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often the only option for “nontraditional, underrepresented, low-income, and first-generation

students” (Bahr, 2013, p. 139). As a result, a sizable portion of these students have been denied

the social capital and resources to which traditional college students (those who enroll full time,

do not work, have college-educated parents, among other
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wide-ranging ramifications, not only for practice and scholarship in higher education, but also

for Communities of Color.

This study’s purpose was to examine the lived experiences of first-generation Latiné/x

students who transferred from a 2-year community college (Oxnard) and graduated from a 4-year

university. Research questions included:

● How do first-generation Latiné/x transfer students who completed university studies

describe their transfer process to the 4-year environment?

● What are the common experiences among first-generation Latiné/x vertical transfer

students?

● How do they describe their experience as it relates to academic preparedness at the

university level?

Methodology

According to Strauss and Corbin (1990), qualitative research is the kind that “produces

findings not arrived at by means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification” (p.

17). Instead, the researcher uses “a naturalistic approach that seeks to understand phenomena in

context-specific settings” (Golafshani, 2003, p. 600). Since the settings are specific to context,

these studies are not meant to be generalizable (Newcomer et al., 2010; Yin, 2014), especially

since the real world is constantly changing and therefore researchers are observers of these

changes (M.Q. Patton, 2002). My research, therefore, did not seek an objective reality that can be

applied to all sites, rather, it is work that reflects one reality in this time and place. Furthermore,

this study went beyond merely observing reality since it follows the critical qualitative research

tradition of pushing for social justice, opportunity, and equity (Denzin, 2017; Pasque et al.,

2012). Participants identified areas in need of change (Denzin, 2017) to improve transfer rates
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who met a specific set of characteristics (Sandelowski, 2000). The target population consisted of

those who:

● Identify as Latiné/x (regardless of place of birth and generation in the U.S.).

● Transferred from a community college to a university (vertical transfer).

● Completed their bachelor’s degree within the past 5 years.

● Are first generation college graduates.

This study included 12 participants split between former students of mine and individuals I had

not worked with before. Each participant attended the same community college, but not

necessarily the same 4-year university, and they entered this study by way of personal

communication. Snowball sampling, participants recommending additional potential participants,

was used for two participants.

The data I relied upon for this study came from the aforementioned pláticas. These

“informal conversations” (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016, p. 117) occurred over three virtual

(Zoom) sessions and phases. Phase I consisted of one-on-one pláticas with each participant. The

first plática did not yield too much information regarding community college practices since it

was a preliminary meeting that set expectations and logistics, although participants were free to

provide details of their transfer journey. After this initial one-on-one meeting, Phase 2 was a

longer group session where participants were encouraged to share their experiences while

responding to semi-structured interview questions.

Upon analyzing and coding the group sessions data, the next phase (Phase 3) was a

member check-in where I met one-on-one with participants to go over their responses from

Phase 2. Together, we co-constructed meaning in a way that valued their input (Delgado Bernal,
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1998). I then performed a meta-analysis of each participant’s experiences to identify and present

major themes and findings.

Findings

For first-generation, Latiné/x students, consistent counseling was imperative since the

field of higher education is so unfamiliar to them. They expressed frustration at receiving

contradictory information regarding their pathway towards transfer, and many times they had to

either advocate for themselves or conduct their own research in order to meet course

requirements. Additionally, participants urged counselors to not view their students through a

deficit lens. Throughout their academic careers, many Latiné/x students encounter

microaggressions and low expectations (Dowd et al., 2013; García-Louis, 2020), therefore,

participants explained they do not want to see these practices perpetuated at the onset of their

higher education experience. Consequently, many of them recommended counselors take cultural

competency training to better understand their students and thus avoid this approach. The

counseling strategy participants found most effective, nonetheless, was connecting with students.

This, according to data collected, can be achieved by showing vulnerability, sharing their

personal stories, and showing genuine interest in students’ goals. Participants felt that if they

could trust their counselors, they were more likely to return to them.

Another major theme I identified related to faculty practices, some of which paralleled

feedback participants provided for counselors. For instance, they noted the importance of

instructors to be approachable and empathetic. Being that these individuals all went through

community college and university, they understood the importance of communicating with

faculty and advocating for themselves. Yet, being first-generation college students, they also

knew how difficult and intimidating this can be for those new to the academic realm; hence,
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faculty who are approachable and easy to talk to, facilitate communication, allowing students to

practice a crucial skill that translates into their 4-year experience. Understanding student context

is vital for instructors too, since it allows for deadline extensions. There are times, for example,

when students are unable to submit assignments due to the realities they face outside of the

classroom. Informed instructors are privy to this dynamic and are therefore more understanding.

This ties into the next subtheme which is teaching with affirmation.

Participants preferred an educational setting that values their knowledge and validates

their contributions. This is especially important for a group that has historically been

marginalized and viewed through a deficit lens by the educational system. Finally, similar to

their reflections on counselors, participants indicated they sought to make connections with

faculty, something they felt lacking at the 4-year level. They placed importance on this aspect

since it gives them a sense of belonging. Many Latiné/x students enter higher education already

feeling unwelcome (Dowd et al., 2013), so being able to connect with a professor gives them

confidence through a sense of belonging. Participants noted it is also impactful when the

professor shares their lived experience; it provides a role model of sorts for students since they

see themselves in someone who has reached their career goals.

Lastly, participants emphasized how being involved on campus played a key role in their

academic journeys. It plugged them into both formal and informal channels, connecting them to

people, resources, and opportunities. Whether tutoring at the library, working on campus, or

serving on student government, participants found their navigational capital increase to the point

where they even applied this immediately upon arriving at their university. Peer groups also

provided them with social capital; it

felt

their
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e
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it

soughtthey

see

someone
Peer



10

is academia. These connections had such a positive
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Mission Statements

While implementing the practices listed in the aforementioned section would require

training and investment at many levels, one good place for 2-year institutions to start could be

mission statements. Since mission statements can guide decision making and inspire practice

(Morphew & Hartley, 2006), community colleges can be more intentional about servingness,

transfer culture, and social mobility in their mission statements. Additionally, these documents

can go a long way in both celebrating and increasing students’ aspirational wealth by placing

high expectations upon them. For instance, as Abelman and Dalessandro (2008) detailed:

The vision statements of community colleges do not offer lofty, motivational incentives that

encourage students to stretch their expectations and aspirations. They are more in line with the

vision statements of proprietary schools, which push market-driven outcomes or emphasize the

prospects for employment over academic preparation (p. 321).

Community colleges that serve marginalized groups are working with individuals who

have endured negative stereotypes (Capper, 2018; Delgado Bernal, 2002; Yosso, 2006a),

experiences which can sometimes lead students to internalize such messaging and doubt their

beliefs (Dowd et al., 2013). An affirming, validating mission statement, therefore, can serve not

only to drive practice, but it can also motivate and
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Conclusion

After analyzing our pláticas, the major themes I identified were related to a) counseling,

b) faculty practices, and c) campus involvement. Their insights were closely tied to familismo, a

concept valued by the Latiné/x culture which includes collectivist tendencies and community

solidarity (Gonzales, 2019). To begin, participants wanted culturally competent counselors who

provided clear, consistent pathways toward completion and with whom they could connect on a

personal level. Such a connection encouraged them to return for further sessions and

strengthened their bonds to the campus, an aspect especially valued by Latiné/x students (Llamas

& Morgan Consoli, 2012). This insight closely mirrored what participants had to say about

faculty practices; for example, they expressed a strong preference for empathetic instructors who

understood student context, a trait which makes them more amenable to deadline extensions

responsive to students’ realities outside the classroom.

Approachability is also important since it fosters faculty-student interaction, which not

only leads to students advocating for themselves, but serves as vital practice for communicating

with professors at the 4-year level. They also indicated how important it is for faculty to avoid a

deficit approach. Participants liked working with faculty who valued their contributions and

affirmed their status as college worthy. This is significant since many Latiné/x students already

feel insecure about their academic capabilities (Cox, 2009). Furthermore, studies indicated low

expectations from teachers often leads to low performance from students (Rubie-Davies, 2006),

thus faculty who validate their students can avoid this dynamic. Like with counselors,

participants seek personal connections with faculty members since this gives them a sense of

belonging and reduces what F. Contreras and G.J. Contreras (2015) called the trespasser

syndrome many Latiné/x students face.



15

The feeling of belonging was something participants also gained through involvement

both in campus culture and through peer groups. Serving a role in the institution beyond that of a

student, be it as a tutor, employee, or through student government, plugged students into various

channels and networks that opened many opportunities and resources for them. These

experiences were so impactful, participants noted they followed this same strategy of campus

integration upon transferring to a 4-year. Furthermore, peer groups allowed them to expand what

Yosso (2005) referred to as social and navigational capital, collecting vital information that

helped with how to make their way through an unfamiliar environment. Should community

colleges put this participant input into practice, especially those that serve Latiné/x communities,

this may lead to improved transfer outcomes.
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