native woman who went back to school at the age of 

50 and earned her PhD.  

Women Monica knew who had children and were pursuing their college degrees while 

working were a motivation to her, making them a source of social capital. While having lunch 
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with co-workers, the conversation would inevitably turn to discussing weekend plans and she 

would tell them that she was working on her bachelor’s degree. Even though her colleagues 

admired her for doing that, Monica knew women working toward a college degree who made 

more sacrifices than she did. These women had kids and worked full-time. Monica saw them as 

an inspiration and believed if they could do everything they were doing while pursuing their 

degrees, then she could, too. Those who provide inspiration for others like Monica, can give first 

generation adult learners the hope they need by making it seem possible.  

One of Josiah’s main source of social capital was the resident assistant who invited him 

to a barbecue for a university organization the first weekend he was on campus. He credits her 

for being friendly and reaching out. If she had not done that, he does not know what would have 

happened. They became friends and because of her he was able to become socially connected. 

Although Josiah met several friends while a student. One close friend in particular helped him at 

a time when he needed to become involved at the university and provided him with a much 

needed social connection. When first generation adult learners of color have no one else to turn 

to, having one person extending an invitation can make the difference between success and 

failure.  

Social capital for these three students of color all ended up being others who gave them 

encouragement by providing emotional support and being a friend. Although not monetary, the 

support provided by social capital was important, because it provided the encouragement and 

inspiration needed for them to see graduation as a possibility. Being able to envision success is 

paramount to first generation adult learners as they may be the only person even in their 

extended family to graduate from college. Seeing others like them graduate helps them achieve 

their goal of a four year college degree. 
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Navigational Capital  

Historically White Institutions (HWI) were not created to serve students of color, many 

of whom are also first generation students. The ability to navigate those institutions (HWIs), such 

as those institutions the students of color graduated from, can be difficult for those whose parents 

never earned a college degree. Given their orientation to serve continuing generation white 

students, alienation for a student of color, who is also a first generation adult learner, can be felt 

in three separate, distinct ways at an HWI. First, a student of color, who is also a first generation 

adult learner may feel they do not belong because no one in their family has ever obtained a 

college degree, they may even be the first in their family to ever set foot as a student on a college 

campus. They may also not understand the college jargon that continuing generation students 

seem to know intuitively. Second, as an adult learner, they may not have the time to spend on 

campus to feel connected at the university. And finally, as a student of color, they may look 

around and not see anyone that looks like them, especially if they are looking at staff and faculty 

who are at the institution. Not seeing anyone that looks like you, that you can identify with, can 

make one feel out of place. Also, there are typically fewer dedicated spaces for people of color 

on the campus of an HWI (Tichavakunda, 2021). Not having those spaces where students of 

color can congregate and form bonds, makes navigating a university setting more difficult. 

Navigating HWIs means possessing the ability to know how to enroll, knowing what classes to 

take, how and when to contact an advisor and knowing how to apply for scholarships and 

financial aid. For the three participants of color in this study, they were able to use the 

navigational capital they had acquired at a younger age to help them get their college degree.  

Monica experienced times when she had to learn to navigate the university system. While 

working on her associate degree directly out of high school, she had to pay for each class out of 
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pocket as she did not qualify for any financial aid because of her immigration status. She was 

working full time, going to school full time, and had another part time job as well. It took her 

many years to get her associates degree, paying for classes as she went. Once she completed her 

two year degree, she thought that was all she needed. However, once DACA came into play and 

she landed her scholarship, she knew she could finish her baccalaureate degree much quicker. 

After learning how to navigate paying for college classes out of pocket, Monica knew after being 

awarded the scholarship she would be able to obtain her four year degree much quicker than her 

previous degree.   

When Josiah started taking classes directly out of high school, his knowledge of how the 

financial aid system worked was limited. He was unaware of the fact that when he received a 

scholarship, it would affect the amount of federal financial aid he was eligible to receive, and 

thus ended up with a much larger balance than expected. It was not until he received a 

scholarship as an adult learner, and learning from previous experience, that he was able to 

successfully navigate the financial aid piece of the university system and graduate. He also 

experienced frustration with advisors not fully understanding the details of their jobs as well as 

not being informed when advisors changed roles or left the university. Despite his frustration 

with these situations, he was able to figure out what he needed to do to be successful and finish 

his degree.  

Being able to navigate the university was important to two of the first generation adult 

learners because not only were they able to do that, but they also excelled as well. Having 

navigational capital meant they would find a way no matter the obstacle to obtain a college 

degree. Navigating a university can be difficult even for someone who may have had parents 

who had a college degree. Similar to the literature, in which black parents taking the initiative to 
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advocate for a tutor for their children, these students of color were able to navigate academia 

themselves (Bolgartz et al., 2020). 

Resistance Capital 

 Using resistance capital to get what is needed was necessary for the first generation adult 

learners of color. By using their ability to advocate for themselves, or resistant capital, they were 

able to communicate what they needed to get their degree. Resistance capital for Hope and 

Josiah looked similar, as they both had to be persistent and demanding to get the results they 

needed. 

In 2015, Dolomite State wanted Hope to take extra classes to finish her degree. She told 

them she had been taking college classes for 15 years at five different universities and finally 

said to them, “No, I have more than enough credits.” Hope ended up calling the university every 

day to talk to someone. Her persistence finally paid off when she was told she only had to take 

one more class. Hope kept being told she did not have enough credits to graduate, yet she knew 

she did. She was persistent in getting the answer she wanted and knew she deserved.  

Josiah was motivated to finish his degree and that meant not taking no for an answer. His 

motivation to keep on pushing came with life experiences of being his mother's caregiver. It was 

his final year and he had gone to his advisor and gave him an ultimatum. He told his advisor that 

either he was going to figure out a way for Josiah to finish in 2020 or he was going quit. When 

they figured out it would take 21 credit hours for him to graduate, his advisor advised against it. 

But Josiah told his advisor he could do it, and he did. 

The definition of resistance capital is fighting back against the dominant culture and the 

ways it treats people of color. Being able to insist on what they needed and advocate for 

themselves proved beneficial for these first generation adult learners as they used it at a time, 
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near their graduation, when they needed it most. Similar to the study conducted by Robinson and 

Ward (1991) in which African American women taught their daughters to be both verbally and 

nonverbally resistant, two students of color in this study used their resistance capital to demand 

their needs be met.  

Although not all of the students of color who were interviewed used all six forms of 

capital, all six forms were found when reviewing their stories. This study reveals the importance 

of community cultural wealth for students of color who are also first generation adult learners. 

Their use of the different forms of capital demonstrates they possess the skills and characteristics 

it takes to matriculate to graduation. The most common forms used by the participants were 

aspirational, familial, and social, as all three of them used those forms of capital. Two 

participants, Monica and Josiah used linguistic capital. However, Monica, was the only one who 

did not use resistance capital. Although all three participants of color shared four forms of 

community cultural wealth, they often took vastly different forms. For example, Josiah’s familial 

capital was extended family members and even included a close friend. For Hope, her familial 

capital arose from Native women she met while taking college classes. Monica’s familial capital 

consisted of her mother and sister. The forms they all used included aspirational, familial, social, 

and navigational. while Hope and Josiah utilized resistance capital. The section below will take 

into consideration what can be learned from the previous sections of this chapter.    

Implications 

 Understanding how first generation adult learners matriculate to graduation is best 

understood by examining their lived experiences. Literature often cites barriers to matriculation 

to graduation for both first generation students and for adult learners (Duffy et al., 2014); 

(Ekstrom, 1972); (Goto & Martin, 2009): (Kimmel et al., 2016); (Osam et al., 2017); (Saar et al., 
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2014). However, it is sparse, not only for information about adult learners who are also first 

generation students, but it is also limited on information on how first generation adult learners 

were able to matriculate to graduation. This study contributes to the knowledge base about first 

generation adult learners. Monica, Josiah, Patricia, Hope, Greg, and Olivia were first generation 

adult learners who successfully matriculated to graduation. Although they each had unique 

experiences, their stories highlight how they each used their resources, whether it was social 

capital or community cultural wealth to graduate. Using the findings of this study, the following 

section examines the implications for university practitioners, and leadership which may help 

first generation adult learners matriculate to graduation. 

Implications for University Practitioners  

Recent university trends have spawned departments, programs, and offices to help 

support adult learners. Although many universities do have services to help support this 

population, they rarely have resources, such as entire spaces dedicated specifically for adult 

learners. Universities should consider having dedicated space, offices, or programs for adult 

learners so that these students have a place to go when they have questions or needs that are 

unique to this population. This would also provide a place to interact with other first generation 

adult learners. The stories in this study revealed that these students did not have access to any of 

these programs, so an expansion services specifically for adult learners may be helpful. 

University practitioners who serve adult learners may include those who specifically 

work with this population, including university personnel who work with military and veteran 

students and other degree completion programs (Kasworm, 2018) . It is important for those who 

work with first generation adult learners to know how this population differs from the traditional 

college student. The stories revealed some insight including useful methods for helping first 
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generation adult learners matriculate to graduation. Those methods include having in depth 

conversations with these students and listening to their stories and determining what forms of 

capital they have at their disposal. Of particular interest is the unique experiences of first 

generation adult learners who are also students of color. It is important for practitioners to 

understand how to work with this unique population in order to ensure they matriculate to 

graduation.  

University practitioners may benefit from understanding why first generation adult 

learners were unable to pursue college immediately after high school and/or why they were 

unable to successfully matriculate as a traditional college student. In this study, all six 

participants had specific struggles growing up including, but not limited to poverty, death of a 

parent, and parents who fought addiction. Lacking in the literature is the effect of how childhood 

situations and events may interfere with the matriculation of first generation adult learners. 

Therefore, also lacking in the literature is the need for conversations with first generation adult 

learners about their childhood and how it pertains to their experience in the pursuit of higher 

education. An in-depth conversation about past experiences, even into childhood, when a first 

generation adult learner enrolls may be beneficial. A conversation could be an eye opener for the 

students themselves as they may begin to understand more about themselves. Being able to 

pinpoint what has happened in the past and how it affects them now could help students to 

understand how to handle issues that may arise. Also making first generation adult learners 

aware of resources such as where to find counseling, could be beneficial to the students (Osam et 

al., 2017). 

Understanding the amount of bonding social capital or familial capital a student has can 

help university staff support determine what other resources first generation adult learners may 
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need. This could be accomplished by asking about a student’s support system. University support 

staff can ask where a student to think about who they have in their lives to support them. For first 

generation adult learners, support can come from myriad places (Blumenstyk, 2018). University 

staff who working with first generation adult learners should understand that sometimes these 

students find support from a spouse, a partner, a friend, an employer or a peer (Kasworm, 2018). 

Having relationships with others who have the same or similar circumstances could help bolster 

the amount of support a first generation adult learner has. It may be beneficial for first generation 

adult learners to have a specific space where they can find a peer or other first generation adult 

learners (Caffarella & Daffron, 2013). Having a specific place where they can interact may foster 

bonding social capital. Also having shared experiences such as being a first generation adult 

learner, can create close bonds and thus, close friendships that are considered bonding social 

capital can occur.  Providing a space where first generation adult learners could meet, like those 

that are available for other specific student populations such as military and veteran students, 

may help fill a gap where bonding capital is lacking  (Gast, 2013).  Mentoring programs could 

also be a resource for students who need more ways to connect with others and thus create a 

sense of belonging at the university they attend (Karmelita, 2018). By creating a sense of 

belonging, mentoring programs can also create close friendships that are characteristics of 

bonding social capital.  

For some first generation adult learners, taking classes online or getting their entire 

degree online is their only option due to being unable to attend classes at a university. While 

these students know the advantages of an online education, there are also some drawbacks to 

attending classes virtually (Cercone, 2008) . One of the disadvantages of online classes is the 

lack of social interaction that can happen online, thus making it more difficult to form 
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connections and build social capital with classmates. Those who work with first generation adult 

learners in online programs can build a sense of community by providing online learners a way 

to connect virtually. Providing an encouraging and constructive social environment through an 

electronic format can help those who take online classes a way to feel connected to each other 

and to the university (Cercone, 2008).  

Providing a way for first generation adult learners to build bridging social capital may be 

necessary for them to get the support needed to matriculate to graduation (Jensen & Jetten, 

2015). If a student does not have support through bonding capital, providing bridging capital 

through faculty and staff can help (Dumais et al., 2013). Making sure first generation adult 

learners know that the resources available to traditional students, such as internships and student 

organizations, are available to them as well may help provide more forms of bridging social 

capital.  Developing a strength-based test, using the tenants of cultural community wealth for 

first generation adult learner students of color, could help those students see the strengths they 

possess and thus, empower them to not only graduate, but be successful students as well (Bozic, 

2013).  

Differentiating the Needs of First Generation Adult Learner Students of Color 

Unfortunately, little exists in the form of academic literature about first generation adult 

learner students of color. This untapped potential could help those university personnel who 

work with this unique population by highlighting their needs and their strengths. Students of 

color, especially those attending an HWI, often have different needs than students who are of the 

dominant culture. It would benefit university personnel to learn about community cultural wealth 

and how students of color use it. To help first generation adult learners who are also students of 

color, it is imperative to acknowledge the existence of community cultural wealth and understand 
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what community cultural wealth they possess so it can be capitalized upon for the student of 

color’s benefit.  

Those who work with first generation adult learners of color could have conversations 

with them to determine what support they have and where it may be lacking. For example, all 

three students of color discussed their aspirations of obtaining a college degree. This aspirational 

capital helped all of them see past their current situations and envision a life with a college 

degree. They persisted in spite of obstacles such as poverty, and citizenship status. University 

personnel having conversations with first generation adult learners of color about their 

aspirations may be able to help foster the dream of a college education by keeping that dream 

alive for their students.  

 It is important for university personnel to understand academia can be a confusing place 

for someone who has multiple identities such as a first generation adult learner student of color 

(Caffarella & Daffron, 2013). University staff working with this unique population may be able 

to help these students navigate the university system more efficiently by determining where they 

need help. First generation adult learners may be unaware of the resources available to them 

(Cataldi et al., 2018). University staff that can have conversations with these students to 

determine what they need and direct the students to the proper resources would be beneficial. 

The more that is known about first generation adult learner students of color, the more university 

support staff can empower them.  

Implications for University Leadership  

University leaders are in the position to create and fund support services for first 

generation adult learners. This requires a shift away from the university focus on enrollment and 

credit hours to caring about the student. From university presidents to provosts, vice presidents, 
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and deans, it is important for leaders to understand the needs of first generation adult students so 

they may implement policies and allocate funds to help more first generation adult learners 

matriculate to graduation (Blumenstyk, 2018). The participants in this study discussed university 

policies that both hindered and helped their progress.  

Often first generation adult learners will enter a new university with numerous credits 

from various institutions. Policies at universities will often force students to take a certain 

number of credits at their university before allowing a student to graduate from their institution. 

Simplifying the process and making it easier to transfer credits for an adult learner from other 

universities may help more students graduate earlier and thus, also take on less debt while 

earning a college degree (Caffarella & Daffron, 2013).  

Even after many setbacks, which are often beyond their control, first generation adult 

learners continue to persist. An adult learner may start taking classes and have to step out for a 

period of time, from a year or two or even up to 10 or 20 years because of life circumstances 

such as serving in the military, having to take care of a child, or a demanding job. Although they 

may have to delay their education, they have the determination to go back and finish their 

education. Recognizing and honoring first generation adult learners, university leadership may 

be able to not only give these students the added push they need and deserve, but it may also help 

attract other similar prospective students to the university. First generation adult learners often 

have family, friends and co-workers who ask them advice about getting their degree as an adult 

learner. Recognition could come in the form of a ceremony highlighting and celebrating the 

accomplishments adult learners bring to the university. Those who have a positive experience at 

an institution often recommend the university they graduated from to their peers. 
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Often first generation adult learners have a difficult time paying for college. Sometimes 

that is due to past due balances incurred while trying to obtain their degree, such as Josiah 

encountered when he tried to enroll at a different university. These debts are sometimes due to 

parking tickets or unpaid fees and while they may be small, they can prevent students from 

accessing their transcripts, which can in turn, prevent them from enrolling in classes 

(Blumenstyk, 2018). A policy that would help students reduce the amount of money they owe to 

the university, could help them return and their degree. For example, in July of 2018, Wayne 

State University began a debt relief program called Warrior Way Back (Wayne State University, 

2021). Specifically, for adult learners, this program forgives students’ debts up to $1500.00. If a 

student maintains a 2.5 GPA, is enrolled in at least six hours and is working towards a degree, 

Wayne State forgive $500.00 the first semester, $500.00 the second semester, and $500.00 the 

third semester. Since the program’s inception, they have re-enrolled 142 students, 20 of which 

have graduated. Implementing a debt relief program similar to Warrior Way Back, may help 

returning first generation adult learners return to the university to finish their degree. 

While first generation adult learners are not the only ones who may have a difficult time 

paying for college, they often have other expenses many traditional students do not have 

(Blumenstyk, 2018). On top of paying for classes, first generation adult learners may also have 

house payments, medical bills, and expenses associated with having children (Alhassan, 2012). 

Financial literacy, specifically for first generation adult learners, as they often have multiple 

financial responsibilities, may have an impact on their ability to graduate with less debt. One 

student in this study ended up Resources of financial responsibilities could include how to look 

for and apply for scholarships, for Pell Grants, and for FAFSA, as financing college is highly 

complex and not easily navigated. Having scholarships and grants available specifically for these 
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students may lead to the retention and thus, matriculation of first generation adult learners. The 

stories of these six first generation adult learners who have graduated demonstrate that it may be 

useful for university leaders to review their policies to determine which ones need to be revised 

or rescinded or new policies created. Reviewing and creating policies may result in a higher 

matriculation rate for first generation adult learners.  

Implications for Students 

First generation adult learners, as seen in this study, have the capacity to work full time, 

sometimes hold down to or three jobs at a time, raise families, and be successful students who go 

on to graduate (Blumenstyk, 2018). With almost every minute of every day accounted for, these 

students may not take the time to understand or think about how they were able to juggle 

multiple priorities and still matriculate. Those who have graduated could go on to mentor those 

who are either in college or who are entertaining the idea of going back to get their college 

degree.  

Graduates could help students or potential students understand their strengths that might 

not be recognized as such, especially students of color. Mentors who have faced or who are 

facing the dilemmas of working full time, raising a family, taking care of elderly parents, and 

earning a degree understand what is needed to be successful (Shepherd & Nelson, 2012). 

Mentors who were once adult learners could also help unpack the complexity of financing a 

college education. Current first generation adult learners, those who have completed several 

semesters at the same institution, also have the capacity to serve as mentors to others who are 

new to academia (Garriott & Nisle, 2018). Peer mentors are in the unique position to help each 

other out by sharing childcare duties, navigating the campus, and helping each other know what 

resources are available at their institution.  
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Implications for Further Research 

 This study used community cultural wealth to determine how first generation adult 

learner students of color were able to persist to graduation. Future research should consider the 

appropriateness of the theory for the participants in the study. Using community cultural wealth 

added a depth to the stories of the students of color that would not have been able to be seen, had 

just social capital theory been used. Had social capital been the only theory used, the stories 

would not have been as rich as they are as that theory only accounts for other people, or 

relationships to account for the students’ persistence to graduation. Belonging to multiple 

identities, students who identify as adult learners, first generation, and students of color bring 

myriad strengths for which more traditional social capital theory does not account. Bridging and 

bonding social capital do not allow to see such actions as those used in resistance capital as a 

method which allows students to get what they need. This study revealed first generation adult 

learner students of color used different methods to graduate than did the white students of color. 

Similar studies should(Blumenstyk, 2018) be conducted to determine how other first generation 

adult learner students of color are using community cultural wealth to persist to graduation. 

There is also a need for future research that highlights the unique experiences of students of color 

who are first generation adult learners.  
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Appendix A 

Participant Email Invitation 

Dear Graduate, 

You are invited to participate in a research study on persistence to graduation of first 

generation adult learners. 

This study, which is being conducted by Pamela O’Neal, a doctoral candidate in the 

Department of Counseling, Educational Leadership, Educational and School Psychology at 

Wichita State University, seeks to better understand how first generation adult learners persisted 

to graduation.  This study will explore the experiences of first generation adult learners, the 

challenges they faced and how they overcame those challenges to persist to graduation. Through 

this study, I hope to provide first generation adult learners, and those who work with first 

generation adult learners, a better understanding of this population and the kinds of supports they 

use to persist to graduation. Additionally, I hope to provide those who work with first generation 

adult learners a window for better understanding of them and how universities can more 

effectively accommodate the needs of this special population.  The study is approved by the 

Institutional Review Board at WSU. 

  You were selected as a prospective participant in this study because of your status as a 

first generation adult learner who has graduated or is in their last semester as a first generation 

adult learner.  Approximately five first generation adult learners are being invited to participate 

in three individual interviews lasting about 60 minutes. 

If you are interested in participating in this study, please respond by Monday 09-01-20.  I 

will follow up with additional information and to schedule a date, time, and location for the 

session that is convenient for you.   
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If you have any questions about this research study, you can contact me, Pamela O’Neal (co-

investigator), at pamela.oneal@wichita.edu or Dr. Jean Patterson, faculty advisor and principal 

investigator, jean.patterson@wichita.edu. 
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Appendix B 

Individual Interview #1 Protocol and Questions  

My name is Pamela O’Neal and I am a doctoral student at Wichita State University 

(WSU) in the Educational Leadership program. I appreciate your willingness to participate in 

this study, which will examine your experiences of being a first generation adult learner. You 

were selected as a possible participant in this study because you are a first generation adult 

learner and have either (a) graduated with a bachelor’s degree from a four year state college or 

university or (b) are currently in your last semester before graduating.  

Before I begin, we would like to share a few procedures for our conversation. Although I will 

be on a first name basis, no names will be used in the final report. You can be assured of 

complete confidentiality. With your permission, I would like to record the conversation for 

accuracy and clarity. This session will last 45-60 minutes.  

1. Tell me about yourself and your family when you were younger. 
a. Where did you grow up? 
b. Tell me about your siblings, your parents. 
c. What was your experience like in high school? 
d. Were you encouraged to go to college? 

 
2. Tell me about life right after high school.  

a. What did you do after you graduated high school? 
b. Why were you unable to either start or finish college after high school? 
c. How did you feel about not being able to start or finish college right away? 
d. What made you think about going back to get your college degree? 

 
3. Tell me about your life while you were getting your degree as an adult learner. 

a. Were you a part-time or full-time student? 
b. What other responsibilities did you have besides being a student? (e.g. Work, 

family, other commitments). How did you manage them while also going to 
college?  

c. How did you pay for college? Did you receive any scholarships or financial aid? 
Do you still have student debt? (if they took out loans) 
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Individual Interview #2 Protocol and Questions 

4. Tell me about your experience as an adult learner.  
a. What caused your delay in getting your degree? 
b. Tell me about your college experience as an adult. 
c. How long did it take you to get your degree? 

 
5. Think of a time when you struggled while working toward your degree. Maybe even 

thought of dropping out. Tell me as much detail as you can about the experience.  
a. What was it like? 
b. How did you feel about it? 
c. What made you continue? 

 
6. Tell me about some of the advantages of being an adult learner. 

 
7. Think of a time while you were pursuing your degree when you felt especially proud.  

a. Who were some of the first people you told? 
b. What was their reaction? 

8. What were some of your accomplishments? 
9. What advice would you give to other adults who desire to return to school after being out 

of high school for a few years?  
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Individual Interview #3 Protocol and Questions  

10. What did a typical day look like when you were getting your degree as an adult learner? 
 

11. Tell me about your friends and family and the role they played in your decision to get 
your degree. 

a. What did your friends and family say when you told them you were going back to 
get your college degree? 

b. Describe your biggest supporter. How did they support you?  
 

12. Was there anyone you met while getting your degree who also ended up supporting you? 
13. What university resources or services did you use while getting your degree? Which 

resources did you find the most helpful?  
14. Who, from your time in college, do you still keep in touch with? (Eg. university faculty 

staff.) 
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Appendix C 

 

 
 

Consent Form 
 
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study of first generation adult learners. I hope 
to learn the experiences of first generation adult learners and how they persisted to graduation.  
 
Participant Selection: You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you were 
a first generation adult learner who has either graduated or will graduate at the end of the current 
semester. Approximately 5 participants will be invited to join the study. 
 
Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate, your participation could consist of 3-4 
individual interviews that will take approximately 45-60 minutes. With your permission, I will audio-
record the interviews. Sample questions include: What were some of the challenges you faced as a 
first generation adult learner?  
 
Discomfort/Risks: There are no anticipated risks associated with participating in this study. 
However, if you feel uncomfortable with a question, you may skip it.  
 
If at any point you feel too distressed to continue the study, please inform the researcher and you 
may discontinue your participation without penalty. If the distress continues after you 
discontinue or finish participation, you may wish to contact the Wichita State University 
Counseling and Prevention Services. They are in the Student Wellness Center inside the Steve 
Clark YMCA on the main campus of WSU, phone number 316-978-4792, email 
counselingcenter@wichita.edu. 
. 
Benefits: The study is being conducted as part of a dissertation for a doctoral program. With your 
participation, you may benefit from a deeper understanding of how you persisted through graduation 
as a first generation adult learner. You may benefit from having the opportunity to be heard regarding 
your experiences as a first generation adult learner. I plan to disseminate the results of the study through 
presentations at state and national conferences and publications in scholarly journals. 
 
Confidentiality: Every effort will be made to keep your study-related information confidential. 
However, in order to make sure the study is done properly and safely there may be circumstances 
where this information must be released. By signing this form, you are giving the research team 
permission to share information about you with the following groups:   
 

• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 
agencies; 

• The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board 
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The researchers may publish the results of the study. If they do, they will only discuss group results. 
Your name will not be used in any publication or presentation about the study. Audio-recordings 
will be maintained on a password-protected shared online document site. All data and transcripts 
will be maintained for a five-year period per WSU IRB policy.  
 
I will also collect your cell phone number and/or email address to send you appointment reminders. 
 
Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether to 
participate will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University and/or If you agree 
to participate in this study, you are free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
 
Contact:  If you have any questions about this research, you can contact Pamela O’Neal at 316-
978-8313 or pamela.oneal@wichita.edu, or Dr. Jean Patterson at: 316-978-6392 or 
jean.patterson@wichita.edu, Wichita State University, Wichita, KS 67260-0142. If you have 
questions pertaining to your rights as a research subject, or about research-related injury, you can 
contact the Office of Research and Technology Transfer at Wichita State University, 1845 
Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, telephone (316) 978-3285. 
 
You are under no obligation to participate in this study. Your signature below indicates that: 

• You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,  
• You are aware that this is a research study,  
• You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to your 

satisfaction, and 
• You have voluntarily decided to participate. 

 
You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. You will be given a copy of this 
consent form to keep. 
 
____________________________________________________  
Printed Name of Subject       
 
____________________________________________________ _______________________ 
Signature of Subject       Date 
 
____________________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Witness 
 
____________________________________________________   ________________________ 
Witness Signature       Date 
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